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Genocide. The systematic slaughter of a group or race of people—or a nation. In 1945, the 

world reacted with horror as the evidence of Nazi atrocities against Jews, Gypsies, and others 

mounted. In more recent years, the world watched in real time on network news channels as the 

horrors of genocide in Rwanda and the Balkans became known. As these slipped from the 

collective memory of the public, four airplanes were hijacked on September 11, 2001, and three 

of them successfully crashed into buildings, resulting in the loss of thousands of lives. The hatred 

within the terrorists and their particular understanding of the Islamic teaching on jihad (known to 

most English-speaking people as “holy war”) again brings genocide to the foreground. In the 

name of religion, a blow was struck announcing the intention to kill a people (Americans) 

wherever they might be. 

Against this contemporary background, readers of the Old Testament are confronted with the 

startling account of genocide by Israel at the command of Yahweh their God. The violence of 

these scenes is (for the Christian reader) in stark contrast to the image of Jesus as the kind, good, 

and gentle Shepherd. Instead of these pastoral images, God appears in many Old Testament texts 

as the divine warrior at whose command nations are destroyed. Nevertheless, people like the Ku 

Klux Klan have embraced the Old Testament warfare narratives and used them to justify their 

violence against blacks, Jews, and others. 

This presents a moral dilemma for Christian readers of the Old Testament. How should we 

read and apply the Old Testament? How could a God of love, known in the pages of the New 

Testament as the meek and gentle Lamb of God, command such brutal practices? Should a 

wedge be placed between the Old and New Testaments in order to preserve the integrity of both? 

Can there be a connection between these ancient accounts of God’s people (Israel) and the image 

of God as Savior so prevalent in the Gospels? 

Few would react as did the second-century theologian Marcion, whose dualism construed the 

God of the Old Testament to be an inferior God to that of the New Testament. Nevertheless, can 

the genocide of the Old Testament serve as warrant for the modern genocide of those deemed to 

be enemies of God? 

Some scholars answer these questions by reading the Old Testament accounts of warfare and 

genocide and rejecting them out of hand as having any valid history. To them, these writings are 

little more than theological writings of (much) later generations recording the legends and myths 

of their people. Thus, they are of more use in analyzing the time in which the books were written 

down than in establishing either history or theology. Evangelical scholars like myself, however, 

have to deal with these questions because we maintain that these accounts reflect historical 

events and are not merely the later reflections of Israel. Revelation takes place not only through 

the written Scripture but also through the acts of God in history. Thus, even in the brutality of 

ancient warfare, God reveals himself. 

As time went on, however, the warfare narratives of the earliest books of the Old Testament 

did receive a transformation in their theological function. One stage in this development is 

apparent in 1 and 2 Chronicles, which come so late in the Old Testament canon that they provide 

a gateway to the intertestamental period and to the New Testament. A trajectory can be 

developed that leads from the earliest narratives of the Old Testament, to the warfare narratives 



of Chronicles, to the intertestamental apocalypses, and to the images of the victorious Christ in 

John’s Revelation. It is this trajectory that enables us to deal with the questions posed above. 

My approach is based on several assumptions. (1) For many reasons (including my a priori 

creedal assertion) I maintain that the Scripture is reliable as a historical text. (2) Old Testament 

texts, including the genocide texts, must be read in their canonical context of both Old and New 

Testaments. (3) The events of the Old Testament may serve as types of that which is to come in 

the New Testament or, at a minimum, provide the imagery used by New Testament authors. (4) 

The Scriptures speak of things yet to be, including the eschatological hope of Christ’s return and 

the founding of a new heaven and new earth. 

It is through an eschatological reading of warfare narratives—including their accounts of 

divinely mandated genocide—that the images of Old Testament genocide can be seen as types of 

an eschatological event. I will take several steps to demonstrate this. (1) I will examine the 

“ban,” or ḥerem, as a part of “holy war” during which biblical incidents of genocide occurred. 

(2) I will then examine five elements illustrating the consistent holy-war tradition in both early 

and late Old Testament texts as the baseline from which later texts diverge. (3) Next, I will 

describe a trajectory from the end of the Old Testament through the intertestamental period to the 

New Testament. (4) Finally, I will describe the continuity between the Old and New Testaments 

in light of the genocide texts as an eschatological continuity. 

THE CONTEXT OF GENOCIDE IN THE OLD TESTAMENT AND MODERN 

SCHOLARSHIP 

The twentieth-century German scholar Gerhard von Rad observed a series of thirteen 

characteristics of “holy war” in various Old Testament texts.1 Of these characteristics, perhaps 

                                                           
1 Gerhard von Rad, Der heilige Krieg im alten Israel, 4th ed. (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1965). 

Here they are: 

 1. the blowing of a trumpet as the announcement of the holy war (Judg. 3:27; 6:34–35; 1 Sam. 

13:3) 

 2. the naming of the army as the “people of Yahweh” (Judg. 5:11, 13; 20:2) 

 3. the sanctification of the participants (Num. 21:2; Deut. 23:9–14; Josh. 3:5; Judg. 11:36; 1 

Sam. 14:24; 21:5; 2 Sam. 1:21; 11:11–12) 

 4. the sacrificing of an offering and/or the consultation of Yahweh (Judg. 20:23, 26, 27; 1 Sam. 

7:9; 13:9–10, 12; 14:8–9; 2 Sam. 5:19, 23) 

 5. the announcement of victory by Yahweh, “I have given … into your hand,” or similar 

phraseology (Josh. 2:24; 6:2, 16; 8:1, 18; 10:8, 19; Judg. 3:28; 4:7, 14; 7:9, 15; 18:10; 20:28; 1 

Sam. 14:12; 17:46; 23:4; 24:5; 26:8; 1 Kings 20:28) 

 6. the announcement that Yahweh goes out before the army (Deut. 20:4; Josh. 3:11; Judg. 

4:14; 2 Sam. 5:24) 

 7. the claiming of the war as “Yahweh’s war” and the enemy as “Yahweh’s enemy” (Ex. 14:4, 

14, 18; Deut. 1:30; Josh. 10:14, 42; 11:6; 23:10; Judg. 20:35; 1 Sam. 14:23) 



the most shocking to modern readers is the twelfth, the practice of the ban or ḥerem. This 

practice amounts to genocide committed by Israel at the command of their God. Further, it was a 

part of Israel’s warfare as literally as any other characteristic. 

In its purest form, the ḥerem in warfare refers to the devotion of all spoils to Yahweh and the 

destruction of all life (Josh. 6:17–21; 7:11–15). Inflammable objects were to be burned (Deut. 

7:25–26), but noncombustible precious metals were to be taken to the sanctuary treasury (Josh. 

6:24). It was forbidden to spare any person alive who was under the ḥerem. In some cases, the 

ḥerem was partially eased by the exemption of women and children (Num. 31:7–12, 17–18; 

Deut. 20:13–14; 21:10–14) and, in particular, the young virgin women (Judg. 21:11–21). A point 

of tension exists on the issue of cattle; according to Deuteronomy 2:34–35, they could be saved, 

but 1 Samuel 15:9, 21 demanded their destruction. In the matter of the people of the land, 

however, there was no equivocation: The Hittites, the Amorites, the Canaanites, the Perizzites, 

the Hivites, and the Jebusites were to be utterly destroyed so that nothing that breathed should 

live (Deut. 20:16–18). 

In understanding this practice, it is important to realize that the nation of Israel was not 

unique here in the ancient Near East. They were following the practices of other nations, which 

practiced their own equivalent of ḥerem. The term itself is used by at least one other nation, 

Moab, as found in the Moabite Mesha2 Stela: 

Chemosh spoke to me: Go, take Nebo from Israel! Then (15) I went by night and fought 

… against it [Nebo] from day-break to noon. And (16) I took it … and totally destroyed it 

…: 7,000 citizens and aliens, male and female (17) together with female slaves; for I had 

consecrated it to Ashtar-Chemosh for destruction [… hḥrmth]. Then I took … thence the 

(18) vessels of Yahweh and brought them before Chemosh.3 

                                                           
 8. the encouragement not to fear because the enemy will lose courage (Ex. 14:13; Deut. 20:3; 

Josh. 8:1; 10:8, 25; 11:6; Judg. 7:3; 1 Sam. 23:16–17; 30:6; 2 Sam. 10:12) 

 9. the fear of Yahweh among enemy troops (Ex. 15:14–16; 23:27–28; Lev. 26:36; Deut. 2:25; 

11:25; Josh. 2:9, 24; 5:1; 7:5; 10:2; 11:20; 24:12; 1 Sam. 4:7–8; 17:11; 28:5) 

 10. the war-shout (Josh. 6:5; Judg. 7:20; 1 Sam. 17:20, 52) 

 11. the intervention of Yahweh, who strikes terror into the hearts of the enemy (Ex. 23:27; 

Deut. 7:23; Josh. 10:10–11; 24:7; Judg. 4:15; 7:22; 1 Sam. 5:11; 7:10; 14:15, 20) 

 12. the practice of the “ban” (ḥerem), the slaughter of all enemy men, women, and children 

(Num. 21:2; Josh. 6:18–19; 1 Sam. 15) 

 13. the dismissal of the troops with the cry, “To your tents, O Israel” (2 Sam. 20:1; 1 Kings 12:16; 

22:36) 

2 Mesha, a king of Moab who rebelled against Israel in the ninth century B.C. (2 Kings 3), boasts of 

placing the ḥerem on the Israelites (Pritchard, ANET, 320). 

3 Translated by N. Lohfink (see “ָחַרם,” TDOT, 5:189). However, according to Lohfink, because the 

sentence in question is an inverted summary clause that interrupts a series of prefix clauses, it is 



A second text from Mesha’s campaign has also been seen as an imposition of ḥerem against the 

Israelite population of Ataroth:4 

I killed all the people from (?) (12) the city as a ryt (delight, satisfaction, propitiatory 

sacrifice?) for Chemosh and for Moab.5 

The term ryt, likely a sacrificial term, implies a consecration to deity; thus, “consecration to 

destruction during a war of conquest was thought of in ninth-century Moab as a sacrifice to the 

deity.”6 Terminology such as “a man devotes to Yahweh [yḥrm ʾyš lyhwh]” (Lev. 27:28; cf. Mic. 

4:13) and “shall be devoted … to Yahweh [ḥrm … lyhwh]” (Josh. 6:17) bear a close resemblance 

to the usage at Moab. 

Still another term, asakkum, appears in the cuneiform texts of Mari from the eighteenth 

century B.C.7 In these texts the phrase “to eat the asakkum” of gods or the king indicates a 

violation of a decree regarding the spoils of war. At Mari, unlike Israel or Moab, asakkum was 

only temporary, so that booty could be distributed later. Further, asakkum did not involve the 

total destruction of the population of conquered cities. Although the range of meaning of Israel’s 

term ḥerem clearly exceeded the semantic range of asakkum at Mari,8 a close connection can be 

seen between the fate of captured cities/populations and their consecration to deity. 

By postexilic times, the verb ḥrm was used with different connotations in the biblical texts. 

In Ezra 10:8, those who refused to participate in the Jerusalem assembly were subject to ḥerem. 

Here the term refers not to destruction of person or property but to the confiscation of the 

nonparticipant’s property for the temple treasury.9 However, in the context of warfare narratives 

in the postexilic era, ḥrm continued to mean the destruction of things devoted to Yahweh.10 

It is important to remember that the ban or ḥerem is only one aspect of ancient “holy war” 

and must be placed in the context of how Israel understood its warfare in general. Though 

                                                           
questionable whether the verb ḥrm “refers here not to the actual destruction of the populace but to 

their preceding consecration to destruction” (5:189–90). 

4 J. Liver, “The Wars of Mesha, King of Moab,” PEQ 99 (1967): 24–31. 

5 Translated by Lohfink, “5:190 ”,ָחַרם. 

6 Ibid. Lohfink, however, questions whether this is an instance of ḥrm since the term is not used. 

7 Abraham Malamat, “The Ban in Mari and the Bible,” in Mari and the Bible (Jerusalem: Hebrew Univ. 

Press, 1975), 52–61. 

8 A. E. Glock, “Warfare in Mari and Early Israel” (Ph.D. diss., University of Michigan; available through 

University Microfilms, Ann Arbor, Mich., 1968). 

9 Joseph Blenkinsopp, Ezra-Nehemiah: A Commentary (OTL; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1988). 

10 The Chronicler uses the verb ḥrm and its cognates four times: 1 Chron. 2:7; 4:41; 2 Chron. 20:23; 

32:14. 



popularized by Gerhard von Rad,11 the expression “holy war” is not found in the text of Scripture 

itself, although the concept is certainly deeply rooted in the biblical tradition. While the specific 

term has not found universal scholarly acceptance,12 it remains useful as a technical term for the 

phenomenon described by von Rad. 

Von Rad’s work has profoundly affected the way in which many read the Old Testament 

warfare narratives. He drew a sharp distinction between holy war as a literary theological 

concept and whatever factual history that might lie behind the relevant narratives.13 In his 

thinking, holy war was essentially a political and military institution—part of a sacral-cultic 

institution in Israel and thus primarily defensive in character. It is this aspect of von Rad’s work 

that formed the primary point of departure for subsequent scholarship. 

Two separate schools of thought emerged among those scholars who, since von Rad, have 

reflected on Israel’s warfare.14 Some scholars, like von Rad, understand holy war as the product 

of late theological history writing.15 Other scholars believe that there are older historical events 

                                                           
11 Von Rad, Der heilige Krieg im alten Israel. Von Rad’s use of the term and the reconstruction of holy 

war as the product of late theological reinterpretation of history can be traced to the earlier work of 

Friedrich Schwally, Der heilige Krieg im alten Israel (Leipzig: Dietrich, 1901). 

12 Some scholars have argued in favor of the term “Yahweh War” rather than “holy war,” since the 

former is a biblical term while the latter is drawn from Greek usage. See, e.g., Gwilym H. Jones, “ ‘Holy 

War’ or ‘Yahweh War’?” VT 25 (1965): 654–58; Rudolph Smend, Yahweh War and Tribal Confederation, 

trans. Max Gray Rogers (New York: Abingdon, 1970), 36–37; Manfred Weippert, “ ‘Heiliger Krieg’ in 

Israel und Assyrien: Kritische Anmerkungen zu Gerhard von Rads Konzept des ‘Heiligen Kriegs im alten 

Israel’,” ZAW 84 (1972): 460–93. 

13 Von Rad (Der heilige Krieg, 18) dated Israel’s holy-war episodes as no earlier than the period of the 

judges and as institutionally connected with the ancient amphictyony. 

14 A third group might include the reflections of ethicists and scholars from pacifist Christian traditions. 

Included among these are Patrick D. Miller Jr., “God the Warrior: A Problem in Biblical Interpretation 

and Apologetics,” Int 19 (1965): 39–46; Waldemar Janzen, “War in the Old Testament,” Mennonite 

Quarterly Review 46 (1972): 155–66; Jacob J. Enz, The Christian and Warfare: The Roots of Pacifism in 

the Old Testament (Scottdale, Pa.: Herald, 1972); John Howard Yoder, The Politics of Jesus (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1972) and The Original Revolution (Scottdale, Pa.: Herald, 1972); Vernard Eller, War 

and Peace from Genesis to Revelation (Scottdale, Pa.: Herald, 1981). One monograph deserving special 

mention is that of Millard C. Lind, Yahweh Is a Warrior (Scottdale, Pa.: Herald, 1980). Writing from the 

perspective of one of the traditional “peace churches,” Lind argues that the theology of Yahweh as 

warrior centers on three major emphases. (1) The Exodus provides the fundamental paradigm of divine 

intervention through a miracle of nature rather than ordinary human warfare. The central human figure 

here is not a warrior but a prophetic figure (Moses). (2) The prophetic political structure of Israel 

rejected kingship grounded in violence with the king as representative of divinity. (3) Yahweh warred 

against Israel when it became like other Near Eastern states. 

15 For example, Schwally, Der heilige Krieg im alten Israel; Patrick D. Miller Jr., The Divine Warrior in Early 

Israel (HSM 5; Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 1973); Weippert, “ ‘Heiliger Krieg’ in Israel und 

Assyrien.” 



that are reflected in the text.16 My own study of warfare would certainly place me in the latter 

camp, although I do not believe that most modern scholarship adequately recognizes the 

theological, canonical, and historical context of Israel’s warfare. 

In summary, the biblical text reflects the historical practice of warfare and genocide in the 

ancient Near East. Ḥerem was not uniquely an Israelite practice insofar as others also engaged in 

the destruction and consecration of their enemies to their gods. 

THE BASELINE: COMMONALITY IN THE EARLY AND LATER OLD 

TESTAMENT TEXTS 

The simplest way to develop the trajectory from the earliest warfare narratives through to the 

end of the Old Testament, through the intertestamental period, and on into the New Testament is 

to trace particular themes in which there is a large degree of consistency. Thus, I will draw here a 

baseline of five themes of the warfare context of genocide from the early Old Testament period 

to the late Old Testament period: (1) the meaning of defeat; (2) the application of the law of war; 

(3) holy war as synergism or monergism; (4) the spoils of war; and (5) the holiness of the camp. 

The Meaning of Defeat 

What happens when Yahweh wars against his own people? The Hebrew Bible’s record of 

God’s activity in war is not limited to those instances where Yahweh fought for or alongside of 

Israel. Warfare was a mark of divine retribution. When Judah was defeated, images of a “reverse 

holy war” can be seen. 

Biblical literature reflects on the meaning of defeat. Not only did the later prophets speak of 

its meaning both for Israel and for other nations, but the earlier texts addressed this problem as 

well. Numbers 14:41–45, for example, explains the defeat at Kadesh Barnea as the result of 

Yahweh’s desertion of Israel: 

But Moses said, “Why are you disobeying the LORD’s command? This will not 

succeed! Do not go up, because the LORD is not with you. You will be defeated by your 

enemies, for the Amalekites and Canaanites will face you there. Because you have turned 

away from the LORD, he will not be with you and you will fall by the sword.” 

Nevertheless, in their presumption they went up toward the high hill country, though 

neither Moses nor the ark of the LORD’s covenant moved from the camp. Then the 

Amalekites and Canaanites who lived in that hill country came down and attacked them 

and beat them down all the way to Hormah. 

Likewise, Joshua 7 explains Israel’s defeat at Ai as the result of Yahweh’s giving Israel into 

the hands of their enemy, because they did not destroy (ḥrm) the devoted things. And 1 Samuel 

4:2–3a explains Israel’s defeat by Philistia as the result of Yahweh bringing that defeat: 

                                                           
16 Fritz Stolz, Jahwes und Israels Krieg: Kriegstheorien und Kriegserfahrungen im Glaube des alten Israels; 

Roland de Vaux, Ancient Israel, 2 vols. (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1965), 1:213–66; Smend, Yahweh War 

and Tribal Confederation; E. W. Conrad, Fear Not Warrior: A Study of the ’al tîrā’ Pericopes in the Hebrew 

Scriptures (BJS 75; Chico, Calif.: Scholars Press, 1985); T. R. Hobbs, A Time for War: A Study of Warfare in 

the Old Testament (Wilmington, Del.: Michael Glazier, 1989). 



The Philistines deployed their forces to meet Israel, and as the battle spread, Israel was 

defeated by the Philistines, who killed about four thousand of them on the battlefield. 

When the soldiers returned to camp, the elders of Israel asked, “Why did the LORD bring 

defeat upon us today before the Philistines?” 

Israel was defeated because their God had decreed and brought about that defeat. 

The idea of a god fighting against his own people is also found in nonbiblical texts. Millard 

Lind cites, as the most comprehensive example, a Sumerian text that seeks to explain why the 

Guti could defeat the kingdom of Akkad. According to this document,17 the fourth ruler of 

Akkad, Naram-Sin, had sacked Nippur, the city of Enlil, and desecrated his temple, Ekur. In 

revenge for Naram-Sin’s actions, Enlil brought the Guti, a barbarous people, upon Akkad. Other 

gods, eight altogether, forsook Akkad in solidarity with Enlil: 

She who had lived there, left the city, Like a maiden forsaking her chamber, Holy Inanna 

forsook the shrine Agade, Like a warrior hastening to (his) weapon, She went forth 

against the city in battle (and) combat, She attacked as if it were a foe.18 

The Chronicler too cites various incidents as divine retribution against Israel, in line with the 

early biblical accounts and the Sumerian text. Deity is offended at a cultic impropriety, the god 

fights against his or her people, and a foreign people become the instruments of destruction at the 

god’s command. 

But there are also important differences in Chronicles. In the Chronicler’s narratives of 

defeat, the defeat is not postponed to later generations. Rather, it falls on the generation that has 

offended Yahweh. Most importantly, there remained for Judah a hope for the future; Akkad, by 

contrast, was destroyed without such hope. Even though Judah was destroyed finally by the 

Babylonians, that hope for the future was never destroyed. 

The Chronicler takes narratives of Yahweh’s war against his own people and explicates their 

theological meaning. Human armies do not determine the result of war. Only the God of Israel 

does that. History is always in his hands. Time after time, a superior Judah was defeated by an 

inferior army. Joash, who successfully bought off the Syrian invaders in 2 Kings 12:17–18, was 

defeated and killed by divine intervention in 2 Chronicles 24:24: 

Although the Aramean army had come with only a few men, the LORD delivered into 

their hands a much larger army. Because Judah had forsaken the LORD, the God of their 

fathers, judgment was executed on Joash. 

The Chronicler’s explanation of the defeat of Ahaz by Syria (Aram) and Ahaz’s defeat by 

Assyria, the Edomites, and the Philistines is similar: 

Therefore the LORD his God handed him over to the king of Aram. The Arameans 

defeated him and took many of his people as prisoners and brought them to Damascus. 

He was also given into the hands of the king of Israel, who inflicted heavy casualties on 

him. (2 Chron. 28:5) 

                                                           
17 Millard Lind (Yahweh Is a Warrior [Scottsdale, Pa.: Herald, 1980], 111) summarizes the document’s 

understanding of the relationship between gods and humans. 

18 ANET, 648. 



The LORD had humbled Judah because of Ahaz king of Israel, for he had promoted 

wickedness in Judah and had been most unfaithful to the LORD. (2 Chron. 28:19) 

Defeat in warfare is often explained as the result of Yahweh’s judgment on the faithlessness 

of the king and people. Yahweh either sides with his faithful king and people, or he fights against 

his unfaithful king and people. Saul died in battle, according to the Chronicler, because he was 

unfaithful to Yahweh: 

Saul died because he was unfaithful to the LORD; he did not keep the word of the LORD 

and even consulted a medium for guidance, and did not inquire of the LORD. So the LORD 

put him to death and turned the kingdom over to David son of Jesse. (1 Chron. 10:13–14) 

Unfaithful Ahaziah, through his alliance with Joram of Israel, was defeated and killed because 

“God brought about Ahaziah’s downfall” (2 Chron. 22:7). The same explanation is given for 

Manasseh’s defeat and captivity at the hands of the king of Assyria: 

So the LORD brought against them the army commanders of the king of Assyria, who 

took Manasseh prisoner, put a hook in his nose, bound him with bronze shackles and took 

him to Babylon. (2 Chron. 33:11) 

The Exile itself is explained as occurring because Yahweh directed it: “He brought up against 

them the king of the Babylonians” (2 Chron. 36:17). This too occurred because the people had 

been unfaithful. 

In each case, the Chronicler explains the defeat of Judah as occurring through the will of 

Yahweh. Whereas Yahweh elsewhere obtained victory on behalf of his faithful king and people, 

here Yahweh brought defeat. Enemy armies, regardless of their size compared to Judahite 

armies, could not win if Yahweh fought for his people. Nor could they lose if Yahweh fought 

against his people. The kings of the nations and the military machines they commanded were but 

instruments in the hands of Judah’s God. 

But let us note that the people of Israel were never totally destroyed. They were not subject to 

the complete annihilation of genocide. There always remained a remnant. For Israel, the warfare 

of Yahweh against his own people was never to destroy utterly, but to chasten and restore. 

Yahweh never imposed the “ban” or ḥerem against Israel in its fullest sense. 

Application of the Law of War 

From its founding as a nation, Israel engaged in warfare with its neighbors. The book of 

Deuteronomy provides a basic starting point from which the wars of Israel can be understood. 

Deuteronomy 20 (along with 21; 23; 24; and 25) forms the basis for all later interpretation of 

warfare because these passages contain a series of six topics19 related to how Israel was to 

conduct its warfare. Several specific examples of the laws of warfare can illustrate their ongoing 

significance for Israel into the later Old Testament period of the Chronicler. In Deuteronomy 

                                                           
19 Gerhard von Rad, “Deuteronomy and the Holy War,” in Studies in Deuteronomy, trans. David Stalker 

(London: SCM, 1953), 50–51. The six are: (1) laws concerning war (20:1–9); (2) investment of cities 

(20:10–18); (3) female prisoners of war (21:10–14); (4) the law concerning the camp (23:10–14); (5) 

exemption for the newly married (24:5); and (6) the law concerning Amalek (25:17–19). 



20:2, for example, a prebattle speech had to be given by a priest. In 2 Chronicles 20:5–7, 

Jehoshaphat, in his role as a Davidic king, assumed the speech-making role designated for a 

priest. But the point of the speech was the same: God was with the army and would give victory. 

The laws of war in Deuteronomy also anticipate an enemy force much larger than that of 

Israel. Deuteronomy 20:1 states: “When you go to war against your enemies and see horses and 

chariots and an army greater than yours, do not be afraid of them, because the LORD your God, 

who brought you up out of Egypt, will be with you.” Second Chronicles 13:3 describes precisely 

this situation. Jeroboam’s army of 800,000 marched against Abijah’s comparatively small army 

of 400,000.20 The war laws of Deuteronomy 20:4 assured Judah that Yahweh would fight for 

them against their enemies: “For the LORD your God is the one who goes with you to fight for 

you against your enemies to give you victory.” This is echoed in Abijah’s battle with Jeroboam. 

God defeated the northern kingdom (2 Chron. 13:15); all that was left for the army of Judah to 

do was pursue the enemy and slaughter them. 

Another element of war in Deuteronomy 20:10 makes provision for offering peace terms to a 

besieged city: “When you march up to attack a city, make its people an offer of peace.” Two 

possible responses are anticipated. The city may accept the peace terms and its inhabitants would 

then be conscripted as forced labor (20:11). Alternatively, they may refuse the peace offer, in 

which case Yahweh would give them into Israel’s hand. All the men would be killed, but the 

women, children, and cattle would be spared and the inanimate booty taken by the Israelites for 

themselves. In the case of the people of the land, every living thing was to be destroyed (20:12–

18). In Abijah’s battle in 2 Chronicles 13, the long speech by Abijah offered peace terms to the 

northern kingdom: “Men of Israel, do not fight against the LORD, the God of your fathers, for 

you will not succeed” (2 Chron. 13:12). When the offer of peace was rejected, Abijah and his 

army killed 500,000 Israelite troops, taking cities and territory from Israel (13:17–19). 

This point of comparison is the most significant for our purposes. The imposition of ḥerem 

was not made against Israel. Even in defeat, the rebellious northern tribes were not treated in the 

same way that foreign enemies were treated. Although 500,000 of the 800,000 northern troops 

were killed, there yet remained a remnant of 300,000. Yahweh would not forget his covenant 

with the descendants of Abraham, even if Israel forgot it. 

Holy War As Synergism or Monergism 

A third theme of the trajectory focuses on the question of whether Yahweh fights for or with 

his people. In other words, is Yahweh’s war monergistic or synergistic? 

In some cases, Yahweh fought unaided by Israel. In two of the earliest poems of the Hebrew 

Bible,21 the victory of Yahweh as sole warrior is celebrated. Both the Song of Miriam (15:21) 

and the Song of the Sea (15:1–18) exult in Yahweh’s victory: 

                                                           
20 Judah faces exactly the same situation in two other warfare texts unique to the Chronicler (see 2 

Chron. 14:8–9; 20:2). Further, the implications of 2 Chron. 12:2–3 and Shishak’s invading army are much 

the same. 

21 Lind (Yahweh Is a Warrior, 46) has argued that the Exodus and desert period is the Hebrew Bible’s 

time of holy war par excellence, contra von Rad (Der heilige Krieg im alten Israel; the period of the 

judges) and Miller (The Divine Warrior in Early Israel; the period of the Conquest). 



I will sing to the LORD, 

for he is highly exalted. 

The horse and its rider 

he has hurled into the sea. 

The LORD is my strength and my song; 

he has become my salvation. 

He is my God, and I will praise him, 

my father’s God, and I will exalt him. 

The LORD is a warrior; 

the LORD is his name. (Ex. 15:1–3) 

Throughout the song, there is no hint of human participation in the battle. Yahweh alone did 

battle. As the poem relates the events of Yahweh’s victory, it was the victory of Yahweh the 

king: “The LORD will reign for ever and ever” (Ex. 15:18). Similarly, in 2 Chronicles 32, 

Yahweh alone did battle during the invasion of Hezekiah’s Judah by Sennacherib. No action was 

performed in battle by the people; rather, the angel of Yahweh “annihilated all the fighting men 

and the leaders and officers in the camp of the Assyrian king” (32:21).22 

Battles in which Yahweh was the sole actor on behalf of his people stand in contrast to other 

biblical and nonbiblical ancient Near Eastern warfare narratives. In some cases, the god fought 

unaided, as in the Baal epic and Baal’s defeat of Yam.23 Normally, however, there was a degree 

of cooperation between human and deity. Illustrative of this are the ninth-century Mesopotamian 

reliefs of Ashurnasirpal II,24 shown in battle with the image of Ashur above him and with both 

king and god drawing bows. In a second relief, both Ashurnasirpal II and the god Ashur are 

shown in a victory parade with slung bow. 

The image of Yahweh fighting in cooperation with his people is a common motif in the 

Hebrew Bible as well. A poem of about the same age as the Song of the Sea is the Song of 

Deborah (Judg. 5:1–31). This song, unlike Exodus 15, speaks of a cooperation on the part of the 

people, who joined Yahweh in battle against the northern Canaanite cities: “When the princes in 

Israel take the lead, when the people willingly offer themselves—praise the LORD!” (Judg. 5:2). 

Both Yahweh (5:3–5, 19–21, 28, 31) and the people fought (5:2, 6–18, 22–27, 29–30). 

The two motifs of Yahweh fighting alone and Yahweh fighting in conjunction with the 

people are interwoven in the biblical warfare narratives. In some texts from the postexilic 

Chronicles, the primary actors are the human actors. Some of these wars were fought against 

people without divine assistance, especially wars of aggression by Judah (Azariah, 2 Chron. 22). 

But in other, more synergistic wars, Yahweh fought for his people while allowing them to 

participate in the victory (13:16–17). 

                                                           
22 The Chronicler’s account of the defeat of Sennacherib is essentially the same as that of 2 Kings 

19:35//Isa. 37:36 and thus not material unique to the Chronicler. The idea of Yahweh fighting alone is 

important to the Chronicler, but the primary incident of this in the material unique to the Chronicler is 

found in 2 Chron. 20 (Jehoshaphat’s nonsynoptic battle). 

23 ANET, 129–35. 

24 Reproduced by George Mendenhall in The Tenth Generation (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 

1973), 46. 



Closely related to the idea of Yahweh’s fighting for his people is the idea of the “fear of the 

LORD” afflicting the real or potential enemies of Judah. This supernatural element is exemplified 

in 2 Chronicles 14:14 with the “terror of the LORD” coming upon the cities around Gerar. The 

Chronicler draws from the old holy-war tradition,25 in which the “terror of the LORD” came upon 

the enemy.26 Normally, this is associated in holy-war ideology with “panic” (hmm,27 hwm,28 or 

ḥrd29) in the enemy camp. While the Chronicler does not use any of these terms in 2 Chronicles 

14, he does do so in the historical retrospect on the events in 15:6. 

The Spoils of War 

Regarding the spoils of war, Deuteronomy 2:34–35 records the capture of Sihon: 

At that time we took all his [Sihon, king of Heshbon] towns and completely destroyed 

them—men, women and children. We left no survivors. But the livestock and the plunder 

from the towns we had captured we carried off for ourselves. 

Cities and people were destroyed; Israel kept only the animals and the inanimate booty of the 

cities. 

Other ancient Near Eastern people practiced the same. For example, Ashurbanipal took booty 

from his defeated enemies and presented them to his god: “The people and spoil of Elam, which 

at the command of Assur, Sin, Shamash, Adad … I had carried off, the choicest I presented unto 

my god.”30 The dedication of the spoils of war to the gods represents one strand of warfare 

tradition in the ancient Near East. 

Another strand of warfare tradition is represented in an inscription from the sixth campaign 

of Sennacherib: 

From the booty of the lands which (I had conquered), 30,500 bows, 30,500 arrows, I 

selected from among them, and added to my royal equipment. From the great spoil of 

enemy-(captives), I apportioned (men) like sheep to all of my camp, to my governors, 

and to the people of my (large) cities.31 

                                                           
25 Ex. 15:16; 23:27; Deut. 2:25; 7:20, 23; 11:25; Josh. 2:9, 24; 5:1; 7:5; 10:2; 11:20; 24:12; 1 Sam. 4:7–8; 

17:11; 28:5. 

26 1 Chron. 14:17; 2 Chron. 17:10; 19:7; 20:29. Synonyms used by the Chronicler include yrʾ (1 Chron. 

10:4; 13:12; 22:13; 28:20; 2 Chron. 6:31, 33; 20:3, 15; 32:7, 18, often in the context of “do not fear or be 

dismayed.” 

27 Ex. 14:24; 23:27; Deut. 2:15; Josh. 10:10; Judg. 4:15; 1 Sam. 7:10; 2 Chron. 15:6. 

28 Deut. 7:23. 

29 Judg. 8:12; 1 Sam. 14:15 (3x). 

30 Translation is from Sa-Moon Kang, Divine War in the Old Testament and in the Ancient Near East 

(BZAW 177; Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1989), 47. 

31 Ibid., 48. 



Here, Sennacherib retained the booty of his military victory. 

In Chronicles, the taking of booty by the victorious Judahite army is described both in Asa’s 

war in 2 Chronicles 14:13–14 and in Jehoshaphat’s war in 20:25. Asa and his army appear to 

have dedicated part of the booty to Yahweh in response to the postbattle prophecy of Azariah: 

“At that time they sacrificed to the LORD seven hundred head of cattle and seven thousand sheep 

and goats from the plunder they had brought back” (15:11). After the battle of Asa, in other 

words, a part of the spoils was sacrificed to Yahweh. Conversely, the plundering of Judah also 

occurred when Judah met defeat (e.g., at the hands of Shishak in 12:9–11). The spoils of war 

were expected to belong to the victor. In other words, the Chronicler describes the spoils of 

victory in a manner wholly consistent with the traditions of the ancient Near East and earlier 

biblical material. 

The Holiness of the Camp 

Finally, the Chronicler is highly consistent in his adaptation of ancient warfare themes to his 

postexilic, theological agenda. He transfers the ancient laws of holiness in the camp to the 

institution of the temple in Jerusalem. In the older traditions, the army was consecrated to 

Yahweh (Josh. 3:5). Laws of sexual purity were enforced (1 Sam. 21:5; 2 Sam. 11:11–12), vows 

were made (Num. 21:2; Judg. 11:36; 1 Sam. 14:24), and the camp had to be kept ritually pure 

(Deut. 23:9–14). In Chronicles, none of these are included in the warfare narratives. Holiness is 

still required of the people, but it is a cultic purity transferred from the camp to the nation in its 

relationship to the temple. The outcome of the battle was decided by the ritual condition not of 

the camp and its members but of the king and nation as they engaged or failed to engage the 

divinely mandated cult. 

We have traced several elements of ancient warfare from the oldest texts to the later texts of 

Chronicles. In each case the later work of the Chronicler is thoroughly cognizant of and 

dependent on the earlier texts. The Chronicler continues the ancient themes of the meaning of 

defeat, the application of the law of war, holy war as either synergistic and monergistic, the 

spoils of war, and the holiness of the camp. The idea of holy war, including the practice of 

ḥerem, is still understood as taking place on earth in historical battles. 

THE TRAJECTORY: THE ESCHATOLOGY IN CHRONICLES AND BEYOND 

Although 1–2 Chronicles continue to develop the theme of warfare, they also advance its 

concepts in different ways. This two-volume work forms a bridge to what becomes more evident 

in intertestamental literature and the New Testament, namely, the eschatological. While 

maintaining a commonality with the past, the Chronicler also finds cosmic significance in the 

holy-war tradition and introduces a new level of meaning to these accounts. What takes place on 

earth is, for the Chronicler, directly connected to and reflective of the cosmic and spiritual. It is 

to this development in and beyond Chronicles that we now turn our attention. 

We must first pose an important preliminary question: Does Chronicles have an eschatology? 

Three basic answers have been given. Some scholars deny that the Chronicler has any 

eschatological purpose.32 A mediating position holds that the Chronicler has a genuinely 

                                                           
32 Representing this position is the scholar I believe to be the most influential in Chronicles studies over 

the last thirty years: the Israeli professor, Sara Japhet. She defines “eschatology in the narrow sense” as 



messianic hope, but a hope based on the preexilic dynastic form rather than an eschatological 

form.33 On the other end of the spectrum is a reading of Chronicles that finds the work to be 

eschatologically oriented in its essence.34 

A variation of this last category is perhaps the most helpful. In this reading of Chronicles, 

Saul, David, and Solomon respectively represent judgment, restoration, and final redemption.35 

The successors to Solomon then repeat the cycle of the Saul and David epochs. The Chronicler’s 

age and the intertestamental period that followed were a time of anticipation. God, who once 

slew Saul and then raised up David, had slain the old Judah at the hand of the Babylonians (the 

Exile). The future now awaits a new Davidic and Solomonic era. 

This eschatological reading of Chronicles is further supported by supernatural elements that 

come to fuller expression in some intertestamental literature. In the war of Asa (2 Chron. 14), for 

example, the closing of the war narrative introduces a supernatural element not found in the 

Abijah narrative (2 Chron. 13). One particular phrase is of interest in this regard: “They were 

crushed before the LORD and his army36 [mḥnh]” (14:13). There is some question as to whether 

                                                           
what we might commonly call “future eschatology” or anticipation of “the annihilation of the existing 

world and the birth of a new world of everlasting salvation. It views the eschaton as something beyond 

history, beyond the time and space of the world as we know it” (see her The Ideology of the Book of 

Chronicles and Its Place in Biblical Thought [BEATAJ 9; Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1989], 499–500). Contrast 

this to Japhet’s “eschatology in the broader sense,” which she defines as “the dawn of the age of 

salvation … in the course of history. According to this definition, eschatology envisions the creation of a 

new and different world in the context of the existing world, linked to time and history, to space and 

form” (ibid., 500). Japhet’s analysis of the Chronicler’s ideology leads her to conclude that “the book of 

Chronicles cannot be defined as eschatological in any sense of the word. The primary principle 

underlying the book’s world-view is acceptance of the existing world: no change to the world is 

anticipated in Chronicles” (ibid., 501). 

33 Roland de Vaux, review of W. Rudolph’s Chronikbücher, Esra, und Nehemiah, RB 64 (1957): 278–81. 

34 This is the position of J. Haenel (J. W. Rothstein and J. Haenel, Das erste Buch Chronik [KAT 18/2; 

Leipzig: Reichert, 1927], xliii–xliv) and Gerhard von Rad (Das Geschichtsbild des chronistischen Werkes 

IV/3 [BWANT; Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1930], 119–32). W. F. Stinespring (“Eschatology in Chronicles,” 

JBL 80 [1961]: 209–19) argued that the Chronicler has an eschatological purpose reflected in the David 

of history and the David of faith. An example of a Christian eschatological reading of Chronicles is that of 

A. Noordtzij (“Les Intentions du Chroniste,” RB 49 [1940]: 161–68), who has argued that the failures of 

the priesthood and the Davidic house point forward in time to the advent of Christ, the one true 

shepherd of Israel. 

35 This is the reading of Rudolph Mosis, Untersuchungen zur Theologie des chronistischen 

Gesichteswerkes (FThS 92; Freiburg: Herder, 1973). Mosis argues that Chronicles is not a historical work 

but a theological system presented as history. He sees the Chronicler’s own age as a Davidic epoch, 

where the temple described in Ezra is preparatory to the ultimate glory of a coming Solomonic era. 

While there is much to commend in this analysis, I must disagree with it because there is little or nothing 

in the life of late fifth-century Persian-ruled Judah that can be compared with the era of David. 

36 The NIV has “forces.” 



this applies to a heavenly army or to Asa’s troops.37 Elsewhere in Chronicles, the term mḥnh 

refers to a camp (1 Chron. 9:19) or the temple (2 Chron. 31:2), not to an army. In light of 1 

Chronicles 12:22, these are probably Asa’s troops:38 “Day after day men came to help David, 

until he had a great army, like the army [mḥnh] of God.”39 

In the case of Asa’s warfare, Yahweh had already won the battle without human participation 

(2 Chron. 14:12). The “mopping-up” action of the army of Asa, designated in 14:13 as the army 

of Yahweh, follows the battle proper. Just as the Chronicler had identified the kingdom of Judah 

in the hands of the sons of David as being, in fact, the kingdom of Yahweh (cf. Abijah’s speech, 

13:8), so he identifies the army of Judah as the army of Yahweh. 

During the intertestamental period, the concept of Yahweh’s heavenly army continued to 

develop beyond the image found in 2 Chronicles 14.40 The book of 1 Enoch, concerned with 

angelology and the Day of Judgment, foresees God as coming on Sinai with the mountains 

shaking and the hills melting like wax. Present with him are his angels: “Behold, he will arrive 

with ten million of the holy ones in order to execute judgment upon all” (1 En. 1:9).41 The 

victory of Yahweh in 1 Enoch resembles that of the Song of the Sea in Exodus 15 in that 

Yahweh wins the battle without human armies. God fights with his angelic army, a phenomenon 

already seen in the Chronicler’s account of the war of Hezekiah when the angel of Yahweh 

destroyed the enemy (2 Chron. 32:21). Note that in some nonbiblical texts, however, the war of 

Yahweh is a synergistic battle of Yahweh and his heavenly army with his human army.42 

                                                           
37 Simon De Vries, 1 and 2 Chronicles (FOTL 11; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989), 299. 

38 See Peter Welten, Geschichte und Geschictsdarstellung in den Chronikbücher (WMANT 42; 

Neukirchener-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1973), 134 n.109. 

39 Rudolph (Chronikbücher, Esra, und Nehemiah [HAT 1/21; Tbingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1955], 106) considers 

this to be the expression of a superlative. Miller (The Divine Warrior in Early Israel, 242) understands 1 

Chron. 12:22 to be “a comparison between the greatness or size of David’s army and the greatness or 

size of God’s army” on the basis of the meeting of Jacob with the angels of God, “This is the army [mḥnh 

NIV: camp] of God” (Gen. 32:2). 

40 Miller (The Divine Warrior in Early Israel, 141–44) traces the development through several post-

Hebrew Bible texts. 

41 Translation is from E. Isaac, “1 (Ethiopic Apocalypse of) Enoch,” in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, 

ed. James H. Charlesworth, 2 vols. (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1983), 1:3–89. 

42 See the Qumran text, The Scroll of the War of the Sons of Light Against the Sons of Darkness, ed. Yigael 

Yadin, trans. Batya Rabin and Chaim Rabin (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 1962), 260: 

On the day when the Kittim fall there shall be a mighty encounter and carnage before the God 

of Israel, for that is a day appointed by Him from of old for a battle of annihilation for the Sons 

of Darkness, on which there shall engage in a great carnage the congregation of angels and the 

assembly of men, the Sons of Light and the lot of Darkness, fighting each in communion through 

the might of God with the sound of a great tumult and the war cry of angels and men for a day 

of doom. (1QM 1:9–11) 



The New Testament apocalypses often portray events similar to that in 1 Enoch. It is with his 

angels that the Son of Man will return, coming in the clouds and gathering his elect (Mark 8:38; 

13:26; cf. 2 Thess. 1:6–10; Rev. 1:7; 19:11–16). This language is certainly dependent on the 

images of the heavenly army in the Old Testament and in intertestamental literature. At the very 

least, the New Testament images of the heavenly army are cognizant of the earlier imagery and 

ultimately of its roots in early holy-war texts. 

Whereas Moses, Joshua, and even the judges led Israel into battle in the older narratives, only 

the legitimate Davidic king does so in Chronicles. The leader of the final, eschatological war is 

also a Davidic king; in fact, he is the great and final Son of David. The Chronicler looks back at 

Saul and David and Solomon and sees a paradigm for the present and future—a paradigm he 

proclaims in order to instill hope among his suffering countrymen. There is much to be learned 

from the past. In his history, the Chronicler presents the history of the world, and Israel within 

that world, not only by citing facts and events but also by identifying the narrative of God in the 

midst of the world’s narrative. 

The Chronicler foresaw a new David coming (though that would take over four more 

centuries). In the person of Jesus of Nazareth, the new and final David did come to Israel. 

Everything was present in him, just as all things were present in the first David. And yet it was 

hidden within his assumed humanity. All the future of the eschatological kingdom was there—no 

evil, no pain, no illness, not even death itself could stand in his presence. Yet the new David, like 

the first, could be and was in fact subjected to vicious attack. David of old fought war after war 

and yet always emerged victorious. The new David too was attacked—in fact, crucified. Yet like 

the David of old, the new David could not be defeated. Easter morning brought final victory to 

the house of David, the house of Judah, the house of Israel—and the house of Adam. 

It is within that Davidic epoch that the church lives out its existence. He is declared to be 

king by his followers despite what his enemies might say of him. The church follows by faith, 

living in time and space the eschatological reality of the final Son of David: 

I charge you to keep this command without spot or blame until the appearing of our Lord 

Jesus Christ, which God will bring about in his own time—God, the blessed and only 

Ruler, the King of kings and Lord of lords, who alone is immortal and who lives in 

unapproachable light, whom no one has seen or can see. To him be honor and might 

forever. Amen. (1 Tim. 6:13–16) 

Therefore God exalted him to the highest place 

and gave him the name that is above every name, 

that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, 

in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 

and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, 

to the glory of God the Father. (Phil. 2:9–11) 

This is the defining reality for the Christian, one that is shared by the supporters of the “first 

David” as they saw him at Ziklag and, later, by the Chronicler as he looked beyond the 

humiliation of Persian rule toward a future brightened by the second David. 

                                                           
This is a clear intertestamental example of divinely sanctioned ḥerem. The destruction of the 

enemies by Yahweh and his people here is complete. 



This present Davidic age is to be succeeded in history by a new Solomonic era. This is the 

future of the universe, the age of the new temple, fully present in the incarnate Christ and 

victoriously displayed in the eschaton. The shift from the present Davidic epoch to a future 

Solomonic epoch is the shift from a lived theology of the cross to a manifested theology of glory. 

This signals the great and final coronation feast. The feasts that were shared by those who 

celebrated David’s coronation at Hebron (1 Chron. 12:38–40) and Solomon’s in Jerusalem 

(29:20–22), for all their joy, are insignificant when compared to the feast that awaits all 

believers. That eschatological feast brings together all the scattered children of God—not only 

those of Israel but those separated children of Adam as well (cf. 1 Chron. 1:1). That anticipated 

eternal feast even now sustains the church on earth. 

Both the Chronicler and the intertestamental literature utilize the ancient law of ḥerem. In the 

unique warfare narrative of 2 Chronicles 20, Jehoshaphat faced a “vast army” (20:2) whose size 

alarmed Jehoshaphat despite his own army of 1,160,000 troops (17:14–18). But before the battle 

began, “the LORD set ambushes,” and the coalition of Ammon, Moab, and Mount Seir rose up 

against each other and annihilated each other (20:22–23).43 All that was left was for the Judahites 

to gather the booty in keeping with the law of Deuteronomy 20:13–14. Significantly, it was not 

the army of Jehoshaphat but God himself who destroyed the enemy. 

The imposition of the ḥerem ban itself is identifiable in the New Testament’s eschatological 

texts. Note, for example, the familiar text from 2 Peter 3:7, 10, 13: 

By the same word the present heavens and earth are reserved for fire, being kept for the 

day of judgment and destruction of ungodly men.… 

But the day of the Lord will come like a thief. The heavens will disappear with a roar; 

the elements will be destroyed by fire, and the earth and everything in it will be laid 

bare.… 

But in keeping with his promise we are looking forward to a new heaven and a new 

earth, the home of righteousness. 

Although neither 2 Peter nor any other New Testament text speaks specifically of the ḥerem of 

the Old Testament, the image of the total destruction of the entire earth is a prevalent theme in 

the eschatology of the New Testament. 

The preaching of Jesus himself often pointed toward a kingdom of God that would involve a 

violent and radical alteration of all creation. In the parable of the weeds, Matthew records these 

words: 

As the weeds are pulled up and burned in the fire, so it will be at the end of the age. 

The Son of Man will send out his angels, and they will weed out of his kingdom 

everything that causes sin and all who do evil. They will throw them into the fiery 

furnace, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. Then the righteous will shine 

                                                           
43 Enemy armies self-destruct in other biblical texts as well. See, e.g., Judg. 7:22; Ezek. 38:21; Hag. 2:22; 

Zech. 14:13. It is also of interest that the text of 2 Kings 3, which some scholars feels is replaced by 2 

Chron. 20, also has the enemy killing each other (2 Kings 3:22–23). Nonbiblical ancient Near Eastern 

accounts also describe the self-destruction of armies (Moshe Weinfeld, “Divine Intervention in War in 

Ancient Israel and in the Ancient Near East,” in History, Historiography and Interpretation, ed. H. Tadmor 

and M. Weinfeld [Jerusalem: Magnes, 1983], 121–47). 



like the sun in the kingdom of their Father. He who has ears, let him hear. (Matt. 13:40–

43) 

Jesus further spoke of a separation of the sheep from the goats when the Son of Man comes in 

his glory. To the goats on his left, he speaks words of ultimate destruction: “Depart from me, you 

who are cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels” (Matt. 25:41). 

How, then, does the New Testament pick up on these images of God as warrior? The center 

of the New Testament is the story of Jesus. The reader is introduced to him in the infancy 

narratives—what could be further from the story of a warrior God? He is seen preaching and 

teaching, healing, feeding the multitudes, and even dying at the hands of humanity. And yet 

permeating the New Testament is an entirely different vision of Jesus. In the eschatology of the 

New Testament, he is seen not as a meek and gentle Savior but as the conquering King. 

CONTINUITY BETWEEN THE TESTAMENTS: THE ESCHATOLOGICAL 

CONNECTION 

How, then, does the trajectory I have developed help us to understand the ḥerem ban and the 

continuity of the Testaments? Let me summarize by suggesting that the connection between the 

earliest holy-war texts with their law of ḥerem and the New Testament is an eschatological 

connection. The God who commanded and, at times, personally executed ḥerem against the 

enemies of Israel is the same God who will execute judgment and destruction at the end of time. 

The picture of Jesus as conqueror is not unexpected, given the development of the biblical 

images of warfare and the destruction of all who oppose the God of Israel. When Israel entered 

Canaan, other nations occupied the land. They stood in opposition not only to the nation but also 

to the God who had given the land to Israel. The imposition of the ban or ḥerem on these nations 

was a real and bloody series of events, acted out in space and time. In this regard, Israel 

exercised the same violent tactics in victory as other nations. 

In time, the genocidal destruction of the opposing nations took on new and more cosmic 

proportions. By the end of the Old Testament period, the Chronicler made tremendous 

theological use of the old holy-war tradition. Battles involving huge numbers of troops are 

settled by divine action on the battlefield. The supernatural permeates this theological history. 

God acts in time and history with and for Israel. Even his angels fight for his people. To oppose 

the people of God is to oppose God himself and inevitably results in the utter destruction of his 

enemies. 

The apocalyptic literature of the intertestamental period elevates this warfare and ḥerem to 

even greater proportions. Divinely executed genocide is no longer exercised in real time but at 

the end of time, ushering in a new and glorious era for the people of God. Yahweh, his angels, 

and his people are the victors; the enemies of God are the vanquished. 

The powerful images of intertestamental eschatology form a matrix in which the ministry of 

Jesus of Nazareth and the ministry of the apostles took place. According to the New Testament, 

Jesus the judge will destroy the earth and its rebellious inhabitants and, in so doing, inaugurate 

his glorious kingdom. Like the ancient holy-war imposition of ḥerem, the eschatological 

imposition is one of justice and righteousness. Like the later texts, it occurs with cosmic force at 

the end of time and ushers in a new era. 

Such images are not to be understood as paradigms for implementation by any modern 

nation, however. Uniquely, ancient Israel was at once both “church” and “state.” That is to say, 

they had a theological identity as a kingdom of priests and a holy nation as well as that of a 



political entity. The refrain “I will take you as my own people, and I will be your God” (Ex. 6:7; 

cf. Lev. 26:12; Ps. 95:7; Jer. 11:4) reflects a complex but essential relationship between the Lord 

and his people. 

Israel was a chosen people, called from the nations of the world to bear a unique and special 

relationship to God. Deuteronomy provides a clear explication of that identity granted in the 

calling of the patriarch Abraham in Genesis 12: “For you are a people holy to the LORD your 

God. The LORD your God has chosen you out of all the peoples on the face of the earth to be his 

people, his treasured possession” (Deut. 7:6). From this flowed the salvific work of God in 

redeeming Israel from Egyptian bondage: 

You yourselves have seen what I did to Egypt, and how I carried you on eagles’ wings 

and brought you to myself. Now if you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of 

all nations you will be my treasured possession. Although the whole earth is mine, you 

will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation. (Ex. 19:4–6a) 

This people, though not numerous or powerful, nevertheless bore a unique identity with the Lord 

who rules all the earth. 

Israel had no other identity in the world other than that of the people of God. This was not 

external to their identity; it constituted their identity. Of no other people does God say, “Be holy 

because I, the LORD your God, am holy” (Lev. 19:2). The Lord was always “your God,” and 

Israel was always “his people.” The prophet Isaiah, in comforting his people, reminds them that 

they are the servants of Yahweh, chosen in Jacob, descendants of Abraham (Isa. 41:8). 

Israel, along with its theological identity, also had a political identity. King Abijah, facing the 

rebellious northern tribes of Israel in battle, identified the very throne of Judah as “the kingdom 

of the LORD, which is in the hands of David’s descendants” (2 Chron. 13:8). Even before the 

establishment of the Davidic kingship, Israel was a nation with its own political identity, whether 

in Egypt or in the Promised Land. It is for this reason that the ancient law of war was given 

before they entered the land that would be their home. Israel would interact with the nations of 

the world not only in trade but in warfare as well. It would be in constant danger from 

surrounding peoples, especially the people of the land: the Hittites, the Amorites, the Canaanites, 

the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites. These nations were to be utterly destroyed (Deut. 

20:16–18), for by doing so the life of the nation in the land would be assured. Israel was not to 

fear because Yahweh their God would fight for them. To attempt to withstand Israel was to 

attempt to withstand Yahweh himself. 

Such is not the case of the New Testament church, however. She has no identity except as the 

people of God. The church has no territorial or political boundaries. She does not raise armies or 

fight battles with weapons ancient or modern. Violence between nations still does occur, of 

course, and individual members of the church are found in the governments and militaries of 

many earthly nations. But as to the church herself, her identity is only as a theological entity, 

whose warfare is spiritual, not fleshly. 

Until the eschaton, the church will suffer in this world, especially at the hands of God’s 

enemies. Yet those who attack the church attack her Lord and, in the end, will meet the same fate 

as the ancient enemies of Israel. The great and final ḥerem will be imposed not by the church but 

by the Lord of the church. Thus, vengeance belongs to the Lord. 

How does this, then, speak to the ethics of modern warfare and the recurring problem of 

genocide? No political, geography-bound nation on earth today can claim to be the people of 

God as ancient Israel once claimed. That distinction of “people of God” belongs only to the 



church, and the church does not bear arms. No human can impose ḥerem on other humans. When 

Israel imposed the ban, they did so by divine command. In such cases, Israel acted in synergy 

with their God. In later literature, it is God himself who not only imposed but executed ḥerem. In 

the same way God will impose it again at the end of time not against a particular nation but 

against all who stand opposed to him and his kingdom. 

Only the Lord who gives life can take life. This is not to argue a pacifist position, since God 

can and does grant to human rulers the sword of justice. But he does not grant a sword of 

aggression even to kings and princes. With St. Augustine, a long tradition of the Western church 

has maintained that a Christian can participate in war, but only if it is a just war. 

To engage in genocide (apart from divine command of ḥerem given to Israel) is simply to 

commit mass murder. For this reason, modern nations have sought to outlaw such actions. For 

example, the Geneva Convention attempts to protect the life of noncombatants and civilian 

populations even in times of intense combat. In an age of nuclear, biological, and chemical 

warfare (the so-called “weapons of mass destruction”) and devastating “conventional” weapons, 

such protections have little practical value. In the face of all this, such conventions seem futile. 

As desperately as some seek to prevent genocide, just as desperately others seek to impose it on 

their enemies. 

These resolutions continue to fail to accomplish their good and lofty goals ultimately not for 

political and military reasons, but for theological reasons. The world is still in rebellion against 

God, assuming for itself the prerogatives that belong only to him. Declaring a nation or a people 

to be worthy of extinction is the right of the Creator alone, not of the creature. To do so is to 

blaspheme the Divine by the deification of the human. Even if one nation declares itself to be so 

morally righteous that it may sit in judgment on another nation, in the end God will himself 

judge that nation in his perfect justice. 

At the beginning of this essay I asked: How could a God of love, known in the pages of the 

New Testament as the meek and gentle Lamb of God, command such brutal practices? Should a 

wedge be placed between the Old and New Testaments in order to preserve the integrity of both? 

Can there be a connection between these ancient accounts of God’s people Israel and the image 

of God as Savior so prevalent in the Gospels? 

A first answer to these questions has to do with the very character of God. He is holy, 

demanding the response of Isaiah: “ ‘Woe to me!’ I cried. ‘I am ruined! For I am a man of 

unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the 

LORD Almighty’ ” (Isa. 6:5). God is not merely a reflection of human culture or what the 

imaginations of the human heart may conjecture he should be like. His holiness is far beyond 

that of human comprehension, involving not only his ethical purity but also his supreme majesty 

and absolute transcendence. Before him nothing sinful may stand. 

Not only is God holy; he is also just. His justice cannot be analogized by any human system 

of justice. Moses declared, “He is the Rock, his works are perfect, and all his ways are just. A 

faithful God who does no wrong, upright and just is he” (Deut. 32:4). If there is a problem in 

understanding God’s commands and actions, the problem resides not in him but in human 

limitations. His justice is pure and righteous, even when it imposes the destruction of his enemies 

either in time and history or beyond time and history, that is to say, eschatologically. 

A more pertinent question than why God commanded such brutal practices as the 

extermination of the Canaanites is why he did not command the destruction of the entire human 

race in time and history. He once did so at the time of Noah, but even then he preserved a 

remnant in the ark. He used human armies against his own people in “reverse holy war” but 



always preserved a remnant. The question is truly not one about God’s love but about his justice, 

once acted out in history as it will be on the last day. He preserved then and will always preserve 

his people. 

The ultimate answer to those questions, however, is found only in the person of Jesus Christ, 

whom we see in the New Testament to be both Lamb and Judge. The command of God to 

exterminate an enemy reflects his holiness and justice, but that holiness and justice cannot be 

understood apart from the same God’s mercy, grace, and long-suffering. Central to the teaching 

of the New Testament is that collision of holiness and justice with mercy and grace found in the 

holy, innocent suffering and death of Jesus. In his death he bore the full wrath of God’s justice in 

the place of the entire human race. Here is the Lamb, the sacrifice for all who are at enmity with 

God. The world stands condemned under God’s perfect holiness and justice. It was into that 

mass of condemned humanity that God sent his Son to bring rescue, life, and salvation to all who 

believe. Thus, the justice of God is transformed by his mercy. 

In the eschatological Jesus is found the unity of time and eternity and the unity of both 

Testaments. It is he who once said, “You diligently study the Scriptures because you think that 

by them you possess eternal life. These are the Scriptures that testify about me” (John 5:39). He 

who is the Lamb will be seen again as Judge. All nations will stand before him and receive his 

righteous judgment. His remnant is preserved for eternity. His enemies are destroyed in his great 

and final and just ḥerem. 

In history, as ancient Israel fought her wars, the ultimate victory of God was lived out. It is to 

that victory that God invites the world through the Lamb. At the end of time the eschatological 

judgment of ḥerem will be spoken. Until then, God’s people will continue to be drawn from 

every nation, every people, and every tongue. They will not fear, for Yahweh, their God, will 

fight for them.1 
 

                                                           
1 Daniel L. Gard, “The Case for Eschatological Discontinuity,” in Show Them No Mercy, ed. Stanley N. 

Gundry, Zondervan Counterpoints Collection (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2003), 111–141. 
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