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1

God’s	Pattern	for	Self-Defense	in	the	Old
Testament

“The	wicked	spies	upon	the	righteous,	and	seeks	to	kill	him.	The	Lord	will
not	leave	him	in	his	hand,	or	let	him	be	condemned	when	he	is	judged”	(Psalms
37:32-33).	 Interesting,	 huh?	 These	 verses	 describe	 a	 scenario	 repeated
throughout	human	history:	(1)	Predators	seek	targets	of	opportunity,	and	(2)	their
targets	turn	the	tables	on	them.	Put	yourself	in	the	following	scene.

You	 follow	 your	 wife	 home	 one	 night	 after	 meeting	 her	 at	 an	 after-work
function.	She	stops	at	the	drive-up	ATM,	so	you	park	and	get	out	about	20	yards
away.	As	you	watch,	you	hear	shoes	grinding	on	asphalt	and	see	a	man	coming
around	the	corner	of	 the	bank.	He	heads	 toward	your	wife’s	car.	So	do	you.	In
his	left	hand	is	a	large	knife.	As	he	closes	in,	he	yells,	“Give	it	up!”	at	your	wife.
One-fifth	of	a	second	passes	before	your	right	hand	sweeps	back	your	jacket	to
grab	 your	 gun	 –	 a	 move	 you	 have	 practiced	 a	 thousand	 times.	 Time	 and
movement	seem	to	slow	radically	now	that	the	situation	is	real.	You	yell,	“Don’t
move!	Drop	 that	weapon!”	 in	 your	 best	 command	 voice.	He	 is	 now	only	 five
yards	from	her,	spinning	to	face	you	as	you	raise	your	gun	to	point	at	his	chest.
He	clumsily	tries	to	change	direction	and	charge	you.	You	could	swear	he	is	on
top	of	you,	and	you	hear	two	small	pops	as	the	muzzle	flashes	in	the	night.	His
arms	flail.	The	knife	seems	to	fly	from	his	hand	in	slow	motion	as	he	stumbles
sideways,	falling	about	three	yards	away.	You	realize	that	your	wife	has	backed
out	of	 the	ATM	and	is	okay.	By	sheer	will	and	 training,	you	rip	your	attention
away,	shifting	your	feet	90	degrees	and	sweeping	the	gun	to	your	left.	Over	your
sights,	you	see	a	second	guy	standing	20	yards	away	in	front	of	an	Accord.	All	at
once,	he	drops	a	ball	bat,	raises	his	hands,	and	screams,	“Don’t	shoot!”

A	woman	waiting	for	her	 turn	at	 the	ATM	sees	 the	whole	 thing.	Your	wife



dials	 911	while	 you	 control	 the	 scene.	 The	 second	mugger	 lies	 down	 at	 your
command	 to	 wait	 for	 the	 police.	 The	 cops	 and	 EMS	 arrive.	 They	 arrest	 the
accomplice	and	take	the	injured	robber	to	the	emergency	room.	Later	that	night,
you	will	thank	God	for	that	shooting	school,	the	legal	use-of-force	class,	and	the
instructors	at	both.	Right	now,	though,	you	thank	Him	that	your	wife	is	alive.

Days	later,	based	on	the	witnesses’	testimony	and	the	physical	evidence,	the
police	 clear	 you	 of	 any	wrongdoing.	You	 have	 restless	 nights	 for	 a	 couple	 of
weeks,	 but	 the	 adrenaline	 eventually	 flushes	 out	 of	 your	 system,	 and	 the
nightmares	pass.	Your	gun-savvy	preacher	helps	you	through	it,	reminding	you
of	verses	like	Psalms	37:32-33.	Like	a	thousand	other	times	since	you	became	a
Christian,	you	have	literally	lived	out	God’s	Word	–	in	a	different	way	than	ever
before,	but	it	was	not	unexpected.	You	were	prepared	because	God’s	Word	and
common	sense	told	you	that	predators	are	out	there.

Psalm	 37	 and	many	 other	 verses	 in	 the	Old	 Testament	 remind	 us	 that	 the
Lord	will	help	 the	righteous	defeat	 the	wicked	(as	 in	my	hypothetical	situation
above).	 However,	 some	 folks	 believe	 that	 the	 defeat	 will	 be	 accomplished	 by
God	 alone.	 In	 other	 words,	 they	 expect	 that	 the	 righteous	 will	 be	 saved	 by	 a
miracle.	That	is	possible.	I	would	never	say	God	could	not	or	would	not	do	that
for	someone,	but	that	kind	of	care	is	usually	reserved	for	special	people	of	God.
When	 three	 companies	 of	 soldiers	 were	 sent	 by	 King	 Ahaziah	 of	 Israel	 to
capture	 Elijah,	 the	 prophet	 called	 down	 lightning	 to	 burn	 up	 the	 first	 two
companies	(2	Kings	1).	When	his	successor	prophet,	Elisha,	was	surrounded	by
Syrian	 troops	 coming	 to	 capture	 him,	 Elisha	 had	God	 strike	 them	 temporarily
blind.	Then	Elisha	handed	them	over	as	prisoners	to	King	Joram	(2	Kings	6:8-
23).	There	are	other	examples.	In	each	case	of	divine	intervention,	however,	God
protected	 a	 special	 person	 for	 a	 special	 purpose.	 I	 am	not	 a	 great	 prophet	 like
Elijah	or	Elisha.	I	am	not	special.	I	am	just	a	person	serving	Jesus	the	best	I	can.
So	barring	a	miracle	for	God’s	own	reasons	and	without	personal	guarantees,	I
am	on	my	own	regarding	self-defense.

Did	God	mean	for	His	people	to	rely	solely	on	His	divine	intervention	when
home	invaders	kick	down	their	doors?	If	so,	why	does	Exodus	22:2-3	say	we	are
allowed	 to	 kill	 the	 burglar?	 I	 have	 never	 seen	 a	 verse	 backing	 the	 assumption
that	God	is	obligated	to	miraculously	save	us.	If	so,	 then	when	we	consider	all
the	godly	people	who	are	harmed	by	criminals	each	day,	we	must	conclude	that
God	 is	not	holding	up	His	end	of	 the	bargain.	That	 assumption	cannot	be	 true
because	“God	is	not	slow	about	His	promise”	(2	Peter	3:9a)	nor	is	He	able	to	lie
(Hebrews	6:18;	Titus	1:2).	The	fact	is,	God	never	promised	that	He	would	shield
us	 from	every	physical	 threat	 (Luke	13:1-5).	He	does,	however,	guarantee	 that



we	will	never	be	 tempted	beyond	what	we	can	personally	stand	(1	Corinthians
10:13).

From	 the	 principles	 and	 history	 of	 the	 Bible,	 it	 is	 certain	 that	 we	 must
exercise	self-reliance	 in	 these	matters.	God	could	have	easily	provided	 for	and
promised	our	physical	safety	by	miraculous	intervention.	Instead,	verses	such	as
Exodus	 22:2-3	 and	 Leviticus	 19:16b	 say	 that	 He	 authorizes	 us	 to	 defend
ourselves	and	others.

By	 the	way,	 did	you	 ever	 notice	 that	 people	who	 reject	 firearms	 and	other
means	of	active	resistance	on	principle	never	advertise	the	fact?	When	was	the
last	 time	you	saw	a	pacifist’s	house	with	a	sign	out	front	 that	read:	“Christians
here!	No	guns,	dogs,	locks,	alarms,	or	martial	artists.	Everyone	welcome!	Come
on	 in	and	 take	what	you	want!”	 If	 they	were	consistent,	 they	would	have	such
signs.	Should	we	reject	guns	and	other	modern	defensive	innovations	that	make
us	 equal	 to	 the	 greater	 size,	 strength,	 or	 superior	 numbers	 of	 criminals?	 If	 so,
how	 could	 we	 plan	 for	 our	 family’s	 future	 in	 the	 chaotic	 society	 that	 would
result?	We	would	surely	have	to	employ	far	more	police,	but	all	of	them	would
have	 to	 be	 non-Christians	 (if	 Christians	 must	 be	 pacifists).	 But	 if	 we	 are
pacifists,	should	we	allow	armed	people	to	protect	us?	Would	we	not	be	sending
them	to	Hell	by	proxy?	It	is	an	interesting	puzzle.

There	 is	 a	 society	 where	 all	 weapons	 are	 totally	 banned,	 the	 police	 are
constantly	patrolling	and	never	more	than	a	few	yards	away.	And	all	the	houses
have	 state-of-the-art	 security.	 Yet,	 this	 society	 has	 a	 higher	 per	 capita	 rate	 of
violent	 crime	 than	 any	 other.	 This	 society	 is	 found	 in	 our	 American	 prisons.
Nobody	wants	 to	 be	 in	 there,	 yet	 it	 is	 the	most	 controlled	 environment	 in	 the
nation.	Without	 the	 equalizer	 of	 guns,	 the	bad	guys	would	 improvise	weapons
and	 rule	 by	 force-of-numbers	 just	 as	 they	 do	 in	 prison.	 This	 is	 a	 completely
different	 societal	 outcome	 than	 that	 predicted	 by	 gun	 banners	 and	 pacifists.	 It
sounds	an	awful	lot	like	the	pre-flood	world.	Did	God	intend	such	an	outcome?

So	starting	with	the	Mosaic	Law,	let’s	consider	what	God	has	to	say	on	the
subject	of	self-defense	and	base	our	conclusions	on	His	attitude	about	it.

General	Examples	of	Self-Defense	in	Old
Testament

The	only	verses	in	the	Bible	that	specifically	address	killing	in	self-defense
are	in	Exodus	22:2-4	as	part	of	the	general	criminal/civil	code	listed	in	Exodus
20-23.	These	verses	state	specifically:



If	the	thief	is	caught	while	breaking	in,	and	is	struck	so	that	he	dies,	there
will	be	no	blood	guiltiness	on	his	account.	But	 if	sun	has	risen	on	him,
there	 will	 be	 blood	 guiltiness	 on	 his	 account.	 He	 shall	 surely	 make
restitution.	If	he	owns	nothing,	he	shall	be	sold	for	his	 theft.	If	what	he
stole	is	actually	found	alive	in	his	possession,	whether	an	ox	or	a	donkey
or	a	sheep,	he	shall	pay	double.

The	Mosaic	Law	allows	killing	a	burglar	for	a	burglary	at	night,	(verse	3)	but
not	during	daylight	(verse	4).	Jesus	later	addresses	in	parables	the	common	sense
of	armed	home	defense	(Luke	11:21-22).

Exodus	 22:2-4	 allows	 killing	 a	 burglar	 at	 night	 but	 not	 by	 day.	 Why	 the
distinction?	Killing	at	night	is	justified	because	of	the	necessity	of	hand-to-hand
combat	in	the	dark	with	foes	of	unknown	number	and	weaponry.	In	addition,	the
homeowner	 would	 fear	 for	 women	 and	 children	 in	 the	 house	 if	 he	 were
overcome	or	distracted	while	fighting	and	outflanked	by	the	burglar’s	gang.	The
victim	 would	 need	 to	 strike	 quickly	 and	 decisively.	 All	 these	 factors	 make
attempts	 at	 merely	 apprehending	 the	 intruders	 extremely	 dangerous	 for	 the
homeowner.	Yet,	 by	daylight,	 the	number	of	 assailants,	 their	whereabouts,	 and
their	weapons	 could	 be	 readily	 ascertained.	Neighbors	would	 be	 awake.	As	 in
English	common	law,	the	“hue	and	cry”	could	be	raised	to	summon	neighbors	to
help	 and	 pursue	 in	 daylight.	 The	 suspects	 could	 easily	 be	 identified	 as	 they
fought	 or	 fled,	 then	 captured	 and	 turned	 over	 to	 the	 Mosaic	 judicial	 system.
Daylight	 made	 quick	 escape	 unlikely,	 especially	 since	 horses	 were	 never
common	in	Israel.

In	 this	 instance,	God	allows	killing	 to	prevent	a	night	burglary.	Burglary	 is
generally	defined	in	modern	statutes	as	“breaking	into	an	occupied	dwelling	with
intent	to	commit	a	crime	therein.”1	A	“dwelling”	is	a	building	normally	used	for
lodging,	sleeping,	or	living.	Exodus	22:2	allows	a	burglar	to	be	killed	even	when
his	only	intent	is	theft	(the	text	calls	him	a	“thief”).	As	in	the	modern	statute,	the
burglar	has	broken	into	a	dwelling	to	commit	a	crime.	Yet,	it	is	logical	to	assume
that	at	night	the	homeowner	cannot	be	sure	whether	the	burglar’s	intent	is	theft,
murder,	 rape,	 kidnapping,	 arson,	 or	 another	 life-threatening	 act.	 Common	 law
since	 Anglo-Saxon	 times	 has	 held	 that	 a	 “man’s	 home	 is	 his	 castle.”	 It	 is	 an
extension	 of	 us,	 not	 just	mere	 property;	 therefore,	 the	 law	 traditionally	 allows
deadly	 force	 to	 defend	 ourselves	 from	 burglars.	 It	 is	 well-known	 in	 law
enforcement	circles	that	anyone	who	knowingly	breaks	into	an	occupied	home	is
almost	 certainly	 there	 to	 inflict	bodily	harm	on	 the	occupants,	notwithstanding
any	intent	he	may	have	toward	their	property.2	During	a	home	invasion	such	as
described	in	Exodus	22:2-4,	deadly	force	is	clearly	the	proper	response.



Depending	on	 the	state,	deadly	 force	 is	often	 justified	simply	by	 the	act	of
burglary,	regardless	of	whether	the	actual	intent	of	the	burglar	is	merely	to	take
property.	Alabama	is	one	of	these	states.	The	self-defense	statute	says,	“A	person
may	use	 deadly	 physical	 force	 if	 the	 actor	 reasonably	 believes	 that	 such	 other
person	 is	 committing	 or	 about	 to	 commit	 a	 ...	 burglary	 in	 any	 degree	 ...
(emphasis	added).3	Alabama	has	three	degrees	of	burglary.	First	degree	burglary
is	 entering	 a	 dwelling	 with	 intent	 to	 commit	 a	 crime	 therein	 while	 armed,
causing	injury,	or	threatening	immediate	use	of	a	dangerous	instrument.4	Second
degree	burglary	 includes	unlawful	entry	of	a	building	(a	non-dwelling,	such	as
an	 office)	 with	 the	 same	 dangerous	 behaviors	 as	 in	 First	 degree,	 but	 also
including	 unlawful	 entry	 of	 a	 dwelling	 to	 commit	 a	 property	 offense	 or	 any
felony.5	 Third	 degree	 burglary	 includes	 unlawful	 entry	 of	 a	 building,	 (not	 a
dwelling)	whether	occupied	or	not,	to	commit	any	crime	therein.6

If	the	thief	is	caught	while	breaking	in,	and	is	struck	so	that	he	dies,
there	will	be	no	blood	guiltiness	on	his	account.	But	if	sun	has	risen
on	him,	there	will	be	blood	guiltiness	on	his	account.	He	shall	surely
make	restitution.	If	he	owns	nothing,	he	shall	be	sold	for	his	theft.	If
what	he	stole	is	actually	found	alive	in	his	possession,	whether	an	ox
or	a	donkey	or	a	sheep,	he	shall	pay	double.

Note	 that	Alabama’s	 self-defense	 statute	 allows	 deadly	 force	 regardless	 of
the	degree	of	burglary	and	regardless	of	whether	any	person	 is	 intentionally	or
directly	threatened	by	the	burglar’s	activity.	Other	states	such	as	Alaska,	Florida,
New	York,	and	North	Dakota	have	similar	statutes.7	Exodus	22:2	states	the	same,
with	 the	condition	that	deadly	force	was	for	night	burglaries	only	(although	the
daylight	 bloodguilt	 on	 the	 homeowner	 assumes	 the	 burglar	 is	 unarmed).
Alabama	 and	 many	 other	 states,	 however,	 have	 no	 such	 daylight/dark
restrictions,	 even	 though	 only	 property	 is	 jeopardized	 because	 of	 the	 common
law	view	that	your	house	or	place	of	work	is	an	extension	of	yourself.	In	Moses’
day,	burglars	were	limited	to	hand-held,	sharp,	or	blunt	weapons	(bows	would	be
too	cumbersome	in	the	narrow	space	of	a	home).	Given	the	range	and	deadliness
of	 firearms	 in	 our	 present	 day,	 allowing	 the	 victim	 to	 use	 deadly	 force	 day	 or
night	is	logical.	A	burglary	victim	could	easily	end	up	dead	if	he	does	not	react
quickly	to	a	felon	who	is	armed	with	a	firearm	or	even	with	an	impact	or	blade
weapon	 at	 common	 room	distances.	Mike	Corwin,	 the	 captain	who	 taught	my
auxiliary	 police	 officer	 use-of-force	 class	 in	 1983	 (and	 an	 elder	 in	 my



congregation)	gave	this	 instruction:	“If	a	burglar	 is	 in	your	house,	and	you	can
clearly	see	he	has	a	gun	–	don’t	hesitate	to	shoot	him	in	the	back!”

“Why?”	we	asked,	“Aren’t	you	supposed	to	give	him	a	chance	to	surrender?”
“No!”	 he	 replied,	 “Because	 he’s	 already	 got	 adrenaline	 and/or	 drugs

pumping	through	him.	Your	reaction	delay	will	be	two-tenths	of	a	second	from
the	instant	you	perceive	he’s	turning	on	you	before	you	can	begin	to	react.	Warn
him,	and	he	will	spin	and	fire.	A	tie	 in	 this	gunfight	means	you	 lose!”	Massad
Ayoob,	world	famous	police/civilian	use-of-force	instructor	echoes	this	analysis
in	both	his	outstanding	Judicious	Use	of	Deadly	Force	Class	and	his	book	In	the
Gravest	Extreme.8	I	teach	my	students	the	same.

In	 my	 classes,	 I	 point	 out	 that	 Alabama	 law	 (and	 the	 law	 in	 most	 states)
clearly	 distinguishes	 property	 crimes	 from	 crimes	 that	 endanger	 life	 and	 limb
and	allows	only	 reasonable,	 appropriate	non-deadly	 force	 to	protect	 it	 (13A-3-
26).	 If	a	 thief	 is	stealing	your	car	from	your	driveway,	you	cannot	run	out	and
shoot	him.	This	is	a	problem	for	the	police	and	for	the	insurance	company.	(Ditto
for	shoplifting,	pick-pocketing,	and	so	forth.)	As	Massad	Ayoob	has	said,	if	the
burglar	 is	 only	 there	 to	 steal	 and	not	 harm,	 is	 killing	 the	 burglar	 to	 keep	your
stuff	more	moral	 than	him	killing	you	 to	 take	yours?9	This	 is	 the	 sentiment	of
life-over-mere	property	expressed	in	Exodus	22:2-4.

Exodus	22:3-4	says	that	when	caught,	the	thief	must	make	restitution.	If	the
thief	 has	 nothing	 to	 repay,	 though,	 he	 would	 be	 sold	 into	 slavery	 (in	 effect,
imprisoned),	 which	 lasted	 six	 years	 (Exodus	 21:2).	 The	 slavery	 would	 be	 to
another	 Israelite,	 and	 slavery	of	 fellow	countrymen	under	 the	Mosaic	 law	was
never	permanent	(unless	the	slave	liked	his	life	with	his	master	so	much	that	he
agreed	to	stay	for	life,	Exodus	21:2-6).	There	were	no	prisons	in	ancient	Israel,
hence	 the	 slavery	 sentence.	 This	 six-year	 sentence	 compares	 favorably	 with
modern	 statutes.	 In	 Alabama,	 Burglary	 1st	 is	 a	 Class-A	 felony,	 with	 a
punishment	 range	of	10	years	 to	 life.	Burglary	2nd	 is	 a	Class-B	 felony	with	 a
punishment	range	of	2	to	20	while	3rd	degree	is	a	Class-C	with	a	range	of	1	year
and	a	day	up	 to	10	years.	With	 time	off	 for	good	behavior,	 the	 felon	 routinely
serves	 one-third	 of	 his	 sentence	 in	 prison,	 the	 rest	 on	 probation.	 Like	 many
states,	Alabama	has	a	habitual	offender	law,	which	allows	the	judge	to	enhance
sentence	on	repeat	offenders	up	to	life	without	parole	in	certain	circumstances.

Many	 studies	 have	 found	 that	 habitual	 offender	 laws	 keep	 the	 most
dangerous	offenders	 in	 jail	 longer.10	 In	addition,	 the	cost	of	 incarceration	 is	 far
less	than	the	total	cost	of	letting	them	out.	When	they	are	released,	the	costs	of
hospital	 bills	 for	 new	 victims;	 replacing	 lost/destroyed	 property;	 and	 capture,
trial,	and	appeals	for	multiple	crimes	are	many	times	greater	than	keeping	them



in	prison.	Fundamental	fairness	requires	giving	bad	guys	a	chance	to	learn	from
their	 mistakes	 and	 get	 on	 the	 right	 path.	 But	 for	 those	 who	 will	 not	 change,
Proverbs	29:1	says:	“A	man	who	 remains	 stiff-necked	after	many	 rebukes	will
suddenly	be	destroyed	without	remedy.”	Habitual	felons	can	have	their	sentences
enhanced	until	they	die	in	prison.	Others	push	their	luck	in	repeat	offenses	until
one	night	an	armed	store-clerk	ends	their	life	and	career.	Based	on	Exodus	22:1-
4	 plus	 the	 stories	 of	 Abraham	 and	Moses,	 it	 is	 logical	 to	 conclude	 that	 God
allowed	 the	Israelites	 to	use	deadly	force	 to	defend	 their	 lives,	 those	of	others,
and	their	homes	when	necessary.

The	 Mosaic	 Law	 was	 specifically	 designed	 to	 encourage	 lawful	 and
discourage	 unlawful	 behavior	 by	 coming	 down	 hard	 on	 criminals:	 “They	 that
forsake	the	law	praise	the	wicked,	but	those	who	keep	the	law	strive	with	them”
(Proverbs	 28:4).	 This	 verse	 is	 one	 among	 several	 that	 say	 we	 are	 to	 resist
evildoers,	 starting	with	Leviticus	19:16.	We	are	not	 to	 stand	by	 and	 allow	our
neighbors	 to	be	harmed.	That	 is	not	“loving	your	neighbor”	as	Leviticus	19:18
commands.	 God	 intended	 that	 we	 individually	 participate	 in	 defeating	 evil
people.

Psalm	 82:2	 says	 that	 we	 judge	 unjustly	 when	 we	 show	 partiality	 to	 the
wicked.	One	way	we	show	partiality	 is	 to	 let	 the	unjust	get	away	with	crimes.
Psalm	82:3	says,	“Vindicate	 the	weak	and	fatherless;	do	 justice	 to	 the	afflicted
and	 destitute.”	 Then	 Psalm	 82:4	 commands	 positive	 action:	 “Rescue	 the	weak
and	needy;	deliver	them	out	of	the	hand	of	the	wicked”	(emphasis	mine).	God’s
command	is	that	we	intervene	to	prevent	crime!

God	did	not	 leave	the	Israelites	 to	guess	about	His	intent	 in	this	matter.	He
had	Solomon,	the	wisest	man	who	ever	lived,	address	it.	Read	Proverbs	3:27-28:
“Do	not	withhold	good	from	those	to	whom	it	is	due,	when	it	is	in	your	power	to
do	it.	Do	not	say	to	your	neighbor,	‘Go,	and	come	back	and	tomorrow	I	will	give
it.’”	 If	 government	 gives	me	 the	 legal	 right	 to	 carry	 concealed	weapons	 and	 I
have	the	training	and	skill	to	help,	this	verse	leaves	no	question	as	to	my	moral
obligation.	It	is	clearly	“in	my	power”	to	help.	Moreover,	verse	28	says	that	my
help	is	due	now!	My	help	must	be	timely.	I	cannot	say,	“Well,	I	called	911;	is	it
my	fault	if	they	didn’t	get	there	in	time?”	God	says	it	certainly	is	my	fault.

Solomon	further	dismisses	the	“Who,	me?”	mentality	in	Proverbs	24:11-12.

Deliver	 those	 who	 are	 being	 taken	 away	 to	 death,	 and	 those	 who	 are
staggering	 to	 slaughter,	O	hold	 them	back.	 If	 you	 say	 ‘See,	we	did	not
know	this,’	does	He	not	consider	it	who	weighs	the	hearts?	And	does	He
not	 know	 it	 who	 keeps	 your	 soul?	 And	 will	 He	 not	 render	 to	 man



according	to	his	work?

These	 are	 tough	 words	 and	 high	 standards	 based	 on	 inescapable
responsibility.	Delivering	those	taken	to	be	slaughtered	reminds	me	of	the	story
of	a	Vietnam	vet	in	Anniston,	Alabama,	in	the	early	90s.	A	three-man	team	had
robbed	two	Shoney’s	restaurants	in	Birmingham	the	previous	month.	With	each
incident,	they	became	increasingly	brutal	toward	the	employees	and	customers.
When	 they	hit	 the	Anniston	Shoney’s,	 they	pistol	whipped	a	couple	of	patrons
and	 started	 forcing	 everyone	 into	 the	 walk-in	 fridge	 (usually	 a	 prelude	 to
execution).	 The	 veteran	 had	 dived	 under	 his	 table	 when	 they	 entered	 the
restaurant	 and	 announced	 the	 robbery.	One	 of	 the	 perpetrators	 saw	him	 as	 the
others	herded	the	victims.	He	came	toward	the	vet,	pointed	his	gun	at	him,	and
ordered	 him	out.	As	 he	 stood	 up,	 the	 vet	 drew	his	 .45	 automatic	 and	 shot	 the
would-be	 robber.	The	other	 two	 robbers	high-tailed	 it	 for	 the	door,	but	 the	vet
wounded	one	on	the	way	out.	The	cops	caught	the	third	soon	after.	This	armed
hero	ended	the	careers	of	three	violent	felons,	saving	not	only	the	people	in	that
restaurant	but	potential	future	victims	as	well.	He	embodied	God’s	will	as	stated
by	Solomon.

Pacifist	 Christians	 should	 think	 carefully	 about	 Proverbs	 24:12.	 Pleading
ignorance	 about	 self-defense	with	 all	 the	 information	 available	 today	 does	 not
please	God.	He	will	 render	 to	each	of	us	according	 to	our	work.	On	 judgment
day,	would	you	rather	be	that	Vietnam	vet	or	just	another	helpless	victim	being
marched	to	death	without	a	clue	how	to	save	yourself,	 let	alone	others?	God	is
clear	in	the	Old	Testament.	He	commands	the	godly	to	be	prepared	and	active	in
aiding	those	in	need,	be	it	food,	clothing,	first-aid,	or	self-defense.

Corporate	Self-Defense

God	allowed	His	people	the	corporate	means	to	resist	evil	by	force	(Joshua
1:1-9).	 God	 does	 not	 equate	 all	 killing	 with	 murder,	 so	 He	 allowed	 them	 to
conquer	Canaan	and	to	defend	themselves	thereafter.	By	corporate	self-defense,
I	 mean	 individual	 self-defense	 expanded	 by	 numbers	 of	 family,	 tribes,	 or
countrymen	 to	 form	de-facto	 “vigilance	 committees”	or	militias	 to	 enforce	 the
law.	 They	 did	 not	 have	 police	 forces	 back	 then.	 Today,	we	 practice	 corporate
self-defense	with	professional	police	forces	and	legally	armed	citizens.

An	 example	 of	 corporate	 self-defense	 occurs	 in	 the	 book	 of	Esther.	Esther
was	the	new	queen	of	Persia,	wife	of	King	Ahasereus	(better	known	as	Xerxes	to
history).	One	 of	Xerxes’	 highest	ministers	was	Haman.	He	 had	 an	 implacable



hatred	 for	 the	 Jews,	 possibly	 because	 he	 was	 descended	 from	 the	 Amalekite
royal	family	(Esther	3:1).	Neither	he	nor	Xerxes	knew	Esther	was	a	Jew.	Haman,
incensed	at	not	receiving	his	due	respect	from	the	Jewish	gatekeeper,	Mordecai
(Esther’s	uncle	and	 foster-father),	devised	a	plot	 to	exterminate	all	 the	 Jews	 in
the	empire	(Esther	3:1-7).

Esther	 exposed	 Haman’s	 plot	 to	 the	 king	 who	 then	 wrote	 a	 decree	 that
allowed	the	Jews	to	defend	themselves	from	their	enemies	on	the	appointed	day.
He	 granted	 them	 permission	 to	 form	 militias	 and	 to	 defend	 themselves	 from
anyone	who	might	 attack	 them	 and	 to	 alert	 all	 the	 citizens	 of	 his	 empire.	 He
further	gave	 the	 Jews	permission	 to	plunder	 their	 enemies	and	 to	enslave	 their
families	 (Esther	 8:9-11).	 The	 Jews	 scared	many	 of	 their	 enemies	 into	 inaction
simply	by	preparation,	causing	some	to	convert	to	Judaism	(Esther	8:15-17).	For
those	 enemies	who	chose	 to	 try	 their	 chance	 in	battle	 anyway,	 the	 Jews	killed
75,000	foes	across	the	empire,	but	 they	did	not	plunder	their	goods	or	harm	or
enslave	their	families.	Their	sole	motive	was	self-defense	(Esther	9:15-16).

Deliver	those	who	are	being	taken	away	to	death,	and	those	who	are
staggering	to	slaughter,	O	hold	them	back.	If	you	say	‘See,	we	did	not
know	this,’	does	He	not	consider	it	who	weighs	the	hearts?	And	does
He	not	know	it	who	keeps	your	soul?	And	will	He	not	render	to	man
according	to	his	work?

Note	 that	 the	 Jews	 cowed	 most	 of	 their	 enemies	 without	 having	 to	 fight.
Modern	studies	show	that	criminals	are	deterred	by	victims	who	may	be	armed
or	 who	 are	 willing	 to	 fight	 back.11	 Other	 studies	 have	 shown	 that	 about	 93
percent	of	the	time	when	a	cop	or	civilian	pulls	a	gun	on	a	criminal,	he	doesn’t
have	 to	 shoot.12	 Instead,	 the	 bad	 guy	 runs	 away	 or	 stays	 put	 until	 the	 police
come.	Thus,	like	the	Jews	in	Esther,	simply	demonstrating	the	determination	and
ability	 to	 use	 deadly	 force	 when	 threatened	 can	 be	 the	 greatest	 factor	 in	 not
having	to	employ	it.

Nehemiah	 had	 to	 deal	 with	 a	 similar	 problem,	which	 he	 solved	 by	 use	 of
corporate	defense	to	rebuild	Jerusalem’s	walls.	They	had	many	enemies	around
them:	Samaritans,	Ammonites,	 and	Arabs.	 If	 the	 Jews	 fortified	 their	 capital,	 it
would	 turn	 the	balance	of	power	against	 these	marauders.	These	enemies	 tried
all	kinds	of	psychological	warfare	and	espionage,	and	they	even	mustered	troops
to	demonstrate	outside	the	walls	to	stop	the	rebuilding	(Nehemiah	2:19-20;	4:1-



3,	6-12,	6:1-4).	When	the	Jewish	people	became	discouraged,	Nehemiah	reacted.
Nehemiah	 had	 all	 the	 workers	 carry	 their	 weapons	 to	 the	 worksites.	 He

reminded	them	that	they	were	building	and	fighting	for	their	families	and	homes
(Nehemiah	4:14).	Half	wore	their	swords	while	working,	and	the	other	half	stood
guard	by	shifts	(Nehemiah	4:15-23).	Their	motto	became	“Our	God	will	fight	for
us”	 because	 self-defense	 is	 God’s	 idea	 (Nehemiah	 4:20).	When	 their	 enemies
saw	their	armed	watchfulness,	they	slunk	away,	and	the	wall	was	finished	in	only
52	 days	 (Nehemiah	 4:15;	 6:15-16).	 Nehemiah	 gives	 an	 example	 of	 what
Proverbs	14:19	says:	“The	evil	will	bow	down	before	the	good,	and	the	wicked
at	the	gates	of	the	righteous.”

Improper	Self-Defense	in	the	Old	Testament

The	 sons	 of	 Jacob	 give	 us	 a	 good	 example	 of	 improper	 use	 of	 force.	This
story	comes	from	Genesis	34.	While	Jacob	and	his	family	were	camped	near	a
Canaanite	city,	Shechem	saw	Jacob’s	daughter	Dinah	and	kidnapped	and	raped
her.	However,	he	wanted	 to	 take	her	 for	his	wife	and	asked	his	dad	 to	pay	 the
bride	price	so	he	could	marry	her.	Jacob’s	boys	pretended	to	agree,	but	with	one
condition:	circumcision.	If	the	men	of	Shechem	would	agree	to	be	circumcised,
then	Dinah	would	marry	Shechem.

Shechem	 convinced	 the	 townspeople	 that	 if	 they	 did	 the	 deal	 with	 these
nomadic	hayseeds,	eventually	the	smart	city	boys	would	inherit,	buy,	or	steal	all
their	 property.	 The	 promise	 of	 wealth	 convinced	 them,	 so	 all	 the	 Shechemite
males	were	circumcised.

Dinah’s	 full-blood	 brothers,	 Simeon	 and	 Levi,	 waited	 three	 days	 until	 the
Shechemites	were	too	sore	to	move.	Carrying	swords,	they	sneaked	into	town	(I
suppose	at	night)	and	moved	from	house	to	house,	murdering	all	the	men.	Their
brothers	followed,	grabbing	the	women	and	children	and	plundering	the	town.	I
assume	 they	were	aided	by	 their	 servants.	By	 the	 laws	 then	and	now,	 this	was
vengeance	and	premeditated	murder.

Unlike	Abram’s	pursuit	 and	 slaughter	of	 the	kidnappers	 in	Genesis	14,	 the
acts	 of	 Jacob’s	 boys	were	 neither	 legal	 nor	moral	 self-defense.	 Yes,	 Shechem
kidnapped	and	raped	their	sister,	but	according	to	the	custom	of	the	day,	his	offer
to	 pay	 their	 price	 for	 her	 and	 honorably	 marry	 her	 was	 the	 accepted	 way	 of
settling	such	offenses.	Simeon	and	Levi	were	condemned	by	their	own	father	on
his	deathbed:



Simeon	and	Levi	are	brothers.	Their	swords	are	implements	of	violence.
Let	my	soul	not	enter	into	their	council.	Let	not	my	glory	be	united	with
their	assembly	because	in	their	anger	they	slew	men,	and	in	their	self-will
they	lamed	oxen.	Cursed	be	their	anger,	for	it	 is	fierce,	and	their	wrath,
for	 it	 is	 cruel.	 I	will	 disperse	 them	 in	 Jacob,	 and	 scatter	 them	 in	 Israel
(Genesis	49:5-7).

In	modern	self-defense,	deadly	force	can	only	be	used	when	the	felon	is	 in
the	act	of	rape.	You	cannot	shoot	your	daughter’s	rapist	as	he	runs	up	the	street.
That	is	vengeance.	The	crime	is	over.	You	can	capture	him	and	hand	him	over	to
the	police,	but	you	cannot	just	kill	him.

Righteous	Self-Defense	in	the	Old	Testament

A	story	of	righteous	self-defense	is	found	in	2	Samuel	2	in	the	account	of	the
civil	war	between	King	David	and	King	Saul’s	loyalists	after	Saul’s	death.	Saul’s
son	 Ishbosheth	 claimed	 the	 kingship.	 His	 general	 was	Abner	 who	 had	 served
Saul.	David’s	general	was	Joab,	with	his	brothers	Abishai,	a	captain,	and	Asahel,
a	private	soldier.

2	Samuel	2:12	tells	the	story	of	the	battle	of	the	Pool	of	Gibeon.	Instead	of	a
pitched	battle,	 Joab	and	Abner	agreed	 to	a	duel	 to	decide	 the	 issue.	They	each
selected	12	of	their	best	fighters,	but	the	fight	ended	in	a	tie	with	all	24	warriors
killed.	Enraged,	both	armies	joined	combat,	and	Joab’s	men	put	Abner’s	men	to
flight.	Asahel,	Joab’s	younger	brother,	pursued	Abner	himself.

At	 this	 point,	 Abner’s	 men	 were	 no	 longer	 a	 coherent	 fighting	 force	 and,
having	demonstrated	by	running	that	they	no	longer	wanted	to	fight,	my	opinion
is	that	any	confrontation	thereafter	became	an	individual	fight	–	a	matter	of	self-
defense.	 Asahel	 (who	 was	 very	 fast)	 caught	 up	 to	 Abner	 and	 ordered	 him	 to
stand	 and	 fight.	 (Joab	 and	Abishai	were	warriors	 of	 long	 experience	who	 had
shared	David’s	exile	and	battles	during	 that	 seven	year	period.	This	 is	 the	 first
we	 hear	 of	 Asahel,	 so	 I	 assume	 he	was	 a	 young	 and	 relatively	 inexperienced
fighter.)	Abner	kept	running	but	warned	Asahel	to	take	on	someone	of	his	own
age	 lest	Abner	be	 forced	 to	 slaughter	 him	with	his	 superior	 strength	 and	 skill.
Asahel	wouldn’t	listen	and	sped	up	until	he	was	right	behind	Abner,	who	warned
him	 again,	 saying	 he	 would	 be	 ashamed	 to	 have	 to	 kill	 Joab’s	 brother.	 But
Asahel	closed	in.	Abner	stopped	abruptly,	held	his	spear	horizontally,	and	Asahel
ran	 into	 the	sharpened	bronze	buttspike.13	Asahel’s	momentum	drove	 the	 spear
through	his	chest	and	out	his	back.	Abner’s	trick	proves	an	old	lawyer’s	saying:



“Experience	and	treachery	beat	youth	and	enthusiasm	every	time.”	A	truce	was
declared	at	dusk.	Joab	lost	only	19	men,	but	Abner	lost	360.

Abner’s	 killing	 of	Asahel	was	 clearly	 legitimate	 self-defense.	 First,	 it	 was
war.	Every	combatant	on	the	field	was	fair	game.	Second,	Abner	twice	warned
his	 attacker	 before	 striking.	 When	 tactically	 possible,	 both	 citizens	 and	 cops
should	warn	attackers	before	employing	force.	Abner	even	went	the	second	mile
by	warning	a	combatant	on	a	battlefield,	which	he	had	no	legal	or	moral	duty	to
do.	Third,	he	struck	only	when	there	was	no	other	reasonable,	safe	alternative	to
defend	his	life.	Fourth,	Asahel’s	motive	had	changed	from	that	of	an	individual
soldier	to	an	opportunist.	When	Abner	warned	Asahel,	he	said,	“turn	yourself	to
your	right	or	your	left,	and	take	hold	of	one	of	the	young	men	for	yourself,	and
take	for	yourself	his	spoil”	(verse	21,	emphasis	mine).	Like	the	warriors	in	The
Iliad,	 Asahel’s	 incentive	 was	 the	 glory	 he	 would	 gain	 from	 killing	 the
commander	of	the	rebel	army	and	for	the	value	of	stripping	Abner’s	apparently
glorious	armor	and	weapons.	Asahel’s	motives	were	those	of	a	murderous	thief,
not	a	soldier	advancing	his	cause.	Therefore,	Abner	slaying	him	in	one-on-one
combat	was	clearly	legal	and	moral	self-defense,	both	in	his	day	and	ours.

The	lesson	for	us	is	that	to	be	justifiable,	any	force	must	be	reasonable	and
necessary.	Necessary	means	there	was	no	safe	alternative.	Abner	could	no	longer
retreat	without	fighting,	since	Asahel	was	faster	and	refused	to	quit.	But	motives
of	vengeance	(as	with	Levi	and	Simeon),	illegal	gain,	or	preserving	some	macho
image	(as	with	Asahel)	are	never	acceptable	to	God	or	society.	Self-defense	must
be	legal	and	moral.
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