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Setting the Scene
Tough questions always come when least expected. They put you on the spot. They make you sweat over
your intellectual, ethical, and emotional responses to pressing problems that you know are important—
wars, poverty, humanity’s origin, God’s existence, globalization, climate change, other religions, eternal
destiny—just you planned to think out a well reasoned response over a smooth latté when spare time
presented. Sadly, the time never came, and so here you are again, unsure and uncomfortable.
Maybe I’m speaking for you. I’m certainly speaking for myself! As a Christian apologist—that is, one
defending and commending the Christian faith as plausible—I’ve often found myself sweating it over a
tough question or three coming from left-field, usually while in front of a senior high class, all the while
trying to point people to Jesus.
But sadly, for many of us, fear of being unable to answer these tough questions gives us an excuse not to
talk about or faith. How many conversations have you avoided because you were afraid that you might be
faced with a tough question?
John 1:9 tells us that Christ is the true light that gives light to every person. This is a cornerstone verse for
the LOGOS ministries. We are about sharing the light of Christ with others by commending and defending
our Christian faith, and equipping our brothers and sisters in Christ to do the same.
This study guide is designed to be used in your small group as a follow on from the message ‘God’s Two
Books: Integrating Science & Scripture’. You can download the speaker’s notes & slides, an audio of the
message, as well as a number of other resources from the following link:
http://logos.kbc.org.au/blog/resources/logos-talks/gods-two-hands/. At times in this study we’ll be
referring to the points made by the panel, so make sure if you weren’t at one of the messages, you check
out this site!
- the LOGOS Team

Try This
Before we get started, humour me with a quick activity: take a few minutes to rate your answers
to the following questions below:
Have you struggled with a difficult passage of Scripture, where God commands or condones acts of
violence?
Of Course! I can’t read the
Old Testament anymore.

1

2

No, it all makes
sense to me

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

If a non-Christian asks you questions about some of these passages, how confident would you be in
responding?
Totally petrified

1

No sweat!

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

Do you avoid talking about your faith with people because you’re afraid they’ll ask you tough
questions?
No

Yes

1

2

3
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When it comes to sharing our faith, we’ve all had times when we’ve made mistakes... we
chickened out, said the wrong thing, whatever. That’s not something we need to be afraid of or be
ashamed of – we’ve all been there. But we should learn from those mistakes – what they tell us
about ourselves and what they reveal about our knowledge of the message we’re trying to share.
Hopefully, by the end of this study and others like it, you’ll be better equipped and thus more
confident to share your faith and answer tough questions about instances of divine violence if they
ever come your way.
Take it to God
As you open this study, take a few minutes to commit yourself and your group to God. Ask the
Holy Spirit to search your heart and reveal any sin or blockages keeping you from experiencing
God’s presence. Ask for Godly wisdom and discernment throughout this study, to help you put
aside any preconceived notions or biases, and commit yourself to honouring Him both through
this study and as you apply what we talk about to your life.
The Big Idea
Our world is permeated with religious violence; our history is rife with it... the Crusades, the
Inquisitions, the Middle-East conflict, September 11. Granted, people can use anything to justify
war and violence, but religion is a particularly convenient excuse. Still, it’s hard to reconcile this
backdrop of religious violence with an image of a loving God. Even more so when God Himself is
the instigator, commanding or directly causing the deaths of thousands.
How do we make sense of divine violence? Whether it’s Noah’s Flood, the slaying of Egypt’s
firstborn, the exile of Israel, the beating and crucifixion of Christ, the blood-spattered Lamb of God
astride a White Horse in the End Times, or the casting of countless souls into the Lake of Fire ...
how can a supposedly loving God condone the killing of millions? Is God, as Richard Dawkins
asserts, “a brutish fiend, a moral monster”?
Talking Point
Has everyone in the group seen at least one of the presentations of ‘God's Two Hands: Making
Sense of Divine Violence?’ (8/10am; 5pm on Sunday, 5 June 2011)? If there is anyone who hasn’t
seen it, the group can summarise it for them, or the video is available from the KBC office, or you
can download the audio & PowerPoint from www.kbc.org.au or the link above.
What was your initial response to the message? What made best sense to you? What made the
least sense? Did you think there was anything missing? What impacted you most in this message?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Take a few minutes to share your thoughts with the group.
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Try This
Biblical history is undoubtedly bloody. There are many more episodes than those listed above;
episodes which have caused many genuine, devout Christ followers intense personal anguish as
they try to reconcile these events with the message of forgiveness and love that God
demonstrated in Christ.
Have everyone in the group share which particular event troubles them the most (we all have one,
even if we like to pretend that we don’t). PASSAGE: ____________________________________
Quite likely, there’s one which is recurring among your group. If not, choose one which the group
agrees is particularly troubling. Read that passage together as a group.
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Now talk through it together. Pretend that you have a visitor attending your group tonight;
someone who isn’t a Christian. How would you respond to this person if they asked you to explain
how a loving God could condone or command such an event?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
The Big Idea
It’s almost ingrained in us to shrug these sorts of happenings off as being “Old Testament stuff;
laws and sacrifices and wrath”: pre-Jesus. “God does things differently now,” we say, “since Jesus,
God’s all about love and forgiveness and turn the other cheek.” Right?
Wrong. We can't form an artificial divide between the Old and New Testament. The same God is
author of the one story, of which Christ is the climax. In the Old Testament, we see God’s love and
mercy displayed alongside his wrath and judgment. And the New Testament teaches more about
eternal punishment and hell than the Old Testament does.
God isn’t bipolar; he doesn’t arbitrarily switch between “angry god” and “loving god”. He IS Love,
but he is ALSO unspeakably Holy, Righteous and Just. Hence the picture of the God’s Two Hands:
the strong right hand, the power arm: violence if you’re against God, deliverance if you’re with
Him. And the gentle left hand: full of mercy and grace, withholding well-deserved punishment and
offering forgiveness for any who turn.
Talking Point
Look at that Biblical passage you’ve just tried to defend to our hypothetical non-Christian. The
right hand is obvious; it’s what we picked the passage for. But look for the left hand. It might be
hard to see, but it will be there, even though we often overlook it.
What is it? Had you noticed it before? Does it surprise you to find evidence of God’s mercy and
love in the middle of an example of His wrath?
KENMORE BAPTIST CHURCH
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Try This
Take a few minutes and watch how Bec grapples with the God-ordained destruction of the
Canaanites by Israel, in the section “Joshua and Jericho” from the ‘God’s Two hands’ message (or
look at the PowerPoint/discussion guide & notes) and jot down how she responds.
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Talking Point
Where is her response strong and where is it weak? Would you add anything to it?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
How would you respond to the following questions?
Why did God choose Israel?
Can God Kill the Innocent?
Does sin deserve to be punished?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Try This
Heave each group member look up one of the following Biblical stories, and try to identify where
both of God’s hands come into play:
Fall of Mankind (Gen 3)
Murder of Abel (Gen 4)
Noah’s Flood (Gen 6:11-22)
Killing of the First Born (Ex 11:4-6, 12: 7-8, 12-13)
Sodom & Gomorrah (Gen 18:17-33)
Selling of Joseph (Gen 37:12-36)
Mission to Nineveh (Jonah 3)
Talking Point
As you have read through these passages, you would have noticed that some of them are
situations where God has commanded violence, and others are situations where God is working in
violent circumstances. Consider the situations where it is God perpetrating the acts of violence ...
Is there anything that the situations have in common?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
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The Big Idea
As we discussed earlier, God is Holy, Righteous and Just. When we look at the flood, the
destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, the destruction of Nineveh, the death of the first born … all
of these events are God’s response to humanity’s wickedness and sin.
That is the danger in drawing an artificial divide between the Old and New Testaments—between
God’s left and right hands. We can’t compartmentalise God. He is not angry or loving; He is both.
In these Biblical episodes, the action God takes is done appropriately, as an act of justice. It is not
evil when God punishes crimes committed against Him, as all sin is. It’s God’s job to judge.
But because He is Loving and Merciful, as well as Holy, Righteous and Just, His left hand is always
present alongside the right, offering forgiveness to those who turn to him.
Talking Point
What other examples of this ‘Scarlet Thread of Redemption’ come to mind from the Biblical story?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Try This
Since Jesus is God, and is the image of the Father (John 14:9; Colossians 1:15), then we would
expect to see in Jesus the same attributes of Love, Mercy, Holiness, Righteousness and Justice
reflected. We would expect both the right and left hand. So let’s take a look...
Read through the following passages and note down the ways that both of God’s hands are
displayed in Jesus’ ministry.
Sermon on the Mount (Matt 5-7)
Cleansing of the Temple (Matt 21:10-15)
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Talking Point
In what ways is Jesus’ teaching and example continuous or discontinuous with the Divine Violence
in the Old Testament? That is, how does Jesus do it the same, or differently?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
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The Big Idea
The ultimate Biblical example of the left and right hands of God in play together is at Calvary: God
graciously determined to save any who would repent. Because we could not get to glory on our
own, Christ had to blaze a trail for us to glory. That trail led through death, and Jesus was willing.
He had to live and die as a human being in order to identify with everyone and become an
acceptable substitute for us by virtue of His sinless humanity. As He identifies with us—His
people—He is not ashamed to call us family and therefore constantly points us to the Father.
Violent justice and tender mercy met on the cross-beams. The cross is the only action a loving God
could have taken to maintain His Holiness, Righteousness and Justice, yet be lovingly gracious and
merciful to guilty sinners at the same time.
Our Challenge
How, as Christ-followers, do we respond to the Cross? It is more than just a means of salvation. Do
we have a holy fear of God? Or do we use His supposed violence in history as a way of questioning
His moral credentials to judge? Apart from God, we have no foundation for any of our moral
judgments. But if there is a God, then He alone has the right to judge.
Do you recognise God's right hand in your life? Do you acknowledge His absolute right to come
into the midst of your brokenness and mess, and pass judgment? Do you appreciate that you are
not called in this world to a life of violence, of judging others, or seeking revenge – because that is
God’s province alone? And the day is coming when He will judge the world in righteousness.
Commit to God all the times in your life when you take control, when you pass judgment, when you
turn to violence (whether externally in the depth of your heart). Repent, and be reconciled once
again to God through Christ, who absorbed evil with pure love.
Are you, as an ambassador of Christ, empowered by the Holy Spirit, demonstrating God's left hand
of love in your life? Are you salt and light in a bland and dark world, sowing peace wherever you
go? Are you reaching out to hurt and broken people, that they may be reconciled to God and
saved from the wrath that is to come?
Release control of your life, release the fears that hold you back, and ask you Heavenly Father to
give you a glimpse of His heart for a groaning world. Let His compassion be yours, and ask Him to
show you Kingdom opportunities, that you may be God’s left hand of grace and forgiveness,
extended to a broken and hurting soul.
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Kenmore Baptist Church Message Outline 5/6/11 AM/PM (LOGOS)

GOD’S TWO HANDS: Making Sense of Divine Violence
[OPENING DRAMA: “What the Lectionary Left Out”
downlight on Sue + Chris Chapman for reading of 7 quotes, supported by powerpoint}

GENESIS 6:5-8 [SUE]
Then the LORD saw that the wickedness of man was
great in the earth, and that every intent of the thoughts of
his heart was only evil continually. … 7 So He said, “I will
destroy man whom I have created from the face of the
earth, both man and beast, creeping thing and birds of the
air, for I am sorry that I have made them.” 8 But Noah
found grace in the eyes of the LORD.
5

DANIEL DENNETT {CHRIS}
“Part of what makes Jehovah such a fascinating
participant in stories of the Old Testament is His
kinglike jealousy and pride, and His great appetite for
praise and sacrifices. But we have moved beyond this
God (haven’t we?).”
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DEUTERONOMY 7:1-2 [SUE]
“When the LORD your God brings you into the land
which you go to possess, and has cast out many nations
before you—the Hittites and the Girgashites and the
Amorites and the Canaanites and the Perizzites and the
Hivites and the Jebusites, seven nations greater and
mightier than you, 2 and when the LORD your God
delivers them over to you—you shall conquer them and
utterly destroy them. You shall make no covenant with
them nor show mercy to them.”
1

CHRISTOPHER HITCHENS {CHRIS}
“[The forgotten Canaanites were] pitilessly driven out
of their homes to make room for the ungrateful and
mutinous children of Israel. … The ground is forever
soaked with the blood of the innocent.”

PSALM 2:10-12 [SUE]
10

Be wise, O kings; be instructed, you judges of the earth.
Serve the LORD with fear, and rejoice with trembling.
12
Kiss the Son, lest He be angry, and you perish in the
way, when His wrath is kindled but a little. Blessed are all
those who put their trust in Him.
11

RICHARD DAWKINS {CHRIS}
“The God of the Old Testament is arguably the most
unpleasant character in all fiction: jealous and proud of
it; a petty, unjust, unforgiving control-freak; a
vindictive, bloodthirsty ethnic cleanser; a misogynistic,
homophobic, racist, infanticidal, genocidal, filicidal,
pestilential, megalomaniacal, sadomasochistic,
capriciously malevolent bully.”
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Troubling Stories and a Bloody God (Dave Benson)
A warm welcome to Kenmore Baptist Church.
Actually, a warmer welcome than you may
suspect given the readings we just heard. This
isn’t your usual Sunday pep talk. But this year is
probably just the right time for Logos to tackle
some troubling stories.

1

So, why this year? I’ll let the press break it to you
gently.
1

Reading from The Australian:
“Bin Laden’s Terror Reign Over.”
Yep, that’s right. Osama is gone.
This well bearded face of global terrorism was responsible for 3000 deaths on
September 11, 2001. On May 1, 2011, the tables turned. Navy seals visited his Pakistani
hide-out. Shortly thereafter, bin Laden was dead.
When you heard the news, how did you respond?
Millions of Americans celebrated justice done and
the triumph of freedom. One National Guard
trooper announced, “There is no greater joy in my
life than to know that this man is dead.”
Apparently “revenge is a dish best served cold.”
Australians, typically, were apathetic. Osama’s
successor was in the wings, reprisal attacks were
sure to follow … any partying seemed premature.
But for the average person, a disturbing question remained: Is religion responsible?
The President said this is not a war on Islam. But
that’s not how many in the Middle East see things.
9-11 may have been the lesser jihad, but at least
from al-Qa’ida’s perspective, it was sanctioned by
the Koran.
But what about from the so-called ‘Christians.’
Are our hands clean?
Only a year earlier I read an article entitled “GI Jesus
joins the US war effort.” Some soldiers in
Afghanistan were using high-powered rifle sights engraved with Bible references, like
Jesus’ in John 8:12: “Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the
light of life.” The journalist commented, “Weapons of war were not what the Prince of
Peace had in mind when he talked about giving sight to the blind.”
KENMORE BAPTIST CHURCH
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But is this right?
I mean, Christians call themselves “spiritual warriors.” We mount “crusades” to save those
in the Kingdom of darkness; we fight against a cosmic terrorist named Satan. It’s a fine
line between a metaphorical crusade and a real battle where the enemy’s blood is spilled
in dedication to God. Christians have fought under the cross.
Mark Juergensmeyer is an expert on religious
violence. And according to his data, it’s on the
rise. Religion is a convenient excuse for crazy
people doing crazy things. But this expert asks a
disturbing question: What if this violence traces
back to the religious texts themselves? What if
“terror is in the mind of God”?

1

In the book’s front matter, starkly on a page by
itself, this sociologist quotes God: “I will send my
terror before you, and will throw into confusion all the people.”
1

Okay, most of us here are Christians. And I’m squirming. So we side-step:
“This is an Old Testament problem, right? Jesus
sorts it out in the new.”
Well, not really. Jesus takes earthly violence
beyond the grave with his teaching on Hell. And
He claimed to fulfil the Old Testament, not throw
the unpleasant parts in the dustbin of history. We
may avoid these stories, but they’re in the Bible
nonetheless. We can’t pick and choose: “cuddly
lambs please, but hold the blood and guts.”
“Well, I read these battles as a beautiful allegory of
spiritual warfare.”
Perhaps you do. But the only reason these stories
of Israel escaping Egypt, and David killing the
Giant, have any value as metaphor is because it
actually happened in history. The horse and rider
really drowned in the sea. Goliath’s reign of terror
really was over.
These aren’t isolated events. The Bible is a bloody
book. YHWH used Israel as His sword to exterminate seven people groups before they
occupied the Promised Land.
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Herem (הרם, ḥērem). “The Ban.” Call it what you
will, it’s a little word with a disturbing double
meaning. It means to dedicate something entirely
to God—whether for devotion or destruction. It
was a common warfare practice in the Ancient
Near East, and it doesn’t show up often in the
Bible; but when it does, it’s shocking. Kill
everything: “utterly destroy” all life.

Is this the God we worship? When we tuck our kids in at night and pray the Lord my
soul to keep, is this the God we picture?
How do we make sense of divine violence?
This is a complicated topic, so I’m happy to
handball two troubling stories to others. Bec
White will explore Joshua entering Jericho, taking
out the Canaanites. And then Rowan Chapman will
focus in on the true and better Joshua, Yeshua, the
Christ. Jesus enters Jerusalem to die on a Roman
torture device. Both stories centre on divine
violence … this “God of love” uses physical
coercion to cause injury.
There are no easy answers, but the title’s talk may help with the framing: God’s Two
Hands. Judgment comes from God’s right hand. It’s the power arm: violence if you’re
against God, or deliverance if you’re with Him. But it takes two hands to hold the world,
just as it takes two hands to parent. Wrath is only half the picture. Right from the
Bible’s start we see God’s left hand of mercy and grace wooing the world. He withholds
the punishment we deserve, forgives any who turn, and then offers us good stuff we
never deserved.
So, God has two hands. But even this is problematic. Joshua conquers Jericho, then
Jesus is crucified at Jerusalem. He kills one minute and is kind the next—the right and lefthand seemingly take turns. Is God confused?
Well, we’ll see.
First, though, let’s open the Bible to the Massacre at Jericho. It’s a graphic story, and in
no way do I mean to make light of what looks like divinely mandated murder. But, to
keep it G-rated, I’ve drawn some help from The Brick Testament. Enter Joshua 6, and
Israel’s conquest of the Canaanites:
[Sue Chapman to read this while sitting down, supported by powerpoint}

The following images are sourced from
http://www.thebricktestament.com/joshua/massacre_of_jericho/
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Joshua and Jericho (Bec White)
Cool story Hansel, but is anyone else here at all
bothered by this account? Does God condone
genocide? Is He ok with ethnic cleansing? What
about the Canaanites? Israel’s conquest of the
Promised Land begins in Jericho, and nearly
destroys the people group called the Canaanites…
and God commands it!
But how could God command the killing of
people? Through the lens of Biblical stories we’ll
explore how God’s justice and mercy work in
tandem. Despite initial appearances, we’ll find that in the Old and New Testament, God’s
hands work together to ultimately bless the world through His people.

From Slum dog to Millionaire
Reading from Deuteronomy 10: 17-19, “You are to
love those who are foreigners, for you yourselves
were foreigners in Egypt.”
When we read of Israel driving out the nation of
Canaan, perhaps we feel like intervening - “Hey
Israel you bully! Pick on somebody your own size.”
But is this a case of the big guy picking on the
little kid in the school yard? Far from it. This verse
in Deuteronomy is one of many reminders to Israel
– don't get proud. You were once slaves and
strangers in a foreign land. God saved them as the under dogs; the team finishing last
made a historical come back by God’s hand of redemption. God reminds them to always
show empathy to the outsider.
KENMORE BAPTIST CHURCH
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Does it ever cross your mind why Israel is seemingly the favourite child? Plucked from
danger and whisked in to the Promised Land, and on the way they just nip a few
rebellious nations in the bud... is this the story we are hearing? How did they go from
slum dogs to millionaires?
It seems that Israel themselves asked God “why
us?!”, and this is what He said to them:
It is not because of your righteousness or your
integrity that you are going in to take possession
of their land; but on account of the wickedness of
these nations... (Deuteronomy 9:4-6.)

God makes it clear that Israel was not elected by
their merit. Israel was chosen to be God’s
instrument of His mission to restore the world.
God’s left hand of grace and mercy unites with His
right hand of discipline and justice. God’s ultimate
purpose is to bless all the nations; but that doesn’t
mean God has to “be nice” to everybody or every
nation, no matter how they behave.

Guilty, not innocent
As Christians we should wrestle with what can seem harsh and shocking behaviour from
God in the O.T. We asked the question in the introduction – what about the Canaanites?
If God actually said “leave nothing alive”—total
destruction—doesn’t that mean that innocent lives
were taken by the swords of the Israelites? How is
that fair?
Okay, could all the perfect people raise their hand?
... No really, Could all the perfect people raise their
hand? … No one is perfect, and we know it. The
Biblical perspective teaches us that all have broken
God’s law and fall short of His standard of
perfection. And so none of us are blameless or without fault according to God’s just
standards. Even if we don’t believe in God, our conscience tells us we fail to meet even
our own moral standards.
Alright. Guilty. I am not innocent—but what about those who seem incapable of doing
wrong? What about babies, children and mentally handicapped people—are they guilty
too? Not old enough to be weaned but old enough to be held accountable for their
wrong doing?
KENMORE BAPTIST CHURCH
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Well firstly, there are Bible verses that suggest such people are spared from ultimate
judgement, so an earthly end isn’t final damnation (cf. Deuteronomy 1:39). Death isn’t the
end. And we can trust that God in His supreme love can deal fairly with lives lost, who
unfortunately were caught up in the judgement and sin of their culture or religion.
Also, we need to recognise that our actions affect
our culture, society and each other. A parent's
actions affect the family. The prime-minister's
decisions affect the whole nation. In the story of
Canaan God was holding a whole people
responsible for their collective sin as a culture.
Every practice and decision was breathing into a
toxic atmosphere that produced generation after
generation of rebellion against God. Enough was
enough, so God stepped in to judge.
The practical issues surrounding God’s judgment are too numerous to cover now. But as
an example, consider, if parents and families were killed but God spared the children, how
would they fend for themselves?
Finally it’s worth humbly saying that some things
are clearly God's prerogative. As difficult as it is
for us to accept, God can create something and
then destroy what He's created. Although, His
wishes are constrained by His good and perfect
character—so He can't wish something that is
immoral or inconsistent with who He is. There is
nothing patently immoral about the Creator of life
taking away life, even though it may offend the
creation. It's immoral for us to take life because we
are not the authors of life, and as such when we take life, usually we are exercising a
prerogative reserved for God alone. But we must remember God does not take life
recklessly, but only for the good of achieving a greater purpose to help all of humanity
and set the world right—and this is ultimately more important than any one life.

Does sin deserve to be punished?
Even if God has the right to take life, did the Canaanites really deserve their final fate?
The real question is: Does wrong doing deserve to
be punished—and if so, how much?
Frame the question another way. Martin Bryant.
The man responsible for shooting and killing 35
people in Port Arthur in 1996. Does he deserve to
be punished? Or what about Josef Fritzl. He locked
his 15 year old daughter in a basement and raped
her up to 5 times a day, fathering her seven kids.
He got life in prison. Is his punishment deserved?
KENMORE BAPTIST CHURCH
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Some would argue a more severe punishment. Murderers, paedophiles, rapists—I think we
would all agree that wrong doing deserves some form of punishment. If God is real, then
who is more capable of weighing the right punishment to fit the bill? And what He
deems to be just punishment is, therefore, justice.
God judged a culture that was entirely perverted
by horrendous practices; the Canaanites mirrored
their violent, sexualised idols. This act was no
‘spur of the moment’ decision by God. God told
Abraham in Genesis 15 that He would not punish
the Canaanites unless it’s fully deserved. It seems
that over the 500 year period from Abraham to
Joshua, the Canaanites rejected God’s warnings
and moved deeper into sin. Not little indiscretions
… their culture included child sacrifice, incest,
bestiality, and cultic prostitution, to list just a few. God’s left hand of grace and
forgiveness waited patiently for 500 years in hopes of their repentance. But when they
stubbornly continued in their own way, Israel became the vehicle of God’s justice and
judgement upon a corrupt society.
It is important to distinguish the moral difference between arbitrary violence, versus
violence inflicted within a moral framework of just punishment. For example, there is a
difference between violently smacking a child for no reason versus disciplining a child for
an explained punishment that will produce a more fruitful end. This does not make the
situation exactly rosy, but we need to position this violent story within its larger moral
framework.
Part of the problem is that we want to hold God
to the same standard of morality He holds us to,
as if people and God are on equal terms when it
comes to behaviour. Whatever we can't do, God
shouldn't be allowed to do either. But every parent
knows that such an arrangement would not work.
Parents aren't held by the same standards that
their children are constrained by for good reasons;
in the same way, God has a different set of
privileges as well. Life and death His call, not ours,
and that's why it is appropriate for Him to make sovereign decisions with regards to our
life and death. I am not sovereign and all knowing, despite the rumours to the contrary!
But God is. And we have reason to trust He will make such decisions in accordance with
perfect knowledge of justice, even if we struggle with the details.
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It’s a really contentious issue, isn’t it? But why do
we feel so strongly that what God did isn’t fair? By
what standard do we judge God? Apart from
God, we have no source of authority on morality,
so everything boils down to personal preference.
If God doesn’t exist then our sense of right and
wrong is nothing more than a biological impulse to
help our species survive—it’s an impulse with no
claim on my life, which I can choose to ignore. It
makes more sense to me that the very reason we
feel offense at what we perceive as wrong doing, is because God’s sense of right and
wrong is imprinted on us. Our understanding of morality comes from our common
creator.
So, God’s right hand is strong on Canaan for a cause. But what about the left?

Rahab’s Scarlet Thread (Bec White cont.)
In Ezekiel 18: 21-23, God says: “Do I take any
pleasure in the death of the wicked? Rather, am I
not pleased when they turn from their ways and
live?”
God’s right and left hand—His wrath and mercy—
always come together in love. This verse reveals
God’s deepest desire. He will rightly judge the
rebels, but His deepest desire is that we would
repent. He craves for us to turn to Him and find
fresh life. In Deuteronomy—the same book that we
read of judgement on the Canaanites—it speaks of caring for the animals and livestock,
acting justly and kindly to all travellers and foreigners, freeing and caring for the slaves.
God’s commands are clothed with mercy and grace, where what is right and honest is
upheld and the oppressed are not despised but accepted. Even if they’re from Canaan.
Enter Rahab. Rahab had heard about YHWH—she
knew that God was giving the land of Canaan to
the Israelites because of their corruption. When
the Israelite spies enter into Jericho, the locals try
to kill them. So Rahab hides them at great risk to
her family, and protects them in her house. And
because of her faith in God she was saved from
destruction and included in the nation of Israel.
Here we see God’s hand clearly acting to save
someone who had faith in Him at the exact time
His right hand was exercising justice against those bent on rebellion.
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And this goes for individuals and even entire
nations. Take the story of Jonah and Nineveh. Like
with Rahab, God uses His right hand and sends a
message of judgment if they refuse to repent. But
all the while His left hand is ready to restore this
barbaric people group. When they responded in 3
days, they were shown mercy and extended grace.
This is God’s message, the scarlet thread in His
tapestry of redemption. The central issue is our
heart. The same sun that melts the ice hardens the
clay … a hard heart is judged by God’s right hand, but a soft heart willing to turn before a
holy God finds forgiveness and mercy with His left.
You may not know this, but Rahab is the great, great, great grandmother of Jesus. Rahab
the Canaanite becomes God’s gift to everyone. Blessing comes through the nations, for
the nations. And it all starts with God protecting Israel from violent cultures, offering a
safe place to grow up, so that when they’re mature, they truly will save the world. That
is their job. They are moving towards the true and better Joshua. Canaan is just one step
on the road to the cross. Enter Yeshua—Jesus the Christ, riding into Jerusalem.
God’s got the whole world in His hands—right and left. But it’s worth asking, what if?
What if running this world was a one-handed affair?

[DRAMA: Chris and Sue Chapman, Single Handed Control}
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Jesus and Jerusalem (Rowan Chapman)
Welcome to the New Testament, where we find
Jesus Christ! The individual upon who Christians
base their life! [Image 1 appears] And why wouldn't
you: Let the little children come to me, 'Lay down
your sword Simon'. But THIS Jesus individual [point
to Image 1] is a seemingly radical change from the
God of the OT. I mean, their characters are
complete opposites! Right? But Jesus is God. [John
14:9] “...Anyone who has seen me has seen the
Father...” So artistic license aside... Is it fair to say
that the image behind me is the COMPLETE Jesus?
If we were to say ‘yes’, we would play into the image of a 'bipolar God'. He WAS the
sinners friend, true... but nevertheless a controversial and even frightening character.
[Mark 4:41] “Who then is this, that even the wind and the sea obey him?”
So, this presents us with another angle on the
Jesus image: Jesus the Fighting Revolutionary
{Image 2}. This here [point] is the Jesus who
publicly condemned the Pharisees... the Jesus who
cleared out the temple with a whip...
The fact is that neither image works alone. As you
will see before too long, Jesus is the fulfilment of
both these images... God's Left Hand and God's
Right Hand in perfect harmony.
We've all heard that old adage: “Gentle Jesus. Meek and mild.” Meek? Maybe at times. But
mild? No. Mild is an adjective we should only use for cheese. To be mild, is to be without
strength or potency. You don't get killed for being 'mild'.

Looking at Jesus’ own ministry... Was this a lefthanded extravaganza? During the Sermon on the
Mount, He blessed the meek and the poor in spirit.
Very well known scenario and very left-handed.
But is during this time that he makes one of
several references to Hell... “It is better for you to
lose one part of your body than for your whole
body to be thrown into hell...” (Matthew 5:29).
Gentle Jesus!? And he didn't apologise for any of
the blood and guts in the OT. Instead he argues: “…
I have not come to abolish the law or the prophets... I've come to fulfill them” (Matthew
5:17)
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Jesus was not a walking contradiction. He himself
was the complete fulfillment of the OT. We have
watched the biblical narrative of how Israel has
grown, and now they have come of age with the
arrival of Jesus.
Picture this: Your dad tells you that your sister is
coming for dinner. He says that up until she arrives,
lay the table and cook dinner. But he goes onto
say that when she is there, have a chat over the
meal. Is your dad a hypocrite for asking two
separate things of you? No, because the conversation in itself is the fulfilment of the
other task. Far from being hypocritical, Jesus was showing us his very nature: “I am here
to bless, as well as judge.” Left hand and right hand together.
Take Jesus entry into Jerusalem. When he first
glimpsed the city, THE physical and spiritual center
of the nation of Israel, he weeps that they were
blind to what could have set them free. He
comprehends the tragedy of the situation: that
Israel, like Canaan before it, had fallen. Israel was
under God's judgment. And yet they refuse every
life-line thrown at them.
“Jerusalem,... you who kill the prophets and stone
those sent to you, how often I have longed to gather your children together, as a hen
gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing” (Matthew 23:37).
So Jesus heads to the temple. But instead of
beholding the nation's purest place of blessing and
worship, Jesus finds a sprawling marketplace. His
response? He made a whip out of cords and,
upturning tables and scattering coins, FORCED the
whole rabble out yelling “You are making this place
into a den of robbers.” This is God's nature to a
tee. Jesus is slow to anger, but when something
he loved so fiercely was abused and people DID
NOT respond ... HE responded with the right hand.
But what happened after this? The blind and the lame came to him at the temple, and he
healed them (Matthew 21:14).
No sooner has the right hand finished, Jesus' left hand is healing again! There was no case
of “Lord, I have leprosy. Cure me if you will.” “Hang on, *deep breathing* I need a minute...”
The temple is restored to a place of blessing. Jesus gets on with the work he genuinely
prefers: extending grace and mercy to the humble of heart. No wonder the Pharisees
got taken down a peg or two! These men had reduced God's blessing into a list of laws.
Jesus rebukes them... publicly: “You brood of vipers! How will you escape being
condemned to hell?” (Matthew 23:33). Jesus didn't take say 'Um... excuse me... had it
occurred to you at some point, that you may be .... er.... just the tiniest bit viperish?”
These were men who exploiting the law for their own ends by using the weak.
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But even as Jesus was delivering a justice long overdue for the Jewish people, he openly
laments the fact that that they have completely missed the point. Israel wants ritual. But
God desires justice, mercy, and faithfulness {Matthew 23:23}.
Can we talk of a Just God and Loving God in the same breath? The real question here, is
this: If God were to never punish sin, then in what sense could we say He is a God of
love? Love is the unconditional will for the ultimate good of another. The opposite to
love is not hate. In fact, it's apathy. What kind of father doesn't care if one of his kids
abuses another? The NT shows that God's two hands are not arbitrary in when and how
they work. They link together in love. But it goes a step further.
It shows us that he is arguably left-hand dominant.
Not just because we see it the teaching of Jesus....
We see this fully realised in a single,
unprecedented event; THE ultimate act of lefthandedness. In humanity's greatest insult to God, in
the midst of excruciating pain, in the middle of the
most violent execution possible, after being
rejected and humiliated by the very people he
wanted to save...
Jesus said: “Father, forgive them, for they do not
know what they are doing” (Luke 23:34).
Violent justice and tender mercy met on those cross-beams. The full wrath of God was
delivered on Jesus in excruciating right hand action. This is not a bipolar God who works
through mutually exclusive instances of left hand versus right hand action. Like the song
says, he has the whole world in his hand...s. Plural. God's dominant left hand offers grace,
mercy and love: relational powers that do not coerce humanity but instead invite us. By
their very nature, these ‘powers' are not to be forced upon us. But it is in left-handed
love that He has warned us of an approaching right-handed judgment. Far from being
apathetic, our God cares when something he loves is harmed.
Strewn throughout the Bible there are signposts
warning us never to conjure up the falsehood of
some 'supreme softhearted being'. What kind of
loving God wouldn’t want to confront the mess
we’ve made of the world and how we’ve
mistreated each other in war, rape, murder, lies and
greed. [Slide of John 3:16] The flip-side of this
(point) is a promise: God loved the world so much
that he will condemn those who have caused the
brokenness and harm. And who's that? All of us.
But his Left Hand has not been withdrawn. Pierced with nails, it remains outstretched... in
the incredible sacrifice of His only son, Jesus Christ… In this we know that we worship a
left-handed God.
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Tough Love: Our Response to God’s Two Hands (Rowan Chapman cont.)
So does this mean Christians can only exercise
their left hand? No matter what the cost is to us?
OR our neighbors? That would have been ideal...
had everyone been playing by the same rules.
Some of you may know that I am in my 5th year
of work within the Army Reserve. The military
environment has provided me with an invaluable
perspective of a working Christian soldier. Most of
our work is left-handed missions—missions of
mercy. Even at home, you all would have seen the
lads chipping in with the flood clean-up. That being said, the right handed role never
ceases to exist... We are the Australian Defence Force. Not the ‘Australian Excuse Me, Do
You Mind Fellowship'. The freedom that we experience, the freedom you're experiencing
now as you sit here listening to this Logos presentation, is because someone—a soldier, a
police officer, a piece of legislation, the justice system—exercised their right hand FOR
YOU. It is naïve to criticise ALL right handed action when it is this very action that won
us the freedom to criticise. It’s easy to claim all our violence is redemptive—that killing
Osama was good for the world. We may be self-serving, so let’s be slow to shoot. But
even if at times we’re trigger-happy, in a fallen world, some degree of violence is
necessary. Protecting with the right is an act of love.
Okay, the Army isn't necessarily at odds with Jesus. But what about religious violence? Is
Christianity just part of the problem? Does a violent God open the door for violent
Christians? Picture Ric Benson coming up to the mic after we've finished, saying “Right
KBC, let's storm the Council chambers of those wicked bureaucrats who stalled our
building plans!” Is this valid?
Absolutely not! Any violent judgment from now till
the end of time is God's prerogative! And it’s
precisely because we know that God is just [right
hand] that we can lead with the left now; we can
be peace-makers in the present [left hand]. If God
were NOT angry at injustice and deception and
did NOT make a final end to violence... that God
would not be worthy of worship. But we are
reconciled to God through Christ (2 Corinthians
5:18-19): the God-man who absorbed evil in pure
love and offered grace and forgiveness to heal a fractured world. Now THAT, right there,
is our prerogative: agents of reconciliation.
And how should we respond to this kind of God?
There's only one good option, given that God’s
Justice and Mercy are in perfect harmony. To
paraphrase John the Baptist, “Repent! For the
kingdom of God has TWO hands!” We need to
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seek forgiveness, because, like Israel, we've rejected the life-lines thrown to us.
Contrary to the Dawkins image, he isn't some evil lurker of the stratosphere, wringing his
hands in expectant glee... “I can't wait to smite the ones who didn't pick up my get-outof-jail-free card!” We belong to a compassionate and gracious God; He’s slow to anger
and abounding in love and faithfulness {Exodus 34:6}. “He is patient... not wanting anyone
to perish, but calling everyone to come to repentance” {2 Peter 3:9}.
I'll leave you with a favourite quote of mine from
The Lion, The Witch and The Wardrobe.
Aslan the lion is C.S. Lewis's God figure. The
youngest sister Lucy, somewhat nervous about a
prospective one-on-one meeting with a lion, asks
Mr. Beaver if Aslan is safe.
“Safe? Don't you hear what Mrs. Beaver tells you?
Who said anything about safe? 'Course he isn't
safe!... But he's good. He's the King, I tell you.”
Let’s pray …

Questions for Discussion
1. What impacted you most in this talk?
2. “Religious violence today results from violent religious texts centred on a violent concept
of God. Terror is in the mind of God.” Your response?
3. Read over Joshua 6 as a group. With Logos’ message in mind, how do you grapple with
divine violence? Where is your (our) response strong, and where is it weak? The extra
reading in the discussion guide will help with this:
http://logos.kbc.org.au/blog/resources/logos-talks/gods-two-hands/
4. How would you respond to the following questions: “Why did God choose Israel?”; “Can
God kill the innocent?”; and “Does sin deserve to be punished?”
5. As a group, see how many examples of the “Scarlet Thread of Redemption” you can
recall from across the Biblical story, especially in the more jarring Old Testament.
6. In what ways is Jesus’ teaching and example continuous or discontinuous with the Divine
Violence in the Old Testament. That is, how does Jesus do it the same, or differently?
7. What form do God’s right and left hand take at Jesus’ crucifixion? How do justice and
mercy meet in love at the cross-beams?
8. Is violence necessary in a world like ours? And if so, what safeguards and resources
does the Biblical story (centred on Jesus) offer to keep Christians from unnecessary
violence, instead equipping us to be active peace-makers in a violent world?
9. God isn’t ‘safe’ but He is ‘good’. How will this shape your worship of a two-handed God?
10. Using a recent newspaper, pray Jesus’ love over our world’s strife. Picture the cross
planted in the midst of these violent conflicts, and seek how He wants you to respond.
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RESOURCES TO DIG DEEPER
Tight on time? … If you’ll read only one or two books, check out
Paul Copan, Is God a Moral Monster: Making Sense of the Old Testament God.
Also,
Chris Wright’s, The God I Don’t Understand.
Also, there are a couple of great (and brief) articles posted by Greg Koukl (from Stand to
Reason apologetics ministry in the USA) that will lay a solid foundation:
"Can God kill the innocent" (http://www.str.org/site/News2?page=NewsArticle&id=5271
…
An excellent article exploring the basic question of whether God—as creator—has a right to take the
life of any person (whether 'innocent' or otherwise) given that life was a gift He gave in the first place.

"Love of God, Judgment of God"
(http://www.str.org/site/News2?page=NewsArticle&id=5439
When the armies of Israel conquered the Promised Land, God commanded them to kill every living
thing, including women and children. Could there be any possible justification for barbarism?

The Logos team uploaded a range of articles and chapters from books in pdf format to
the web, which you can download or read online:
http://www.mediafire.com/?vt2noo54qutht.
You can also find the outline and mp3 of a previous talk on Hell, at
http://www.mediafire.com/?tu279fkofwlal.
Following are key books and chapters we found useful in putting this talk together.
Boersma, Hans. Violence, Hospitality, and the Cross: Reappropriating the Atonement
Tradition. Grand Rapids, Mich: Baker Academic, 2004.
Collins, John Joseph, and John Joseph Collins. Does the Bible Justify Violence? Minneapolis,
MN: Fortress Press, 2004. [Uploaded to pdf.]
Copan, Paul. Is God a Moral Monster?: Making Sense of the Old Testament God. Grand
Rapids, Mich: Baker Books, 2011.
Juergensmeyer, Mark. Terror in the Mind of God: The Global Rise of Religious Violence.
Berkeley CA: Univ. of California Press, 2003.
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Longman, Tremper, and Daniel G. Reid. God Is a Warrior. Grand Rapids, Mich: Zondervan
Pub. House, 1995.
O'Donovan, Oliver. The Just War Revisited. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press,
2003.
Schaeffer, Francis A. Joshua and the Flow of Biblical History. Downers Grove, Ill:
InterVarsity Press, 1975. [Especially chapter 3, “The Continuity of the Covenant” > Was
God Unjust?]
Stassen, Glen Harold, and David P. Gushee. Kingdom Ethics: Following Jesus in
Contemporary Context. Downers Grove, Ill: InterVarsity Press, 2003. [Chapters 6-8 on
Just War, uploaded to pdf.]
Strobel, Lee. The Case for Faith. Thomas Nelson Inc, 2008. [Objection #4: God Isn’t
Worthy of Worship If He Kills Innocent Children]
Volf, Miroslav. Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological Exploration of Identity, Otherness,
and Reconciliation. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996.
Ward, Keith. Is Religion Dangerous? Gardners Books, 2011.
Wink, Walter. Engaging the Powers: Discernment and Resistance in a World of
Domination. Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992.
Wink, Walter. The Powers That Be: Theology for a New Millennium. New York: Doubleday,
1998.
Wright, Christopher J. H. The God I Don't Understand: Reflections on Tough Questions of
Faith. Grand Rapids, Mich: Zondervan, 2008. [Chapters 4-8 cover both the Canaanites,
and the Cross—claims of cosmic child abuse.]
Wright, Christopher J. H. Old Testament Ethics for the People of God. Downers Grove, Ill:
Inter-Varsity Press, 2004. [Appendix: What About the Canaanites … also pdf upload as
above: http://www.mediafire.com/?vt2noo54qutht.]
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Divine Violence on the Cross … by Steve Baso
The Cross of Calvary: God’s left hand of mercy and forgiveness displayed in all its glory. As Christians, we
delight in the Cross: we sing, we praise, we rejoice that Christ hung on that tree. The Bible presents it as the
ultimate expression of God’s love: For God so loved the world that He gave His only Son (John 3:16). But
isn’t it just another episode in gratuitous violence by a wrathful God? Why can't He just 'forgive', without
needing to kill something or someone? He turns His bloodlust onto His own Son – a form of cosmic child
abuse, right?
There are two issues tied up in this question, both stemming from a misunderstanding of the Cross and
of Christ. In order to understand why the Cross wasn’t a form of cosmic child abuse, we first need to
understand what it was. The Cross is the centerpiece in God’s redemptive work: the hub on which it all
turns. Everything that God has accomplished for us was achieved through the Cross.
The Cross ushered in two great universal realities for the whole creation. First, it was the climactic
victory in which God achieved the ultimate defeat of Satan and his works, which heralds the final
destruction of all that is evil in the universe (Hebrews 2:14-15). Secondly, the Cross and resurrection of
Christ is the foundation for the future certainty of the new creation (Romans 8:19-22) and our living hope
of eternal life (1 Peter 1:3; Titus 3:7).
Without diminishing these universal accomplishments, an infinitely precious dimension of the work of
the Cross is the atonement that God achieved for each of us individually. The atonement is a theological
concept which can be defined quite simply as the work Christ did in His life and on the Cross (obedience
and suffering) to earn our salvation. Quite simply defined; impossible to fully comprehend.
Jesus obeyed the Father in our place, and perfectly met the demands of the law on our behalf. To be
established in righteousness forever, we need to obey perfectly; we have all fallen short (Romans 3:23). So
Christ lived a perfect life of obedience, keeping the whole law for His whole life, to earn righteousness for
us (Romans 5:19).
He suffered in our place, receiving in Himself the penalty that God the Father would have visited upon
us. While those sufferings culminated in His death, they spanned His life (Matthew 4:1-11; Hebrews 5:8).
And they crucified Him: Mark 15:24. Such simple words, such a torturous death. Apart from the physical
agony, Jesus, perfectly holy, abhorring sin, voluntarily bore upon Himself all the sins of all those who will
one day be saved (Isaiah 53:6, 12; Hebrews 928; 1 Peter 2:24). At that moment, the perfect fellowship that
had existed between Him and the Father, uninterrupted since before time began, was broken, as the Holy
Father who cannot look upon evil, turned away from the Begotten Son (Habakkuk 1:13; Matthew 27:46).
And the wrath of God was poured out on Him (Romans 3:25-26).
Surely there was another way: one that did not require such torment! Scripture tells us there was not.
Jesus Himself, who only did what He saw the Father doing (John 5:19), prayed “if it be possible, let this cup
pass from Me” (Matthew 26:39). On the Emmaus Road, after His resurrection, He said to two disciples
“Was it not necessary that the Christ should suffer these things and enter into His glory?" (Luke 24:26).
We could not obey God for ourselves so God came, was obedient for us, and took our penalty upon
Himself. We each deserve to die as penalty for our sin; He died in our place (Hebrews 9:26). We each
deserve to bear the brunt of God’s wrath against our sin; He bore it in our place (1 John 4:10). We each are
separated from God by our sins; He reconciled us to Himself (2 Corinthians 5:18-19). We each ought to be
in bondage to sin and death; He died and rose again, and in Him we have freedom and life (Hebrews 2:15;
Colossians 1:13; Romans 6:11,14).
Why did He do it? The Cross was where His Love and Justice kissed; where His strong right hand meets
His merciful left one. Because of His love for the world, for each one of us, God gave His Son (John 3:16).
Because of His Justice, He made a way for the penalty of our sins to be paid, to show His righteousness
(Romans 3:21-26).
Why is this not cosmic child abuse? Why is it an act of love for the Father to punish His Son? Because He
is one; Jesus is God, the Father is God, the Spirit is God. He is the Judge Himself suffering; the One who
determines the punishment bearing it; the One who passes judgment receiving it. It is Jesus, the incarnate
God. God Himself took our place, absorbed the worst we could throw at Him… so that we could be spared
His wrath. The Cross is the ultimate expression of God’s love.

KENMORE BAPTIST CHURCH

27

LOGOS MINISTRY

God’s Two Hands and Hell … a perspective by Steve Baso
As Christians we have a living Hope in the resurrection of Christ from the dead: that we will spend an
eternity in His and the Father’s presence (1 Peter 1:3; Titus 3:7). But the Biblical story does seem to paint a
happy ending only for the chosen ones. The Lamb of God – meek and mild – returns as the blood-covered
Rider on the White Horse, slaying his enemies and casting them into the Lake of Fire, an eternal, violent
burning (cf. Psalm 2 and Revelation 20-21). How do we reconcile the reality of Hell when we say that God's
left hand of love is dominant?
There are a number of things we must keep firmly in mind when discussing such an emotive, visceral
subject as Hell. Firstly, it’s important to remember that God does not “send” people to hell – each and
every person chooses for themselves to either reject or accept the grace of God.
Secondly, we would do well to remember the character of God – He is absolutely Just. Whatever God
will do (and we cannot know what that will be, because unlike God, we cannot know another’s heart), we
can be assured that He will do right (Genesis 18:25; Deuteronomy 32:4; Job 34:10; Psalm 9:7-8).
Thirdly, it is crucial to understand that God grieves deeply over the existence of, and need for, Hell. We
see this clearly in the following verses:

‘Have I any pleasure in the death of the wicked’, declares the Lord GOD,
‘and not rather that he should turn from his way and live?’ – Ezekiel 18:23
The Lord is not slow to fulfil his promise as some count slowness, but is patient toward you,
not wishing that any should perish, but that all should reach repentance. – 2 Peter 3:9
Hell cannot be separated from God’s left hand of love. God’s desire and purpose – the reason for the
Cross – is that as many as possible could be saved. All of heaven rejoices over each person who is saved
(Luke 15:7). He loves us that much. He has made us in His image, and we are inestimably valuable to him.
He honours that value – our worth – by allowing us freedom: the freedom to choose.
As Christians, we want to see people enjoy the hope that Christ offers—that we have seen work for us.
But God’s love for us is so great, that He permits us the freedom to reject His truth, in part or in whole. If
we choose to reject Him and adhere to a god of our making – or no god at all – He will allow it. If He were
to force us into eternity with Him at that point, against our choice, then we are merely a means to an end.
Our intrinsic value is gone.
(It may also be worth exploring that for sinful, unregenerate people to be in the presence of perfect all
consuming love, we may be destroyed … the same sun that melts the ice hardens the clay. Perhaps hell is
the shadow side of God’s love, and not an absence of it?)
We will all stand before God at the judgment, and when we do, He would be perfectly loving and
perfectly just in sending us to hell, because we sinned and rejected His love. But God did not leave us there
without hope to suffer for our sins.
In the Cross, we see the ultimate example of God’s right hand of power and left hand of mercy in play
together. Christ died as a man and become an acceptable substitute for us by virtue of His sinless humanity.
He took our punishment upon Himself, bearing our sin and suffering for us. He came and took our place on
the cross so that we could join Him in His inheritance in the New Creation. Violent justice and tender mercy
met on the cross-beams. The cross is the only action a loving God could have taken to maintain His
Holiness, Righteousness and Justice, yet be lovingly gracious and merciful to guilty sinners at the same time.
On the Cross He did everything He could to prevent us from ending up in Hell. Now when we appear
before the Judge, although we are guilty and stand condemned, He takes off his robe and comes to stand
before us as a Father, paying the penalty on our behalf.
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Christians and the Use of Violence: Pacifism, Just War, Peacemaking
… compiled by Ryan Vallee
Practicing the discipline of Christian ethics offers three approaches towards violence, war, and
peacemaking: just war theory, pacifism/nonviolence, and just peacemaking.
Criteria and models for each position are found in summary form below.1

Just War
Just cause: The reason for going to war needs to be just and cannot therefore be solely for
recapturing things taken or punishing people who have done wrong; innocent life must be in
imminent danger and intervention must be to protect life. A contemporary view of just cause was
expressed in 1993 when the US Catholic Conference said: "Force may be used only to correct a grave,
public evil, i.e., aggression or massive violation of the basic human rights of whole populations."
Comparative justice: While there may be rights and wrongs on all sides of a conflict, to overcome
the presumption against the use of force, the injustice suffered by one party must significantly
outweigh that suffered by the other.
Legitimate authority: Only duly constituted public authorities may wage war.
Right intention: Force may be used only in a truly just cause and solely for that purpose—
correcting a suffered wrong is considered a right intention, while material gain or maintaining
economies is not.
Probability of success: Arms may not be used in a futile cause or in a case where disproportionate
measures are required to achieve success.
Last resort: Force may be used only after all peaceful and viable alternatives have been seriously
tried and exhausted or are clearly not practical. It may be clear that the other side is using
negotiations as a delaying tactic and will not make meaningful concessions.
Proportionality: The anticipated benefits of waging a war must be proportionate to its expected
evils or harms.
Just War is waged in terms of self-defense or in defense of another (with sufficient evidence).2

Pacifism/Non-violence
A Christian pacifist is committed to making a clear witness to the way of Jesus. From this position,
being a witness to Christ while advocating the killing of enemies is deemed wrong not only because it
advocates killing people, but also because it disobeys Jesus and distorts the Christian witness to his
way. The clearest historical example is the four centuries of Christian crusades during the middle ages.
Christian soldiers with crosses painted on their breastplates and banners made witness to their faith
that ultimately encouraged Muslims to act more militantly towards the Christian faith.
Two kinds of Christian pacifists have been distinguished. One is committed to nonviolence as an
obligatory rule: never to make war or be violent. The other is committed to nonviolence as a way of
life and discipleship out of loyalty to Jesus Christ and as a sign of the kingdom of God. This discipleship
pacifism may be slightly more flexible than the obligatory rule. For example, Dietrich Bonhoeffer was
1

The following summary draws on Glen Stassen and David Gushee, Kingdom Ethics (2003), 150-174.

2

James F. Childress, "Just-War Theories: The Bases, Interrelations, Priorities, and Functions of Their Criteria",

Theological Studies 39 (1978): 427–45.
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committed to peace-making and nonviolence as a way of lie, but he opposed this as an absolute rule.
After much anguish he decided to support a plot to carry out a coup against Adolf Hitler to stop the
killing that Hitler was causing. The advantages are that Bonhoeffer could be committed to discipleship
and nonviolence, and therefore, still as a witness to Jesus’ nonviolence, seek to stop Hitler from his
violence—though there is a danger on the slippery slope of rationalizing war-making. From this
position of non-violence, Christians, are called to prod the government and non-Christians to adopt
policies that are as nonviolent as possible.

Just Peacemaking
Just peacemaking theory attempts to fill out the original intention of the other two paradigms of
just war and pacifism. It encourages pacifists to be peace-makers, and calls just war theorists to
enhance the content of potentially under-developed principles of “last-resorts and just intentions.”
The theory asks what resorts, exactly, must be taken to restore a just and durable peace, while
encouraging transformative peacemaking initiatives. This theory posits the following as their model to
practice.
Part One: PEACEMAKING INITIATIVES
1. Support nonviolent direct action
Nonviolent Direct Action is spreading widely, ending dictatorship in the Philippines, ending rule by
the Shah in Iran, bringing about nonviolent revolutions in Poland, East Germany, and Central Europe.
Governments and people have the obligation to make room for and to support nonviolent direct
action.
2. Take independent initiatives to reduce threat
Independent initiatives: 1) are independent of the slow process of negotiation; 2) decrease threat
perception and distrust but do not leave the initiator weak; 3) are verifiable actions; 4) and carried out
at the announced time regardless of the other side's bluster; 5) have their purpose clearly
announced—to shift toward de-escalation and to invite reciprocation; 6) come in a series; initiatives
should continue in order to keep inviting reciprocation. This new practice has been crucial in several
recent breakthroughs.
3. Use cooperative conflict resolution
1) Active partnership in developing solutions, not merely passive cooperation; 2) Adversaries listen
to each other and experience each others' perspectives, including culture, spirituality, story, history
and emotion; 3) Seek long-term solutions which help prevent future conflict; 4) Seek justice as a core
component for sustainable peace.
4. Acknowledge responsibility for conflict and injustice and seek repentance and forgiveness
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Part Two: JUSTICE
5. Advance democracy, human rights, and religious liberty
Extensive empirical evidence shows that the spreading of democracy and respect for human
rights, including religious liberty, is widening the zones of peace.
Ties of economic interdependence by trade and investment also decrease the incidence of war.
Engagement in international organizations like the UN and regional institutions is a clear predictive
factor that they will be much less likely to engage in war.
6. Foster just and sustainable economic development
Sustainable development occurs where the needs of today are met without threatening the needs
of tomorrow—where those who lack adequate material and economic resources gain access and
those who have learn to control resource use and prevent future exhaustion.
Part Three: LOVE AND COMMUNITY
7. Work with emerging cooperative forces in the international system
8. Strengthen the United Nations and international efforts for cooperation and human rights
Acting alone, states cannot solve problems of trade, debt, interest rates; of pollution, ozone
depletion, acid rain, depletion of fish stocks, global warming; of migrations and refugees seeking
asylum; of military security when weapons rapidly penetrate borders. Therefore, collective action is
increasingly necessary.
9. Reduce offensive weapons and weapons trade
10. Encourage grassroots peacemaking groups and voluntary associations
The existence of a growing worldwide people's movement constitutes one more historical force
that makes just peacemaking theory possible.
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Good News for Cutters, Old and New … by Dave Benson3
“UGLY.” In seven slices with a razor-blade up her arm, Lauren summarized her life. I’ve done youth work for
over a decade now, and self-harm is something I struggle to ‘get’. Why would this popular, vivacious, and
attractive girl take to carving up her body? Upwards of one-in-five adolescent females self-harm, with
males now comprising up to 35 percent of overall cases. ‘Cutting’ is common. And cutting is confusing.
More times than I care to remember I’ve sent youth group leaders in with first aid kits to patch up teens
who’ve cut while hidden away in the toilet block. I’ve spent countless hours talking with girls like Lauren
about their addiction to self-harm. One girl was hospitalized after inflicting 60 cuts to her upper arm and
thigh in a night.
Why do they do it? Well, choose your theory. From
a biological perspective, cutting induces an endorphin rush,
implicated in addiction. From apsychological perspective, cutting
concretely expresses pain when psychic distress is overwhelming or
one feels numb; anger turned inward on the self in this way can
produce an emotional catharsis. From a sociological perspective,
cutting can help a powerless teen gain a sense of control, and elicit
support and care from others.[1]
But what about a spiritual perspective? This same literature almost
reluctantly reports that cutters cut to punish themselves for being
bad and failing to live up to some ill-defined standard. “UGLY” is an
aesthetic label pointing to a deeper dissonance within Lauren: she
senses her whole life is deformed. In almost every instance of selfharm, I’ve heard girls describe a kind of release and almost primitive
placation that comes with the shedding of blood. A totally nonreligious adolescent even used the word “cleansing” about how she
felt when that red-fluid flowed. What should we make of this?
Perhaps another primitive practice will shed some
light. While working through a course on world
religions, I was struck by the almost universal practice
of “atonement.”[2] In most ancient tribal religions,
people would regularlyplacate—or propitiate—the
gods with sacrifices; the bigger the transgression, the
greater the slaughter. A white lie?—then slaughter a
chicken. Stepping on sacred ground?—then slaughter a
bull. You dishonoured the gods and took a life?—then
sacrifice a life. Almost without fail, blood is the key
ingredient in placating the gods.
Granted, this seems barbaric. But we recognize that when rules are broken—or worse, a relationship is
severed—some form of costly “placation” is essential. We know that some sacrifice must ‘make up’ for
when we ‘fall short’, whether a spouse offering flowers for forgetting the anniversary, or a gang offering a
guilty member to be beaten for infringing another gang’s territory. In the lecturer’s words, “We sacrifice
what is important to us, and a rough equivalent of us.”
Interestingly, tribal religions typically recognize some “Sky God” who created all that is, and with whom we
have lost relationship in the distant past. So, the focus shifts to placating the local and lesser gods with
ever-escalating blood sacrifices to pay for infringing their ill-defined standards.
3

First published by Wondering Fair Blog: http://wonderingfair.com/2011/04/27/good-news-for-cutters-old-and-new/
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Ancient ‘cutting’ then, makes more sense than its modern counterpart. As we watch contemporary and
fictive portrayals in movies like Apocalypto and Clash of the Titans, we can see a kind of barbaric logic to
the Mayan and Greek spilling of blood in human sacrifice. In contrast, Lauren is agnostic and morally
relativistic. Like nearly half of Australian youth, she isn’t convinced that there is a God from whom she is
relationally severed, or that there are any objective standards to transgress.
Yet “the voice on the skin” doesn’t lie.[3] All the biological, psychological, and sociological theories in the
world will never get to the heart of the problem. For Lauren, as with us all, has fallen short of the standards
of a just God. Inbuilding her life around something other than God, her life has been bent out of shape. She
is broken, and she breaks. She is severed in relationship. And “the law requires that nearly everything be
cleansed with blood, and without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness.”[4] From a spiritual
perspective, this toying with death and letting of blood
is of one piece with ancient efforts to placate the gods.
What, then, can be done? Let me suggest something
radical. The “Sky God” is different. The need for
atonement is real. But unlike these lesser and demonic
gods, the Creator of all is not hungry for our sacrifice.
Instead, in love, this Sky God has taken the initiative to
step into our blood-thirsty world. And on the
Mountain of Crucifixion, this God—made known
through Jesus of Nazareth—has offered a one-time
sacrifice that covers all our failures. He absorbed all
our “ugliness” so we could be made beautiful again. He
shed His blood so we wouldn’t have to. And when we
accept His perfect placation, then the Laurens of this world can lay down their razor-blades of self-harm
and disapproval, and find life to the full in relationship with the God who also bears scars. This is truly good
news for cutters old and new. In the words of Robert Low’s stirring hymn,
What can wash away my sin? …
What can make me whole again? …
Oh! Precious is the flow, that makes me white as snow.
No other fount I know, nothing but the blood of Jesus.

[1] Victoria E. White Kress, Donna M. Gibson, and Cynthia A. Reynolds, “Adolescents Who Self-Injure:
Implications and Strategies for School Counselors,” in Adolescent Psychology, 5th ed., ed. Fred E. Stickle,
178-183 (Columbus, OH: McGraw Hill, 2007).
[2] John G. Stackhouse, Jr., “World Religions,” Regent College Audio, session H07 on Tribal Religions.
[3] Janice McLane coined this phrase to describe self-mutilation, in “The Voice on the Skin: Self-Mutilation
and Merleau-Ponty’s Theory of Language,”Hypatia, Fall 1996.
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Truth and Reconciliation in South Africa … a case study4
PART ONE: Poverty, Oppression and Freedom
“The people shall share the nation’s wealth.” Really?
This optimistic slogan—painted post-apartheid—spanned a 20 metre bridge I recently crossed on the
outskirts of Cape Town. Pastor Phumezo picks me up in his struggling 4WD from a comfortable Villa near
the ocean and boutique shops, drives us toward Mandela Park Community Church. This white Australian
boy wasn’t quite prepared for where he was going: Kyelitsha.
Kyelitsha, Phumezo informed us, is a sprawling
township of around two million people, second only to
Soweto. Seventy percent of people live in corrugated
iron shacks, below a subsistence income of $250 USD
per family per month. The vast majority are
unemployed. Crime is at epic proportions. Hospitals
are almost nonexistent to support the 30 percent of
residents with HIV/AIDS.
As we enter the township, rubbish lines the streets,
and a few cars are overturned next to a pile of burning
tyres. Phumezo explains that this is the remnant of
recent riots; locals protested the lack of basic services.
We skirt around the mayhem, and pass over this concrete bridge. It mocks the people with its empty
promise: “The people shall share the nation’s wealth.” I later asked Phumezo’s congregants if this promise
had come true. I didn’t need the translator to interpret seventy Xhosa people shaking their heads. How do
we make sense of post-apartheid poverty?
Mandela is a hero in South Africa, and remembered for this struggle against the apartheid. But he was
always a realist. He recognized that “the oppressor must be liberated just as surely as the oppressed.”
Further, he knew that abolishing political apartheid was not full freedom: “we have merely achieved the
freedom to be free, the right not to be oppressed.” In Mandela’s analysis, he left South Africa ready to take
the “first step on a longer and even more difficult road. For to be free is not merely to cast off one’s chains,
but to live in a way that respects and enhances the freedom of others.”[1]
I suspect Mandela is not surprised that post-apartheid
South Africa is no utopia. The subsequent battles with
bureaucracy and crime are perhaps even more fierce
than what went before. That said, I wonder if the
problem is deeper than even Mandela suggests.
Perhaps our predilection for labelling and segregating
‘oppressor’ and ‘oppressed’ in neat categories
obscures the path to the deepest type of ‘freedom’?

4

First published by Wondering Fair Blog: http://wonderingfair.com/2010/12/01/poverty-in-post-apartheid-southafrica/ and http://wonderingfair.com/2011/01/12/pastel-dreams-and-apartheid/.
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As Miroslav Volf insightfully observes,
“The longer the conflict continues the more both parties find themselves sucked into the vortex of mutually
reinforcing victimization, in which the one party appears more virtuous only because, being weaker, it has
less opportunity to be cruel. … [The ‘oppression/liberation’ schema] betrays an ideological blindness
because it fails to entertain the idea that when the victims become liberators, it is they, and not only the
oppressors, who might need to change. … [L]iberators are known for not taking off their soldiers’
uniforms.”[2]
In other words, problems don’t go away with a change of administration. ‘Apartheid’ is entrenched in the
heart of each and every person. “To live in a way that respects and enhances the freedom of others
…” is the pressing need. Yet the project flounders because “I exclude the enemy from the community of
humans even as I exclude myself from the community of sinners.”[3] We are all broken, and we all break.
We were designed for good: to love God, love each other, and cultivate this garden planet. Yet we’ve
turned inward, self-righteously seeing the problem as ‘other’ than us. We’ve despised and ignored our
Creator, abused the other, and vandalized the world.
We have each missed the mark for which we were
created. We are radically segregated from God, each
other, our planet, and even ourselves, blind to our
“solidarity in sin.”[4]
So what am I suggesting? Simply this: the first step
toward respecting and enhancing the freedom of
others, is to recognize that none of us are innocent.
We all share the blame for a world gone wrong. We
are all in need of forgiveness and redemption. And as
cliché as it sounds, the heart of the human problem
truly is the problem of the human heart. But who can
‘fix’ this?
I guess that’s why Phumezo and his parishioners will group together in their simple concrete shack this
Christmas. Amidst the squalour and empty promises of post-apartheid South Africa, they brim with hope.
For in recognizing their own brokenness, they can humbly accept the coming of a liberator born as a
powerless baby out back in the shed. As the only truly “innocent victim,” God-in-the-flesh willingly
embraced our poverty as one of us, so that in His love all the nations may genuinely share in His Kingdom’s
wealth. And as these folks each enter this deeper freedom from sin, they walk beyond the apartheid of
oppressor and oppressed, black and white, rich and poor, toward true reconciliation.

[1] Nelson Mandela, Long Walk to Freedom (Lancaster Place, London: Abacus, 1994), 751.
[2] Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and Embrace (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1996), 103-4.
[3] Ibid, 124.
[4] Ibid, 84.
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PART TWO: Pastel Dreams and Apartheid
Desmond Tutu has a little children’s book called God’s Dream.[1] In soft pastel paintings of kids from all
nations, we discover that God dreams about people sharing and caring, “that we reach out and hold one
another’s hands and play one another’s games and laugh with one another’s hearts.” Yeah, right. Tell that
to victims in the Soweto riots or Sharpeville massacres: “Sure, the big boys were a bit rough, but brush it
off, accept their apology, and play together as good kids should.”
Facing legitimated racism, ‘forgiveness’ seems naïve at best, and
unjust at worst. Such religious drivel enshrines platitudes in place of
pragmatism. What we need—sceptics and sufferers alike insist—is
cold, hard justice.
What are we to make of such objections? Did Mandela take a wrong
turn in appointing Tutu to chair the “Truth and Reconciliation
Commission” (TRC)?
The TRC, you may remember, was established in 1995 to investigate
politically and racially motivated human rights abuses during
apartheid. It sought to restore victims’ dignity through recompense
and rehabilitation, and grant amnesty on a case by case basis to any
person—whether black or white, to avoid “victor’s justice”—who
confessed the full extent of their atrocities. This had to be done
within a grace period, after which point the full weight of the law would fall on the head of the impenitent.
Was the TRC warm-hearted but soft-minded; the kind of fairy-tale we tell our kids but ignore as adults?
I think not. As Tutu once said, “Children are a wonderful gift. They have an extraordinary capacity to see
into the heart of things and to expose sham and humbug for what they are.” Cold, retributive justice may be
one such sham, as both the African and Biblical understanding is “far more restorative—not so much to
punish as to redress or restore a balance that has been knocked askew.”[2] But if we reject the icy logic of
retribution, what hope have we of reaching final restoration? How can we not slip into weak sentimentality
and passivity before evil? Tutu, I suspect, would see truth and grace as South Africa’s two feet on the long
walk to reconciliation.
First, truth. Tutu experienced apartheid. He knew first
hand that “God does not force us to be friends or to
love one another. … Dear child of God, it does happen
that we get angry and hurt one another. Then we feel
sad and very alone. Sometimes we cry, and God cries
with us.”[3] Reconciliation is never at the expense of
truth. We don’t move forward by forgetting the past.
God is “notoriously biased in favour of those without
clout,” so the TRC disarmed the powers by bringing all
injustice into the light.
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Second, grace. Forgiveness follows admission of fault. It is both altruistic, and “the best form of selfinterest” as Tutu explained. For in forgiving, you are no longer locked in victimhood, chained to the
perpetrator. But this grace—returning good for evil—goes deeper yet: “When we say we’re sorry and
forgive one another, we wipe away our tears and God’s tears too.” Why? Because “God dreams that every
one of us will see that we are all brothers and sisters—yes, even you and me.”[4] Judgment begets
judgment, but what if “my humanity is bound up in yours”? What if “freedom is indivisible,” and that the
enemy is in reality another child of God: family? Surely, then, even as judgments must be rendered, our
arms should remain ever open to embrace the other as part of ourselves. In Xhosa, this is called ‘ubuntu’
(oo-BOON-too): I am what I am because of who we all are. As the “rainbow people of God,” ubuntu extends
to all.
The TRC’s resolution, as novel as it sounds, was not new. It was always God’s dream to reconcile all people
to Himself as one family (2 Corinthians 5:14-21). And this dream moved from platitude to pragmatism when
the Creator of the Universe called down from the cross to his crucifiers, “Father, forgive them, for they do
not understand your dream.”[5] Truth declares our solidarity in sin. Grace offers amnesty for a time to the
truly penitent. Justice is ultimately delivered to all who refuse to turn from their complicity in evil. And
God’s dream of reconciliation is eternally realized for all those humble enough to forgive and be forgiven.
May we in 2011 live toward this dream depicted in Tutu’s children’s book, that one day we will all join
hands and play together under the tree of life from which flows healing to the rainbow nation.
Dave Benson

[1] Desmond Tutu, God’s Dream (Melville, SA: Jacana Media, 2009).
[2] Tutu, “Recovering from Apartheid,” in The New Yorker, 18 November 1996.
[3] Tutu, God’s Dream.
[4] Ibid.
[5] Desmond Tutu, “God Suffers for Us,” in Children of God: Storybook Bible(Malaysia: PrettyInPress, 2010).
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