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What Should Be Our Response?

In view of the terrorist events in New York and Pennsylvania September 11 of this year, what reaction would be proper for Christians in the Lord’s sight?  Should we want personal revenge for the loss of friends and families?  Should we feel that our nation should avenge us?  Should we support our nation if it continues a war that is called “justice”?

It is critical to understand that there is a difference between personal and national vengeance.  Within the realm of the political world, there is a necessity to see that order exists rather than chaos.  Persons within a nation were expected to band together for protection and services.  If such were not the case, the nations of the world would be in disarray continually, and the citizens would suffer unduly.  God did not intend that nations formed by the design of men should have to suffer such dangers continually.  However, in the realm of personal affairs, there is to be a modicum of reprisal or revenge.

National vengeance has always been in God’s hands.


God’s actions in dealing with nations throughout history are impressive revelations of how He works His will in providence. Consider what God said to rebellious Israel, “Ho Assyria, the rod of mine anger, the staff in whose hand is mine indignation!” (Isaiah 10:5).  There is no indication that God used any miraculous intervention when Assyria captured and destroyed the rebellious ten northern tribes.  Yet, His vengeance was present.  Assyria was God’s rod of anger.


In the last song of Moses to the recently freed Israelites, it was made clear that vengeance is in God’s hands: “Vengeance is mine, and recompense” (Deuteronomy 32.35).  This truth was repeated by the Psalmist: “O Jehovah, thou God to whom vengeance belongeth, Thou God to whom vengeance belongeth, shine forth.  Lift up thyself, thou judge of the earth; Render to the proud their desert” (Psalms 94:1-2).


Babylon was used to capture Judah, when one remembers God said, “I am working a work” (Habakkuk 1:5-11).  Babylon was also used against Assyria (Isaiah 10:12-19), then later God used the Medes for vengeance against Babylon (Isaiah 13:17; 44:28-45:7) when He proclaimed of Cyrus, “He is my shepherd, and shall perform all my pleasure.”  Later still, God used Macedonia against the Medes in the vision of the “he-goat” (Daniel 8).  Egypt did God’s bidding against Philistia (Jeremiah 47), since God had declared, “I will cut off the pride of the Philistines” (Zechariah 9:6).  “I will destroy thee and there shall be no inhabitant” was God’s final word against these Philistines (Zephaniah 2:5).


A perusal of the work of Amos shows that God’s vengeance was going to work against Damascus (1:3-5), Gaza, the Philistines (1:6-8), Tyre (1:4-10), Edom (1:11-12), Ammon (1:13-15) and Moab (2:1-3).


In all of these situations there is no miracle, no direct command from God to the heathen kings, and no inspired actions by those kings; it was simply within the provident work of God to use various nations to punish other nations.  Such vengeance was within the will and work of God, and it shows that vengeance belongs to God regardless of man’s understanding.


This is evidently the way God worked among the nations to see that order existed between nations.  Nation after nation rose to ascendancy and fell ignominiously.  However, order among the nations continued so that God’s will could be done.  It was God’s prerogative to use and punish nations in Old Testament times and it is still His prerogative.

Personal vengeance is not the realm of a Christian.

Render to no man evil for evil. Take thought for things honorable in the sight of all men.  If it be possible, as much as in you lieth, be at peace with all men.  Avenge not yourselves, beloved, but give place unto the wrath (of God): for it is written, Vengeance belongeth unto me; I will recompense, saith the Lord.  But if thine enemy hunger, feed him; if he thirst, give him to drink: for in so doing thou shalt heap coals of fire upon his head. Be not overcome of evil, but overcome evil with good.

(Romans 12:17-21 ASV)

It is obvious that the Lord Jesus Christ brought to all mankind a new standard of conduct among persons in this world.  He preached peace, kindness, and submission, with no personal revenge.  He even preached this for those who suffer persecutions in His name:

Blessed are they that have been persecuted for righteousness' sake: for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are ye when (men) shall reproach you, and persecute you, and say all manner of evil against you falsely, for my sake. Rejoice, and be exceeding glad: for great is your reward in heaven: for so persecuted they the prophets that were before you. (Matthew 5:10-12)

Ye have heard that it was said, An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth:  but I say unto you, resist not him that is evil: but whosoever smiteth thee on thy right cheek, turn to him the other also (Matthew 5:38-39).


When a Christian suffers harm because of being a Christian, there is to be no reprisal.  There is a vast difference between suffering harm in the name of Christ and suffering harm as a consequence of doing something wrong.  Often this Matthew passage is used incorrectly to infer that Christians have no right to defend their homes and families from criminals.  On the contrary, this passage in its context refers to religious persecutions.  In fact, the Christian man is explicitly instructed to care for his family and this includes, not only food, clothing, and shelter, but also it includes protection from harm (1 Timothy 5:8).  The Greek word used, proneo, means taking thought beforehand (Thayer, p. 540 where Romans 12:17; 2 Corinthians 8:21 are cited).  Thus, taking thought beforehand will include providing all the necessities of life and welfare.

Christians depend on nations.


Christians can expect from their nations, not only protection and services, but also vengeance on evil-doers.  Citizens are to respect and be in subjection to civil rulers for they are “sent by him for vengeance on evil-doers and for praise to them that do well” (1 Peter 2:13-14).  God ordained civil governments as a terror to evil (Romans 13:1-3).  They are as well “a minister of God to thee for good,” but this civil government is also the one that “beareth not the sword in vain: for he is a minister of God, an avenger for wrath to him that doeth evil” (v. 4).  Paul then concludes his exhortation about civil governments by saying it is right and proper to pay taxes to them, “for they are ministers of God’s service” (v. 6).


Thayer in his lexicon relates that the Greek word for “sword,” machaira, (v. 4) means to “have the power of life and death” (p. 393).  He further points out that the use of this word is sometimes a metaphor for war, or for “quarrels and dissensions that destroy peace.”  Thus, it is evident that Paul by inspiration showed that God continues to use civil governments to maintain peace, provide services, protect in time of war, and punish evid-doers..


With such emphasis upon Christians’ reliance upon civil authorities, it is right to conclude that such governments and authorities can control and punish those who do evil.  It is not within the right of Christians to take personal vengeance, but it is within the rights of Christians to expect their governments to do so when needed.  That being the case, it is then the duty of Christians to pay their taxes and support their governments when they must control the chaos of the world and punish criminals and evil-doers.
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