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Introduction 
The Problem of Words and Ellipses
“When the Lord your God brings you into the land you are entering to possess and drives out before you many nations… then you must destroy them totally. Make no treaty with them, and show them no mercy…. In the cities of the nations the Lord your God is giving you as an inheritance, do not leave alive anything that breathes. Completely destroy them… as the Lord your God has commanded you” (Deut. 7:1, 2; 20:16-17). Moses spoke these words to the nation of Israel just before it began its conquest of Canaan some 3400 years ago. 
There are two problems modern readers might have with this quotation. The first dilemma involves God’s startling message of prescribed genocide. Is it possible that the New Testament God of love (1 Jn 4:8) who commands his people to forgive their enemies (Lk 6:27-28) is also the God of holy war in the Old Testament? It hardly seems possible, and thus many are turned away from the “God of blood” who seems an Old Testament monster.  But the second problem with the Deuteronomy quotation is the ellipses which separate the phrases, and also with the unquoted verses and chapters on either side of these few quoted lines. Could it be that what has been left unsaid within the hidden context of the ellipses and on either side of the quotation marks might be relevant in understanding the troubling words which remain? Intellectual integrity demands a fair appraisal of all of the contextual evidence before rendering a judgment on such an important matter as this.
Toward a Biblical Understanding of Holy War
It is with the purpose of greater biblical contextualization that four scholars offer their interpretation of the biblical evidence to explain Canaanite genocide and the character of God in the book Show Them No Mercy. Published several years after the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, the book is a timely evaluation of Old Testament holy war in light of Islamic radical jihad. Did God really mean for the Israelites to slaughter all of the Canaanites when they conquered Canaan? If not, how should we interpret these texts? If so, how do we reconcile this genocide with other biblical imperatives to love and forgive our enemies? And how are Christians today supposed to relate to the idea of “holy war” and the character of God? These are questions for which every believer should be prepared to give a well-thought through answer.
Four Views
Should Christians today extract principles or take practical instruction from God’s commands to wipe out the Canaanite nations 3400 years ago? The spectrum of possible responses by Bible-believing Christians is framed by four scholars. The case for radical discontinuity is presented by C.S. Cowles, professor of Bible and theology at Point Loma Nazarene University in San Diego. Next, the argument for moderate discontinuity is stated by Eugene H. Merrill, distinguished professor of Old Testament studies at Dallas Theological Seminary. Daniel L. Gard, dean of graduate studies and associate professor of exegetical theology at Concordia Theological Seminary in Fort Wayne, Indiana, then supplies rationale for eschatological continuity. Finally, Tremper Longman III gives reasons for the idea of spiritual continuity. We will survey each of these views in detail - along with the relevant responses from other viewpoints - and then introduce our own response to the question of God’s character and Christian behavior in light of Canaanite genocide.    
View 1: Radical Discontinuity (C.S. Cowles)
Tension Between the Texts
C.S. Cowles acknowledges that it is only with “great difficulty” that the warrior God of Israel can be harmonized with “the God of love incarnate in Jesus.”
 Traditionally, evangelical theologians have professed that all scripture is equally inerrant and infallible, he says, and therefore even apparently opposing statements by God must be regarded as true. However, says Cowles, to suggest that the genocide of the Canaanites was somehow the “actual intention and will of God… poses insuperable difficulties for Christian theology, ethics, and praxis” (15). Cowles cites the Rwandan genocide as a case in point of misinterpretation and misapplication of Old Testament passages, since many of the Hutu villagers who murdered rival Tutsis claimed to be executing the will of God. The Crusades, the Inquisition, the witch hunts of the 1600s and the Holocaust itself are all examples, says Cowles, of Christianity run amok. “We hang our heads to admit it,” he says, “but jihad (‘holy war’) is not a Muslim invention. Its origins and justification are to be found in the Hebrew Scriptures. Moses was the first in known history to spell out an ideology of ‘holy war’ that dictated… the genocidal destruction of enemies” (16-17). These are the texts that Christians from St. Augustine in the 4th century to orthodox Serbs in the 20th century have used to justify “holy war.”
Worse than this, says Cowles, is the misrepresentation of God’s character that results from these genocidal passages. While many commentators cite Old Testament passages that highlight Canaanite depravity (Deut 9:4; 20:18) in order to justify their doom, Cowles disagrees. “Justly doomed? What could possibly be ‘just’ about the wanton and indiscriminate slaughter of ‘women and children, the aged and decrepit’?” (17). He says that there is no need to reconcile genocidal passages in the Old Testament with New Testament passages on love, because the two Testaments do not equally pertain to the Christian. Quoting Walter Brueggemann, Cowles says that “Old Testament theological articulation does not conform to established church faith… There is much that is wild and untamed about the theological witness of the Old Testament that church theology does not face” (19). Cowles’s solution for the “tension of the texts” is to “acknowledge what is everywhere assumed in the New Testament, namely, that while there are vast and vitally important areas of continuity between Israel’s faith and that of the church, there are significant instances of radical discontinuity as well, none more so than in reference to divinely initiated and sanctioned violence” (19). This seems to match statements of Paul in 2 Cor. 3:7-18 and of the author of Hebrews in 8:13, who spoke of the first covenant as “obsolete.”  
New Wine, Old Wineskins

Cowles argues that a juncture of discontinuity between the Old and New Testaments was inaugurated by the coming of Jesus Christ. “Human history moves along lines of relative continuities until a singular point emerges, after which a sea change in thinking and behavior occurs,” he says. “The birth of Jesus is more than just one more singular point among many. It is so uniquely singular that it has become the axial point of human history” (20). Jesus reveals the character and will of God perfectly, says Cowles, which makes all previous revelation imperfect and even questionable. Cowles provides plenty of scriptural support for the idea that the New Testament is new revelation and contrasts Jesus with Moses and the prophets. In fact, John 1:17 is a key text he uses to prove discontinuity between the Testaments: “For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.”
The Christocentric nature of Cowles’ arguments is clear. Indeed, he says that in the New Testament, God is defined by the person of Jesus Christ, and that in Christ “God’s loving heart and gracious purposes may be seen. What is new about the new covenant is that God is like Christ” (22). Therefore, says Cowles, all theology should be based on what Jesus reveals about God in particular, rather than what the Bible says in general. God is “not like the first Joshua, a warrior, but like the second, the Prince of Peace. As the anonymous Christian writing to Diognetus put it, ‘violence is no attribute of God.’” (23). Thus, Cowles constructs a portrait of God seen only through the lens of New Testament writings about Christ. The Old Testament is a record of sinful, imperfect people like Moses and Joshua, Noah and Samuel, all of whom seemed to get things wrong more than they got them right. For example, “Noah may have placed a curse upon the Sidonians through Canaan, but God did not” (25) says Cowles. The God who is revealed in Jesus Christ “will never be party to genocide of any sort, for ‘God is love’ (1 John 4:8)” (26). God, rather than judging sin proactively, says Cowles, allows sin to run its course and bring judgment and death in and of itself. He is a God of peace, not violence (cf. Rom. 15:33; Phil. 4:9; 1 Thess. 5:23; 2 Thess. 3:16; Heb. 13:20).
Cowles’ “new wine in old wineskins” pits the New Testament against the Old, thus explaining the “radical discontinuity” of his chapter title. Indeed, he says that “The God portrayed in the Old Testament was full of fury against sinners, but the God incarnate in Jesus was not [full of fury]… Jesus directly countermanded Moses in forbidding the use of violence of any sort… His love ethic directly countermanded Moses’ genocidal commands, predicated as they were on loathing the enemy” (28, 29). Cowles believes that the human authors and figures in the Old Testament were following their own misguided agenda as they practiced “ethnic cleansing” or used violence in warfare. This is particularly poignant, he says, in the difference between how the New Testament treats women and children, and how the Old Testament does. For example, Samuel gave King Saul a genocidal command to wipe out the Amalekites, including women and children (1 Sam. 15:3). While Moses, Joshua, Samuel, and King Herod murdered children, Jesus blessed children and said that “The kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these (Matt. 19:14).
Beyond Discontinuity

So how does one reconcile the Old Testament portrayal of God with the New Testament revelation of God in the person of Jesus Christ? Cowles says that a good place to start is to recognize that a proper hermeneutic begins with Christ (32-33). Anything that does not seem to conform to the image of Christ in the New Testament must be re-interpreted as the misguided perceptions of human authors. Even Christ did not endorse every word of the Hebrew Scriptures, says Cowles, though he affirmed them as the authentic Word of God. For example, Jesus corrected Moses in regard to divorce (Mark 10:4-9), vengeance (Matt 5:38-42; Rom. 12:21) and punishment of adulterers (John 8:1-11; cf. Lev. 20:10; Deut. 22:22). In this way, he “rejected some Torah texts as representing the original intention and will of God” (33). Jesus affirmed but “relativized” the Law. Therefore, says Cowles, “we must resist all efforts to defend Old Testament genocidal commands as reflective of the will and character of God. Since Jesus came we are under no obligation to justify that which cannot be justified, but can only be described as pre-Christ, sub-Christ, and anti-Christ” (36).
This creates a tension, because the Old Testament is part of the received canon of Scripture. How can the church reconcile or explain these genocidal texts when compared to the God of love in the New Testament? Cowles offers several suggestions. First, Christians today can spiritualize the interpretation of these texts and extract helpful principles while avoiding the distasteful literal interpretation (37). Second, the dispensational approach which recognizes progressive revelation can be used. For example, just as animal sacrifices were required in the Old Testament but are no longer required in the New, so there are other aspects of the Old Testament which no longer apply to Christians. This is due in part, says Cowles, to God’s accommodation of revelation to the ability of his people within a certain time and culture to understand it. Thus, as Calvin says, “such forms of speaking do not so much express clearly what God is like as accommodate the knowledge of him to our slight capacity” (37-38). The benefit of this approach is that it frees Moses and Joshua from the charge of committing evil in God’s name, since they sincerely believed that God was wrathful and hated his enemies, and they sought to obey this image of God. “Attributing the command to annihilate Canaanites to God can be partly explained by the fact that the Israelites had no concept of Satan prior to the Babylonian exile. Thus all things… were seen as coming from the hand of the Sovereign Lord… In addition, the Israelites believed the Canaanites to be under an ancient curse originating with Noah” (40). Therefore, Moses and Joshua acted in good faith on “what they believed to be God’s will” (41). Christians today have the full revelation of God through the person of Jesus Christ, and therefore they can see the error and incompleteness of Old Testament interpretations of God and can move beyond them to live a life of love. 
Responses

Eugene Merrill finds four problems in Cowles’ argument for radical discontinuity. First is the opposition of the New Testament to the Old, which in effect decanonizes “three-fourths of the Bible” (47). Second is the difference between the God of the Old Testament and the New, a bifurcation that “raises serious questions about the credibility of the Old Testament witness” (48). This ignores OT texts which speak of God as warrior (e.g., Ex. 15:3) and eschatological texts which talk about Christ himself as a blood-stained warrior (Rev. 19:11-15). Third, Cowles’ Christocentric hermeneutics are problematic for Merrill, who says that this requires a suspension of normal historical-grammatical exegesis when “problem” passages are concerned, and which tacitly imply that some Old Testament texts are “the words of humans and some the words of God” (50). Finally, the abiding revelation of the Old Testament is called into question by Cowles, says Merrill, which drives a wedge between the Testaments rather than a sensitive understanding of progressive revelation and understood differences.
Daniel Gard notes that all scripture is “God-breathed” (2 Tim. 3:16) and therefore rejects Cowles’ view that the Bible may be evaluated by “whatever standards we choose to impose” (54). Indeed, he says, “If the methodology of Cowles is consistently followed, then Scripture becomes merely a piece of modeling clay that can be formed and manipulated into whatever the reader chooses to make it” (54). Rather, the word of Moses is as much the word of God as Jesus’ words, since both were inspired by the same Spirit. The human mind may not be able to understand or reconcile every biblical passage with the character of God, but that is why we affirm that God’s ways and thoughts are infinitely higher than ours (Isa. 55:8-9). Finally, Gard reminds us that the Christocentric hermeneutic has some value, but it must be applied comprehensively. Passages which talk about the eschatological judgment by Christ “makes the most bloody warfare narratives of the Old Testament seem like children’s bedtime stories” (56).
Trempor Longman III agrees with Cowles that Christ is the center of scriptural revelation (cf. Lk 24:25-27, 44-48), but disagrees with his selective use of Christological passages to reinforce his preconceptions. “The revelation of Jesus in the New Testament is no less violent than the revelation of God in the Old Testament,” he says (58-59). Longman also takes issue with Cowles’ denigration of the Old Testament as less than scripture (59), which is akin to Marcion’s rejection of the Old Testament canon.  
View 2: Moderate Discontinuity (Eugene H. Merrill)

Relevant Old Testament Passages
Eugene Merrill recognizes in the genocidal texts of the Old Testament a great “theodicic problem.”
 This is so because God is clearly responsible both for prescribing the destruction and then assisting his people in carrying it out (65). Yet these wars are always religious in nature, never conducted for merely secular reasons (67). Biblical passages that describe God’s legislation of “Yahweh War” (the technical term Merrill gives it) are in relation to God’s covenant with the nation of Israel. There are two primary reasons given for these commands to destroy the Canaanites: first, because God alone is to be worshipped, and the Canaanites are idolaters who will infect Israel with apostasy (Ex. 23:22-23, 27-30); and second, because the Canaanites are “squatters” on the land which God promised to Israel, and thus they must be removed from it entirely (Deut. 7:1-5, 17-26; 9:1-5; 12:1-3; 13:12-18; 20:1-20). Other passages referring to the prescriptions of Yahweh War are Leviticus 26:3-45; Numbers 14:39-45; 21:1-3; and 31:1-20. Narrative passages which describe incidents of Yahweh War include God’s destruction of the Egyptian army in Exodus 14:26-28; the defeat of King Og of Bashan (Num. 21:31-35); the destruction of Jericho (Josh. 6) and Ai (Josh. 8:24-29); Saul’s battle against the Amalekites (1 Sam. 15:3, 8, 15, 20) and the deliverance of Jerusalem from the Assyrian army during the reign of King Hezekiah (2 Kings 18:13-19:37). 

Yahweh-War Formulas and Texts

Yahweh War is to be distinguished from normal combat, says Merrill, and it can be differentiated because of its purpose and because of the technical language describing it. For example, a list of 13 criteria for Yahweh War has been drawn up by Gerhard von Rad, examples of which include consecration of men (Josh. 3:5); an oracle of God; “fear not” formula; divine terror; and total destruction, that is, “herem” (69). The word herem “has the idea of both destruction and separation or devotion” (70). The purpose of Yahweh War, says Merrill, is war against the false gods of the nations who oppose God’s sovereignty. Therefore, Yahweh War might more properly be called “deicide rather than homicide. Only by Yahweh’s swift and complete defeat of false gods can his sovereignty be guarded and celebrated. It follows, then, that those who promote and practice the worship of other gods – Israelites included – must expect the fate of those gods, that is, total eradication” (71). Texts which include various technical components of Yahweh war include Deut. 13:12-18; 20:1-20; Josh. 6:1-27; 8:1-29; 10-11; 1 Sam 15:1-23, and various eschatological texts such as Isaiah 11:11-16 and Jeremiah 50:21-22.  
The Historical, Cultural, and Theological Occasion for Yahweh War

The climate of Yahweh War must be understood in order to explain its unique purpose, says Merrill. It originated in connection with the Exodus and continued as Israel began to occupy its Promised Land (74). Yahweh War was the means by which God empowered his people to fulfill the patriarchal covenant promises to Abraham (Gen. 12:1-3), which included the land of Canaan as the eternal possession of Abraham’s descendants. Since Israel was to be God’s son, the Lord needed to deliver his people from their bondage in Egypt, and when Pharaoh refused to let them go, God killed all the Egyptian firstborn (12:29-30). Indeed, the judgment was not primarily against the Egyptians, but against their false gods (Ex. 12:12; Num. 33:4). Yahweh War is “at its base a war against spiritual darkness and wickedness in realms that transcend the human and earthly” (76). The ultimate stipulation of God’s covenant with Israel is to keep God’s covenant people from worshipping other gods – a sin worthy of death. Therefore, anyone who “induces God’s people to such disloyalty are also worthy of death” (78).
The Justification of Old Testament Yahweh War

There were good reasons God instituted Yahweh War, says Merrill, and those reasons provide adequate justification for its existence, as well as exact boundaries for its practice. The first reason is that God is holy and his people must be holy, as well (Lev. 11:44-45; Isa. 6:3; Deut. 7:6). Therefore, a major purpose of Yahweh War was to preserve the holiness of God’s people (81). Second, Yahweh War is a struggle against evil on a transcendent level. The spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms are reflected in the wicked people of the earth who do their bidding. Thus, human agents “in the employ of supernatural handlers must also suffer the same fate if they remain unrepentant… those that most directly confront [God’s] chosen people Israel are especially subject to his judgment” (82-83). Genesis 15:16 says that God waited for the sin of the Amorites to become complete before judging them, implying that they had reached a stage of sin beyond remedy, with the only appropriate consequence being their destruction (83). Third, Israel was God’s chosen instrument to accomplish God’s purposes in judgment. Since Israel was God’s only authorized instrument to carry out Yahweh War – and even their involvement was heavily prescribed – it is clear that no other people can claim to commit holy war on God’s behalf, whether Christians, Muslims, or anyone else (85). Finally, the purposes of Yahweh War were to judge irremediably sinful people, to protect the holiness of God’s covenant people Israel, to eradicate idolatry in the land, and to educate Israel and all the peoples of the earth “as to the character and intentions of the one true God” (85).
Yahweh War and the New Testament

When Jesus speaks in the Olivet Discourse (Matt. 24:3-31; Mk 13:3-27; Lk 21:5-28) about troubles and difficulties that his people can expect prior to the end of the world, he makes no reference to Yahweh War or its indicators. “One can only conclude from Jesus’ teaching that such war,” says Merrill, “though common in the Old Testament, has no place in the age of the church – at least, no legitimate place” (89). While there is plenty of military imagery in the epistles, they too are absent any Yahweh War language (cf. 1 Cor. 9:26; 2 Cor. 7:5; 10:3; 2 Tim. 2:4). The book of Revelation, however, which involves eschatological events, does indeed include references to renewed Yahweh War against spiritual forces in the heavenly realms and their human agents on earth. Revelation 6:1-8 speaks of riders from heaven going out to wreak havoc on the earth, and 12:7-17 identifies the ultimate focus of this attack: Satan himself. “This account makes clear that war between the righteous and the wicked on earth – whether on the physical (Old Testament) or spiritual (New Testament) level – is a historical, mundane working out of the cosmic struggle between God and Satan on the cosmic level” says Merrill (90).
The Christian and Yahweh War

Christians have sometimes argued over whether events like the Crusades were justified. However, since Yahweh War was prescribed for Israel alone as God’s instrument to accomplish his holy purposes on earth and to fulfill his covenant promises to Abraham, it is never acceptable for any nation or people today to appeal to genocide of the Canaanites to justify genocide today (93). In addition, an appeal to eschatological Yahweh War texts is also unwarranted, since those texts refer to a re-gathered Israel and then to the millennial age (92). This is not to say that Christians must be total pacifists. Believers are citizens of two realms, says Merrill, heaven and earth, and so they have privileges and responsibilities attendant with both. In the earthly realm, this sometimes involves taking up arms to defend one’s country in a just war and in submission to human authorities who have been instituted by God (Rom. 13:1). Merrill concludes with a reference to the error of jihad: “Whether Christian or Muslim… Only a flawed theology that fails to distinguish Yahweh war in its unique setting from any other kind of conflict can possibly defend its continuing devastating consequences” (94).
Responses

C.S. Cowles faults Merrill for defending the Old Testament image of God when Jesus Christ has superseded that image with the full “image of the invisible God” (Col. 1:15). “Consequently, when we read the Old Testament through the prism of the revelation of God disclosed in Jesus, we find Merrill’s defense of Moses’ rationale for the destruction of the Canaanites untenable” (97). The idea that God would promote his own holiness by eradicating the Canaanites via the Israelite army is preposterous, says Cowles, because Israel itself was unrighteous (98). That God would highlight his sovereignty through the genocide of the Canaanites only reinforces the image of Israel’s God as “an insecure, tin-pot tyrant like Herod the Great, whose paranoia drove him to eradicate all actual and imagined competitors” (98). Rather than being a witness to the nations of how great Yahweh was, the genocide of Canaanites “fixed a dark blot on salvation history that lingers to this day” (99). Finally, the indiscriminate slaughter of innocent people can never be justified, says Cowles. “Any theological construct, no matter how many biblical texts may be lined up in its support, that does not have the cross at its center is not only anti-Christ but dangerous” (101).
In much agreement with Merrill is Daniel Gard, who concurs with his ethical implications of Yahweh War for the Christian (105). Points of difference revolve around theology proper, namely, that God is not holy only in comparison to something else which is evil (per Merrill), but that he is holy all the time in a positive sense, from all eternity (103.) In addition, Gard notes that while the Canaanites surely deserved death due to their sin, so did Israel and every other nation on the earth. Thus, there is more in view than God’s wrath and holiness; his mercy and love are an integral part of holy war (103). 
Tremper Longmann III agrees with Merrill in regard to the relationship between covenant and holy war (107), and is willing to support the notion that Yahweh War was primarily against spiritual forces rather than strictly against human beings (108). He raises two main objections to Merrill’s arguments. First, the justification that Canaanite genocide was appropriate as a result of their sin needs to be more nuanced, since other nations such as Egypt were not totally wiped out due to their sin (108). Second, Longman calls into question whether Israel was the only authorized tool that God used to accomplish holy war in Old Testament times. After all, did not God use the Babylonians to judge covenant-breaking Israel (Jer. 21:3-7), and the Persians to conquer Babylon (Isa. 45:1-7)?  “If I am right about this,” says Longman, “then one of Merrill’s main arguments against modern holy war … [is] too weak” (109.)
View 3: Eschatological Continuity (Daniel L. Gard)

The Context of Genocide in the Old Testament and Modern Scholarship

Daniel Gard says that the genocide passages in the Old Testament present a moral dilemma for Christian readers.
 Unlike Marcion, who threw out the Old Testament canon, Gard says that believers need to develop a satisfactory explanation for how these texts can be reconciled with the portrayal of God in the New Testament. To do this, he says that the warfare texts must be read eschatologically, and a trajectory must be drawn from early to later Old Testament  texts, through intertestamental writings, and finally through to the Apocalypse of John (114-115). 
Gard first sets out to show that Israel was not alone in its practice of herem in the Ancient Near East. Indeed, Israel was following the practices of nations such as Moab, which itself practiced a form of herem to its gods. When a Moabite general captured the Israelite town of Nebo, he totally destroyed all 7,000 citizens, for he “had consecrated it to Ashtar-Chemosh for destruction” (117). Holy war, then, was not necessarily a universal practice, but it was a specialized form of warfare that multiple Near Eastern nations practiced. In effect, the captives of war were devoted as an offering or sacrifice to the God who had given the army victory. 
The Baseline: Commonality in the Early and Later Old Testament Texts

In order to trace a trajectory of warfare from the Old Testament through the New Testament, Gard identifies five consistent themes of genocide warfare. First, the meaning of defeat is generally considered to be the result of divine retribution. For defeated enemies, this was the punishment of God against them; however, when Judah was defeated, it was discipline for sin, and “images of ‘reverse holy war’ can be seen” (120). That is, every defeat, whether of a foreign nation or of an Israelite army was reckoned to be the result of God’s decree (121). Several non-biblical texts also demonstrate “the idea of a god fighting against his own people,” such as a Sumerian text from Akkad which says that Naram-Sin, ruler of Akkad, was defeated in battle because he had previously sacked the temple of a foreign god and so the gods aligned against him to bring about his defeat (121). Similarly, the Chronicler gives examples of Israelite victories and defeats which are explicitly said to be the result of God’s favor (in a victory) or discipline (in a defeat.) Passages cited include 2 Chron. 24:24; 28:5, 19; 33:11; 36:17; 1 Chron. 10:13-14).  
Second, laws of war were prescribed for Israel, including how to deal with larger enemy forces (Deut. 20:1; 2 Chron. 13:3), the presence of God with the army (Deut. 20:4), and offerings of peace to besieged cities (Deut. 20:10). The last point indicates that some warfare was not of the herem variety; indeed, Israel itself was defeated in battle, but was not totally destroyed. “Yahweh would not forget his covenant with the descendants of Abraham, even if Israel forgot it” (125).
Third, holy war involved two components: synergism, where God fought with Israel to defeat his enemies, and monergism, where God fought alone for Israel. Extra-biblical texts include examples of both, whether a Baal epic in which Baal defeats Yam (126), or the Mesopotamian reliefs of Ashurnasirpal II “shown in battle with the image of Ashur above him and with both king and god drawing bows” (126). Examples of monergism include the destruction of the Egyptian army in the Red Sea (cf. Ex 15:1-18, 21) and the annihilation of Sennacherib’s army when it besieged Jerusalem (2 Chron. 32:21). A clear example of divine and Israelite synergism is the victory over Sisera in Judges 4-5. Yahweh fought for the people (Judges 5:3-5, 19-21, 28, 31) and the people fought for Yahweh (5:2, 6-18, 22-27, 29-30).
Fourth, the spoils of war were sometimes dedicated to the victorious army’s god in Ancient Near Eastern warfare. The Assyrian king Ashurbanipal took spoil and presented the best parts to his god (127). Another Assyrian general, Sennacherib, retained spoil for himself (128). Israel practiced both of these methods of processing booty. In Deuteronomy 2:34-35, Israel destroyed Sihon and all his people, but they carried off the plunder for themselves. But when Jericho was destroyed in Joshua 6, all of the precious metals were devoted to the Lord and brought into his treasury. As the Chronicler describes the warfare practices of Israel and Judah, they are “wholly consistent with the traditions of the ancient Near East and earlier biblical material” (128).
Finally, while the holiness of the soldiers was the focus in earlier biblical material (Josh 3:5), in Chronicles the purity of the king and the nation as a whole determined the result of the battle: “The outcome of the battle was decided by the ritual condition not of the camp and its members but of the king and the nation as they engaged or failed to engage the divinely mandated cult” (129.) In all of these areas (the meaning of defeat, the law of war, God’s role in battle, spoils of war, and holiness of the people) holy war continues to be understood as occurring, though the exact practices change slightly through time (129). 
The Trajectory: The Eschatology in Chronicles and Beyond

Gard, an amillenialist, sees 1 and 2 Chronicles as a bridge between the older biblical texts and the intertestamental and New Testament books. “While maintaining a commonality with the past,” says Gard, “the Chronicler also finds cosmic significance in the holy-war tradition and introduces a new level of meaning to these accounts” (129). Events that occur on earth are symbolic or reflective of spiritual realities in the heavens, he says. Thus, the reigns of Saul, David, and Solomon represent eschatological “judgment, restoration, and final redemption” (130). Just as God had judged Saul and raised up David to reign in his place, so God had “slain” the old Judah by the sword of the Babylonians, and therefore the Israelites waited for a new Davidic king to rise up and redeem them before the introduction of a Solomonic era of peace and prosperity.
Increased supernatural elements in the intertestamental writings seem to support this trajectory, says Gard, as 1 Enoch 1:9 speaks of God coming in judgment with millions of his angels in order to deliver his people and inaugurate the kingdom of God. This is similar to the Song of Moses and Miriam in Exodus 15, where God works unilaterally to deliver his people and totally crush his enemies prior to bringing them into the Promised Land (131). The New Testament picks up on these themes, especially apocalyptic passages where the Son of Man - the Son of David - will return with his angels to destroy his enemies and redeem Israel (Mark 8:38; 13:26; cf. 2 Thess. 1:6-10; Rev. 1:7; 19:11-16). “At the very least,” says Gard, “the New Testament images of the heavenly army are cognizant of the earlier imagery and ultimately of its roots in early holy-war texts” (132). While the herem ban is not explicitly stated in these texts, it is identifiable, says Gard. For example, the total destruction of the heavens and the earth in 2 Peter 3:7, 10, 13 recalls various herem bans in the Old Testament. Thus there is continuity between the two Testaments.   

Continuity Between the Testaments: The Eschatological Connection

Just as Israel executed God’s herem ban against surrounding nations, says Gard, so God will execute ultimate judgment against all the nations of the world in the final days (136). The Chronicler develops this idea of cosmic herem, where to “oppose the people of God is to oppose God himself and inevitably results in the utter destruction of his enemies” (136). The intertestamental literature elevates these concepts, and the New Testament takes them to their final form where the new Davidic King (Christ) will come with his angels to destroy the rebellious nations of the earth and then totally recreate the heavens and earth system. Thus, no human being has the right to impose herem today, since it is God’s work and is to be reserved for the end times. Israel was unique in that it was both God’s holy people and a political entity (137). When Israel “imposed the ban, they did so by divine command. In such cases, Israel acted in synergy with their God…. Only the Lord who gives life can take life” (138).
The ultimate reconciliation of Old Testament genocide with the God of love in the New Testament is founded in God’s higher ways and in his mercy and love shown on the cross, Gard says. “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” (140). The answer is found in Jesus Christ, who as the Lamb of God satisfied God’s wrath in order to extend mercy and grace to sinners, and who as final Judge will execute herem on all who refuse to respond to that mercy and grace.
Responses

C.S. Cowles gives Gard credit for a brilliant attempt at connecting Old Testament genocide with the final genocide of unrepentant humans in the end times. Yet he faults Gard for justifying OT genocide at all, and wonders how he can speak of the death of Canaanites as “just” (146).  Cowles recites numerous examples of genocide practiced by the Israelites, some of which appear inconsistent and arbitrary when compared to the laws laid out in Deut. 20:1-20. He also appeals to the death of children as totally indefensible under any circumstances (147), and argues that God’s eschatological judgment is radically different than Old Testament herem because at the Great White Throne only those who consciously reject Christ will be judged (148).
Eugene Merrill, while expressing strong reservation over Gard’s arbitrary assignment of typology to Saul, David, and Solomon (154) and his “fuzzy” definition of holy war which seems to lump together regular battle accounts with herem scenarios, nevertheless finds several elements helpful. First, Gard’s connection between Old Testament genocide and eschatological destruction seems valid (154), and his focus on the holy character of God as a linking point between the Testaments is also helpful. Problematically, however, Gard sees no role for Israel in the future, says Merrill, which is unsurprising due to his non-dispensational orientation to scripture.

Tremper Longman III agrees with Gard’s conclusion that there is eschatological continuity between the Old and New Testaments, but he disagrees with the methods used to arrive at that point. For example, says Longman, Gard does not give sufficient evidence of the importance of some of his strands of continuity in herem warfare. What does the role of defeat have to do with holy war that it does not also have to do with regular conflict? “If there is no difference, how is there a trajectory from early holy-war accounts to later ones?” (156). Second, says Longman, Gard’s exposition of God fighting both for and with Israel in battle is certainly true, but does not seem to provide a basis for a trajectory of herem (156). Third, Longman questions the development over time of a greater cosmic understanding of holy war, since even Exodus 15 indicates that God was fighting against the “gods” of Egypt (156). Finally, Gard’s failure to cite Old Testament apocalyptic literature such as Daniel 7 or Zechariah damages the integrity of his solution, says Longman (156-157) 
View 4: Spiritual Continuity (Tremper Longman III)

What is Old Testament Herem Warfare?

Tremper Longman III says that the most important question related to Canaanite genocide in the Old Testament is how we are to read the Old Testament in light of the New Testament. Some Bible-readers note the apparent difference between the God of Joshua and the God expressed in the person of Jesus Christ, says Longman, and they may be tempted to throw out the Old Testament in its entirety. However, the New Testament builds on the Old Testament, and “in the final analysis [the New Testament] is equally as bloody as the Old Testament. It will not do simply to divorce the Old Testament from the canon and shape the God that we worship in the image of what we think is acceptable.”

Towards a solution, Longman describes the circumstances and stipulations surrounding herem warfare, particularly as described in Deuteronomy 7 and 20. While there are numerous particulars, the overarching themes are that God is present with his people as they fight; therefore, they must be consecrated to him as a holy people, their warfare is ultimately an act of worship, and the results of the victory must be devoted to God. “The presence of the ark represented God’s participation in the battle,” says Longman. “The only proper response when one is with God is worship. The Israelite soldier had to be spiritually prepared and offer sacrifices to God before the battle began” (167). The victory was always a result of God’s presence and assistance in the battle, and so he deserved all of the praise and all of the spoils (172). While booty might be placed in God’s treasury (Josh 6:18-19), the conquered people were to be destroyed, thus fulfilling the law of herem. “The principle behind the latter practice appears to be that because they were unclean, these ungodly people brought into the presence of God had to be destroyed” (172). Even the children who were thus captured were not considered innocent, because they were part of an “inherently wicked culture that, if allowed to live, would morally and theologically pollute the people of Israel” (174-75).
How does the God who Ordered Herem Relate to the God of the New Testament?

To decide that the God of the Old Testament is bloody, and the God of the New Testament is warm and loving is to create a false dichotomy, says Longman. Indeed, anyone who reads Revelation 20:11-15 will see that God is also a God of wrath in the New Testament and cannot be confined to simplistic definitions (174). Longman says that there is continuity between the Old and New Testaments, and he explains this by describing holy war in five phases. The first phase is when God fights the flesh and blood enemies of Israel, which often involves herem warfare and the total destruction of peoples (175). The second phase is when God fights against Israel when they disobey his covenant. This is part of the covenant blessings and curses that God stipulated in the suzerain-vassal treaty he made with Israel, says Longman (cf. Deut 28:25). Examples of God fighting against Israel include the Philistine defeat of Israel in Eli’s day (1 Samuel 4-6) and the capture of Jerusalem by the Babylonians in 605 B.C. (177). The book of Lamentations says that “the Lord is like an enemy; he has swallowed up Israel…” (2:5). God fought against Israel when they disobeyed his covenant commands. The third phase is when God promises to come as a future warrior. The messianic hope in Daniel 7 is an example of this, where the nations are portrayed as a chaotic sea and God fights for Israel and destroys the beasts and delivers his people. The fourth phase of holy warfare, says Longman, is when Jesus Christ fights the spiritual powers and authorities rather than flesh and blood enemies of Israel. This represents a transition from the physical warfare of the Old Testament to a new way of doing battle. Jesus casts out demons and wins ultimate victory not through killing but through dying on a cross (181). But in the fifth and final stage of holy war, Longman says, Christ will indeed come as a warrior in the end times to destroy God’s enemies and redeem his people (Rev. 19:11-21). This image of Christ fits the image of a holy and wrathful God in the Old Testament and provides strong continuity with the idea of herem. 
From the Canaanites to Satan Himself: Continuity and Discontinuity in Herem Warfare

Longman argues that there is both continuity and discontinuity between the Old and New Testaments, especially in regard to herem warfare. “The God of the Old Testament is not a different God from the God we encounter in the New Testament,” he says. “Nor did God change his mind. The war against the Canaanites was simply an earlier phase of the battle that comes to its climax on the cross and its completion at the final judgment” (184-85). The object of herem warfare changes from humans (Canaanites) to spiritual powers, and then finally back to humans in the end days. Bible readers who have trouble with Canaanite genocide, says Longman, should have even more difficulty with the judgment in the last days. Why the Canaanites should be singled out for destruction when all humankind deserves God’s judgment is a mystery, says Longman. We should just be thankful for God’s mercy and grace to us, and participate in God’s herem warfare today against the spiritual powers of darkness (Eph 6:10-18).  
Responses

C.S. Cowles is appalled by Longman’s portrayal of herem as worship, and he cannot reconcile the image of God in Christ with either the God of the Old Testament or the warrior Christ of Revelation. The Old Testament image of God that Longman portrays, says Cowles, “Is a definitive and chilling portrait of a God who is ontologically violent” (192).  To appeal to Revelation as a complementary picture of Christ is poor hermeneutics: “To say that this radical reconfiguration of Jesus rips the very heart out of the gospel is an understatement. We might ask: Does it represent sound hermeneutical practice to use the Apocalypse, with its notoriously slippery and unfathomable language, to marginalize and thus empty the apostolic witness to a nonviolent Christ of its radical content?” (193-94). A Christocentric hermeneutic rooted in the Gospels is the only accurate way to interpret the Bible both backwards and forwards, says Cowles (194).

Heartily in agreement with Longman’s overall hermeneutic, Eugene Merrill directs his response primarily to matters of definition. For example, Merrill disagrees with Longman’s use of herem to include battles that do not include the technical language surrounding herem in the Old Testament. David’s victory over the Philistines in 1 Samuel 23:1-6 did not result in total destruction, for example (197). Also improperly applied, says Merrill, is Longman’s use of herem to describe certain New Testament passages such as when Jesus casts out demons or his death on the cross. Yet Merrill is in strong agreement with Longman’s use of herem to describe the Revelation 19:11-21 passage, and also with his emphasis on the unchanging character of God from Old to New Testament (199).
Like Merrill, Daniel Gard is in substantial agreement with Longman’s essay. He notes with favor Longman’s reference to original sin and the reality that all people deserve to be judged by God. It is only God’s grace and mercy that spares anyone, says Gard (201). How the characteristics of wrath and love find harmony in the nature of God is a matter for further discussion, Gard admits, but Longman does well to say that it is finally a mystery (203). Gard does question the relevance of several of Longman’s Old Testament citations, but in general is in agreement with his hermeneutic. 
Personal Response

The four scholars above have carefully treated the troubling words of scripture regarding herem warfare, and they have filled in the ellipses from this paper’s first quotation with contextual evidence. The nature of herem warfare in the Old Testament, its continuity through the New Testament, and the unchanging character of God seem clear. I find myself in significant agreement with Eugene Merrill’s careful treatment of the topic in particular, though I think that both Gard and Longman nuance the subject in helpful ways. Cowles’ exclusively Christo-centric hermeneutic, on the other hand, seems to blind him to vast swaths of truth in the New Testament even as he discards large portions of the Old Testament as anti-Christ. This is troubling, to say the least, and one must question the value of his theodicy when he pitches and stitches scripture to suit his own preconceptions. All of scripture must be our guide in a matter as sensitive as this.
The three concrete Scriptural theodicies for Canaanite genocide which Merrill advances include God’s holiness and the assurance that Canaanites would lead God’s holy people into apostasy (Ex. 23:22-23, 27-30); that the Canaanites were “squatters” on the land which had been promised to Abraham’s descendants (Gen. 12:1-3; Deut. 7:1-5, 17-26; 9:1-5; 20:1-20) and thus needed to be removed; and because the sin of the Canaanites deserved God’s total judgment after hundreds of years of his patient forebearance (Gen. 15:16). An additional reason that God destroyed the Canaanites seems to be because they were the human agents of evil spiritual forces which sought to destroy Israel and frustrate God’s good plans in the world (Ex. 12:12; Num. 33:4). That Israel alone is commissioned to carry out herem warfare, whether in Old Testament or eschatological times, gives ample explanation as to why any genocidal activity today is anti-biblical and totally immoral. Herem is carefully prescribed so that only God through his people Israel can practice it – and this only at certain stated times. Any person today who appeals to scripture as support for their ethnic cleansing programs is misguided and wicked.
What remains elusive to the carnal human mind, however, is a totally satisfying theodicic answer to the reality that entire nations were destroyed to the last person by the direct command of God. Since all people deserve death due to their inherent sin (Rom. 3:23), and since only the gift of God’s unmerited favor can spare any person (6:23), what is fair about the Canaanites being singled out for elimination as a people-group? Longman and Gard are more or less content to leave the justification of herem at the foot of the cross as they appeal to the great wisdom and mercy of God. While helpful, this seems to provide only half of the equation. Perhaps a better method might be to first treat the topic of sin in all of its heinousness before discussing herem warfare at all. After all, the human mind recoils at herem in the Old Testament simply because we identify too readily with the Canaanite people. We are them, or at least, we could be them, and this is troubling to us. Yet only when sin is seen for what it really is can God’s judgment be seen as truly just, and his mercy extolled as truly merciful. 
Jesus himself provides a model of how to answer such questions. When asked about the treatment of the Galileans whose blood Pilate had mixed with their sacrifices, Jesus did not give a theodicic response. Instead he turned to his audience and said, “Do you think these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans because they suffered this way? I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish” (Lk 13:2-3). He then added another example to provide a second witness for his argument: “Or those eighteen who died when the tower in Siloam fell on them – do you think they were more guilty than all the others living in Jerusalem? I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish” (Lk 13:4-5). He then told a parable to show that while God is certainly gracious and longsuffering, he will eventually have to cut down every tree that does not produce spiritual fruit. The problem, finally, is not with God’s (just) wrath but with our great sin. None of the four scholars in this book deals significan-tly with the topic of sin and its wages of death (Rom. 6:23). This, it seems to me, must be the place to start in regard to Canaanite genocide in the Old Testament.    
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