
OT Violence and Genocide 

 

Moral Apologetic 

Did God command genocide?  

Would God be justified in commanding or carrying out genocide? 

- God as holy judge has the right to give and take life as He sees fit.  

- God couldn’t kill and torture in a way that is evil (this is contrary to His goodness) but He 

can carry out moral justice on lawbreakers (upholding His justice). 

- It is not morally wrong for a judge to order an execution in appropriate circumstances, 

nor is it wrong for an executioner to carry out the order. 

o The greatest fallacy in the argumentation is that the life being taken is innocent. 

There is no innocent life, all those who are not following God are living in 

opposition to His known reality (Rom. 3:10, 3:23, Rom. 6:23; Rom. 1:18-21; 

Rom. 2:14-15) 

- We have lost the seriousness that God holds as it relates to sin, while only accepting the 

redemptive, merciful, and gracious characteristics of His person 

 

What about the children? 

Is God justified in the fact that young children are killed either directly or indirectly by 

God’s activity? 

- One might say that God is justified given a child’s moral depravity and condemnation. 

o Same flow of argument as above. 

- The eternal weight of glory dwarfs any amount of pain and suffering in this life. 

o If holding to an age of accountability not yet reached, the child then is brought to 

an early eternal glory. 

 

  



OT Survey Overview of “The Ban” 



 

 



Commentary Excerpts Referencing OT Genocide 

Eugene H. Merrill, Deuteronomy, vol. 4, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman 

& Holman Publishers, 1994), 102–103. 

 

Understanding of “The Ban” (Deut. 2:34) 

Nothing is more integral to the waging of holy war than the placing of conquered lands 

and their peoples under ḥērem. This noun, derived from the verb ḥāram, “to exterminate,” refers 

to a condition in which persons and things became the personal possession of the Lord by virtue 

of his inherent sovereignty and his appropriation of them by conquest. They could either be left 

alive and intact (Lev 27:21, 28; Josh 6:19) or eradicated (as here; cf. Num 21:2–3; Josh 6:21). In 

the passage at hand, it seems that the physical structures of the cities themselves were spared and 

that only the populations were decimated. The Hebrew text supports this understanding: “We 

placed under the ban each city of males, along with women and children; we did not spare a 

survivor.” A smoother rendering might be, “We placed under the ban the men, women, and 

children of each city.” In any case, there is no hint here that walls and buildings also were 

involved. 

 

Land Rights, Rejected Grace, Separation from God’s People (Deut. 7:2; 20:16-18) 

However all these peoples came to be in the land, they were trespassers in the eyes of the 

Lord, for he already had promised Abraham to give the land to him and his descendants (Gen 

12:1, 7; 13:17; 15:18). The Lord himself would therefore drive them out and deliver them over 

(nātan) to Israel, who would defeat them. But Israel must follow this up by subjecting these 

hopelessly unrepentant idolaters to the ḥērem, that is, to total and unexceptional destruction. The 

verb “destroy them totally” used to describe this act occurs only in the causative stem (heḥĕrîm) 

and means “to devote someone or something to the Lord by exterminating it.” This drastic action 

was taken as a form of immediate divine judgment upon those who had sinned away their day of 

grace (cf. Gen 15:16; Lev 18:24–30). It also was to preclude their wicked influence on God’s 

covenant people who would otherwise tend to make covenant and intermarry with them (Deut 

7:3) and adopt their idolatry (v. 4), something that, in fact, did take place because of Israel’s 

failure to obey the ḥērem decree. The net result was violation of the first two commandments (v. 

4; cf. 5:7–10; 6:13–15). 

 

The principle of ḥērem to which reference has repeatedly been made finds full definition 

in the next section of the “Manual of War” (vv. 16–18). Inasmuch as this principle and its 

underlying theology have been dealt with before (cf. 7:1–5), it is necessary here only to see how 

the principle was to be fleshed out in the context of offensive warfare. 

The object of this action was the cities the Lord had promised to Israel as an inheritance (v. 16). 

The land they occupied had in the distant past been entrusted to Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and their 

descendants and was therefore rightfully Israel’s. The Canaanite nations were squatters who had 

no right to be there and who were to be evicted from it. Moreover, they had so irrevocably and 

implacably set themselves against the lordship of the Lord and were such a moral and spiritual 

risk to his people Israel that there was no other course of action than to annihilate them, men, 

women, and children (v. 16). The verb describing this type of all-consuming destruction of life is 

the familiar term ḥāram, almost always in the causative (hiphil) stem heḥărîm (cf. Deut 7:2, 16; 

12:2; 13:15). 

 



Robert D. Bergen, 1, 2 Samuel, vol. 7, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & 

Holman Publishers, 1996), 167–168. 

Means of Divine Judgment (1 Sam. 15:1-3) 

The Saul narratives resume here following the succinct overview of Saul’s military 

career, family, and administration that concluded the previous chapter. The absence of 

chronological details makes it impossible to determine when these events occurred, though it 

probably was early in Saul’s royal career, not far removed in time from the incident of 13:9–14. 

The account opens with the elderly prophet Samuel approaching the king unbidden to issue a 

startling command. The importance of the command is highlighted by the formal introduction 

given to it. Before revealing the Lord’s command, Samuel first emphasized his credentials as an 

instrument by whom the Lord had previously touched Saul’s life: “I am the one the Lord sent to 

anoint you king over his people Israel” (v. 1). Second, the prophet emphasized the divine origin 

of the message he was now communicating to the king: “This is what the Lord Almighty [lit., 

“Yahweh of Armies”] says” (v. 2). This phrase, first found here and present only in the Former 

and Latter Prophets (seventy-six times), is always used by a prophet to introduce an authoritative 

revelation. 

The message itself began with a rehearsal of the events and prophetic judgments recorded 

in Exod 17:8–16 (cf. also Num 24:20; Deut 25:17–19). In the Torah Yahweh had stated that he 

would “completely blot out the memory of Amalek from under heaven” (Exod 17:15) and would 

“be at war against the Amalekites from generation to generation” (Exod 17:16). Now Yahweh 

was giving Saul the awesome responsibility of fulfilling these Torah prophecies. Saul, who was 

noted for his military leadership, was ideally suited for carrying out this challenging task. 

The command required Saul to “attack the Amalekites and totally destroy everything that 

belongs to them” (v. 3). The destruction was to include “men and women, children and infants, 

cattle and sheep, camels and donkeys.” This kind of warfare, called ḥerem, was practiced only 

against peoples who had come under the Lord’s severest judgment (e.g., Jericho). It required the 

destruction of all people and possessions captured in battle. The task was a solemn and holy one 

since those Israelites who carried it out functioned as the Lord’s agents of judgment. The soldiers 

were not to profit from their assignment through the acquisition of slaves or booty; like Aaronic 

priests who offered up burnt offerings (ʿōlāh) to the Lord, they were to receive no compensation 

for their efforts other than the satisfaction of having fulfilled a divinely mandated mission. 


