
Reconciling The Violence of God in the Old 
Testament With Jesus in the New Testament



How do we reconcile the revelation of God in Jesus with 
OT passages that depict God as violent, enemy-hating & 

unloving?



Historically there have been 3 solutions…

❖ Dismissal approach

❖ Synthesis approach

❖ Reinterpretation approach



The Dismissal Approach

Dismisses these passages as authoritative for Christians, 
stating they are not divinely inspired by God. (e.g. 
Marcion in the 2nd century, or Christian author Derek 
Flood.)



The Synthesis Approach

Takes these passages at face value as accurate 
revelations of God, allowing them to balance/impact the 
revelation of God in Jesus.



The Reinterpretation Approach

Advocated by many theologians before the 5th century, 
this approach affirms the God-breathed authority of all 
scripture. Instead of dismissing or synthesizing the non-
Christ-like OT pictures of God, this approach seeks to 
reinterpret them in ways that make them consistent with 
the revelation of God in Jesus.



So why not embrace the Dismissal approach?



So why not embrace the Dismissal approach?

❖ Jesus treated OT scripture as authoritative 
• Mt. 5:17-18 (NASB) Do not think that I came to abolish the Law or the 

Prophets; I did not come to abolish but to fulfill. For truly I say to 
you, until heaven and earth pass away, not the smallest letter or stroke 
shall pass from the Law until all is accomplished.

• Jn. 10:35 (NASB) …and the Scripture cannot be broken,…



So why not embrace the Dismissal approach?

❖ Jesus treated OT scripture as authoritative

❖ The rest of the NT treats the OT as authoritative
• 2 Tim. 3:16 (NASB) All Scripture is inspired by God and 

profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in 
righteousness.

• Paul quotes from and refers to the OT frequently



So why not embrace the Dismissal approach?

❖ Jesus treated OT scripture as authoritative

❖ The rest of the NT treats the OT as authoritative 

❖ It stops our search for how these passages testify 
about Jesus 

• Jn. 5:39 (NASB) You search the Scriptures because you think that 
in them you have eternal life; it is these that testify about Me
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So why not embrace the Synthesis approach?

❖ It doesn’t agree with the priority & importance that the NT 
places on Jesus

• Jn. 1:18 (NASB) No one has seen God at any time; the only begotten 
God who is in the bosom of the Father, He has explained Him

• Heb. 1:3 (NASB) He is the radiance of His glory and the 
exact representation of His nature

• Mt. 17:5 (NASB) This is My beloved Son, with whom I am well-
pleased; listen to Him!



So why not embrace the Synthesis approach?

❖ It doesn’t agree with the priority & importance that 
the NT places on Jesus

❖ Again, it stops our search for how these passages 
testify about Jesus



Why embrace the reinterpretation approach?
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Why embrace the reinterpretation approach?

❖ It upholds the authority of all of scripture

❖ It upholds the supremacy of Jesus as the definitive 
revelation of God

❖ It propels us in our search for how violent, unloving 
pictures of God in the OT actually point to Jesus



Matthew 5:17 (NASB)

Do not think that I came to abolish the Law or the 
Prophets; I did not come to abolish but to fulfill.



Luke 24:25-27, 32 (NIV)

He said to them, “How foolish you are, and how slow to believe all that 
the prophets have spoken! Did not the Messiah have to suffer these 
things and then enter his glory?” And beginning with Moses and all the 
Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures 
concerning himself.

They asked each other, “Were not our hearts burning within us while 
he talked with us on the road and opened the Scriptures to us?” 



The Most Important Question

“How do these violent, unloving OT portraits of 
God testify to Jesus and His sacrificial death?”



Looking at the Cross…
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Looking at the Cross…

❖ On the cross, Jesus appeared:
• Cursed (Gal. 3:13)

• Sinful (2 Cor. 5:21)

• Diseased (Is. 53:4)

• Guilty & forsaken (Mt. 27:39-46)



How does this horrific event reveal God?
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❖ On the surface, it doesn’t.
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How does this horrific event reveal God?

❖ On the surface, it doesn’t.
❖ We need eyes of faith, to look past the 

surface and see the beauty,
❖ Specifically, we need faith that God is loving, 

enemy-embracing & non-violent.
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What does the cross reveal when we look with 
faith?

❖ That what we see on the surface is a reflection of 
OUR sin, curse, disease, etc.

❖ That God is a sin-bearing God

❖ That God doesn’t win by force and control

❖ He wins by being vulnerable to us and, for love, 
taking on our ugliness



Revelation 13:8 (NIV)

“…the Lamb who was slain from the creation of the world.”

“Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever.”

Hebrews 13:8 (NIV)



This is how God has always been
and what He’s always been doing.



Where else might God be doing this—
taking on our sin and ugliness?



Is it possible that we see God’s sin-bearing in OT accounts of…

❖ God commanding violence

❖ God appearing to be nationalistic

❖ God appearing to be unloving

❖ God appearing to be enemy-hating

❖ or depicted in any way that contradicts the 
revelation of His character in Jesus



Psalm 50:21 (NASB)

These things you have done and I kept silence; You thought that I was 
just like you; I will reprove you and state the case in order before your 
eyes.



Is this what’s going on when Jesus…

❖ Set aside the lex talionis of the Mosaic law
❖ Delegitimized the death penalty
❖ Set aside ceremonial cleanliness concerns
❖ Preached against enemy-hating and violence
❖ Exposed the Deut. 24 command about divorce as Moses’ 

accommodation to the hard-heartedness of the people (Mt. 9:8)

…because God never wanted any of it, but allowed these things to be 
projected onto Him?



We’re not comfortable with this…

❖ Jesus’ message of non-violence has been increasingly de-
emphasized for 1,600 years

❖ We’ve be conditioned to see the synthesis approach as the ONLY 
OPTION for 1,600 years as well

❖ We want all the truth of scripture to be apparent on the surface
❖ We want all scripture to carry equal authority



We’re also uncomfortable with this because of  
our understanding of the term “God-breathed” 



2 Tim. 3:16 (NIV)

All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, 
correcting and training in righteousness.



But if we look again at the cross…

At the cross, we don’t see a unilateral expression of God. The cross 
isn’t where God takes control and forces His revelation upon us on His 
terms.

The cross is where God’s holiness and love meet our sinfulness and 
violence.

If this is how God breathed His supreme revelation in the cross, is it 
possible that this dynamic is at work when He breathed all scripture 
through Biblical authors—God’s perfection meeting human 
imperfection?



“But this erodes our confidence in scripture. And it 
invites people to interpret it however they want.”



❖ Our primary confidence should be in Jesus, not in scripture. (Jn. 
5:40)

❖ The confidence we have in scripture should be that it testifies to 
Jesus (Jn. 5:39)

❖ This reinterpretation approach isn’t a free-for-all toward scripture, 
or inviting people to interpret scripture however they want.

❖ It instead is calling us to make Jesus—specifically Jesus Crucified—
the interpretive key in understanding passages the depict God in 
non-Christ-like ways.



1 Corinthians 2:2 (NASB)

For I determined to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ, 
and Him crucified.
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