
CSF Weekly Gathering - November 11 

We’re glad you’re here! CSF’s weekly gathering is intended to be a 
space where students can meet together, discuss scripture, pray and 

build relationships. Our vision is to Make Disciples of Jesus on 
Campus. We are a Christian organization, but wherever you are on 
your spiritual journey - lifelong Christian, uncertain believer, part of 
another faith, or unsure God even exists - you are welcome to here. 
We seek to interact, and even disagree, with kindness and respect.  

Stay Up To Date: 
Website – https://www.csfpa.com/psu-berks 

Instagram @csfberks	 	 	 Twitter - @csfberks	 	 Discord and GroupMe too!


What is God Like - Nonviolent 

Illustration - Interfaith Dialogue


A few years back, I was privileged to be part of an interfaith dialogue on campus. 
Representatives from Christianity, Islam, Hinduism and Judaism each shared some of 
the basics of what our religion is all about. I remember being a bit intimidated to 
represent all of Christianity. I mostly talked about Jesus. 


After we each shared, there was a time for questions from the audience. One question 
was about religious violence. Each of our religions has used, and justified, violence in 
the past. So do our religions endorse violence today? Every one of us spoke, in 
different ways, about how our religion is about peace.


Honestly, I don’t think any of us took this question seriously enough. As the questioner 
pointed out, members of each faith HAVE used violence in the past and the present. 
Another way of putting the question would be, how do we know we, in our claims our 
religions are peaceful, know we are right and our coreligionists are wrong?


Is it just because we are sitting here in a comfortable, pluralistic, secular society? If its 
just our culture and nothing inherent in our tradition or scripture, then what happens 
when we are in a different culture that encourages us to justify violence with our faith?


I am not able or interested to answer these questions for other religions. I can only 
answer for Christians. As a Christian, here is how I answer that question - Jesus on the 
cross. Jesus calls his followers to take up our cross and follow him. Jesus could have 
called on legions of angels to defend himself, but he chose to die rather than employ 
violence. On the cross, God is revealed as receiving violence rather than using 
violence. We are called to do the same. Further, through his nonviolent death, Jesus 
defeats death. Our hope is not to defeat violence with violence, but as disciples of 
Jesus we follow a different path - the path of peace.




This is basically what we’ve been talking about all semester - the God revealed in the 
cross and resurrection is a God who triumphs through nonviolence 
• The Crucifixion of Jesus shapes understanding of who God is


- This is something Christians across the ages and traditions affirm

- Orthodox theologian John Behr writes: “Christ’s taking upon himself the role of a 

servant, voluntarily going to the Passion, does not diminish our perception of what we 
might otherwise have considered to be his divinity, but actually manifests his true 
divinity” (35)


- Mennonite theologian J. Denny Weaver

- “God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God” - Nicene Creed

- “Jesus is not just a filter through which God is seen - Jesus is that god” - Jersak

- “The cross is the absolute center of God’s revelation to humanity and his purpose for 

creation” - Greg Boyd

- “The cross lies at the center of the evangelical faith” and “lies at the center of the 

historical biblical faith” - John Stott

- “The cross alone is our theology” - Martin Luther


• Christ on the cross manifests - demonstrates, reveals - God

• When Christians talk about God - Trinity - we focus on Jesus and specifically his cross

• Last week we talked about how God does not change and God is always like Jesus

• More scriptures we could mention:

• Hebrews 1:3

• John 14:9-10

• Colossians 1:15 and 2:9


But this all begs the question - what about the violent images of God in scripture? 

How does the nonviolent self-sacrificial love of God fully revealed in Jesus relate to the 
violent images of God in scripture? 

Point 1 - Christians HAVE used violence 
The Crusades were a time Christian knights traveled to the Holy Land to kill Muslims

• Christians will sometimes argue that these lands were Christian lands before Islam 

conquered them. Historically, this is true. Theologically, this is just to justify Christian 
violence by saying, “well, they started it!” I don’t accept that from my children and I won’t 
accept it from Christians. Jesus didn’t say, “love your enemies unless they hit you first.”


Colonialism (1500s-1600s) was an extension of the crusading idea as Christian explorers 
murdered countless indigenous people 

During this time, Christians brought slaves from Africa and the transatlantic slave trade was 
run by people of faith

Christians in America enslaved and defended slavery - Christians even went to war to keep 
other humans enslaved!

After slavery ended it was white Christians who lynched black people (often, also Christians) 
and white Christians who were willing to use violence to oppose Dr. King and the leaders of 
the Civil Rights movement


We could go on - the point is, Christians HAVE used violence

• It is tempting to want to simply say they were not really Christians - that is just a cop out - 

these were people who believed and worshiped just as we do

Its also a logical fallacy - https://yourlogicalfallacyis.com/no-true-scotsman


https://yourlogicalfallacyis.com/no-true-scotsman


Point 2 -  there are violent images of God in scripture 
• This is where our belief that Jesus is God is really put to the test

• If we truly believe Jesus is God then it changes everything about how we interpret the Bible - 

Jesus must be the lens through which we interpret scripture

• We are faced with two choices:


• Jesus is THE ONE UNIQUE IMAGE of God against which all others are held up. Every 
other image of God is partial in comparison to the Image of God in Jesus. If this is the 
case, then we have to interpret those passages where God commands violence in a 
Christ-centered way.


• Jesus is ONE OF MANY images of God. If this is the case, then sometimes God acts 
like Jesus and dies for people but sometimes God kills and commands the killing of 
people


Example- let’s take a passage like Deuteronomy 7 
• God commands the Israelites to kill a bunch of people (go ahead, red it).

• Is the interpretation simply that sometimes God commands genocide?

• What is a Christ-centered interpretation?

• When I read this through the lens of Jesus the first thing I remember is that God does not kill 

people, God dies for people (again, What is God Like?)

On the cross, God allows humans to harm and commit violence against God

This is the ultimate paradigm for how God relates to humans (again, Jesus on the cross 
is our clearest revelation of God)

From this, we see that this is how God has always related to humans. Our wrong beliefs 
and actions - whether believing God kills people or killing God ourselves - does not stop 
God from being in relationship with us!

In the Old Testament - God allows humans to think, write and believe wrongly; God 
allows his children to write the story

Everyone in that world imagined God, or the gods, as endorsing violence 

So the Israelites did too

But, through the lens of Jesus we know God does not kill people. 


Example - Psalm 109 
Just listened to a podcast on this - Mysterion Podcast (https://podcasts.apple.com/us/
podcast/psalms-and-commandments-the-unity-of-scripture/id1456658378?
i=1000538915156)

The Psalms reflect how we really feel - forces us to look inside and see the evil and 
darkness inside of us. If we are honest, we want vengeance on our enemies. 

Through Jesus we know we ought to forgive and love and not pursue revenge

But Psalm forces us to see the human side. Psalms forces us to ask uncomfortable 
questions - am I only living like Jesus because its easy or culturally acceptable? What if I 
was in a situation where using violence or harming others made sense? Who am I really?


• An Accusation may be - “but Dave, you are just picking and choosing.” 
First - Everybody must pick and choose to some degree - when faced with the image of 
the cross and the story of God commanding violence, we must interpret these

So yes, I have chosen Jesus. I confess Jesus is the second person of the Trinity, the full 
revelation of God against which all other revelations are held. Because of this, I cannot 
chose to use any passage of scripture to justify religious violence

The person who sees God as sometimes commanding violence is the one actually 
picking and choosing - you want forgiveness, you have Jesus. You want to justify 
violence, you can do that too. How do you choose?


https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/psalms-and-commandments-the-unity-of-scripture/id1456658378?i=1000538915156
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/psalms-and-commandments-the-unity-of-scripture/id1456658378?i=1000538915156
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/psalms-and-commandments-the-unity-of-scripture/id1456658378?i=1000538915156
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/psalms-and-commandments-the-unity-of-scripture/id1456658378?i=1000538915156


Again - the revelation of Jesus on the cross reveals what God is like. 

Let’s jump to the future - what if the end of the story reveals God on the cross is not 
really what God is like?  

• “a story is constituted by the outcome of the narrated events.” 

- The Bible gives us glimpses of the end - the end will reveal who God is forever

- Will this reveal a God like Jesus or a God who acts other than in a cross-centered way


• Growing up I was taught one version of the future - often warned the future held rise of 
antichrist, sinister one-world government, make us all get mark of beast


- Only way to avoid - make sure really and truly saved so when rapture - not left behind

- Rapture - all real and true Christians, not fakes and screw ups, disappear

- Next few years = awful as God pours death and destruction

- If left behind you can still come to Jesus - but missed deadline rough couple years

- This eschatology - big word for the day - was popularized in the Left Behind book 

series - historical fiction in advance - movies with Cameron/Cage

- At the end of the series, after the seven years, Jesus returns as a bloody and violent 

conqueror - movie would be like the Purge or Walking Dead


Revelation 19 is one of the primary scriptures people go to to describe the return of Jesus:


11 Then I saw heaven opened, and there was a white horse! Its rider is called Faithful and True, 
and in righteousness he judges and makes war. 12 His eyes are like a flame of fire, and on his 
head are many diadems; and he has a name inscribed that no one knows but himself. 13 He is 
clothed in a robe dipped in blood, and his name is called The Word of God. 14 And the armies 
of heaven, wearing fine linen, white and pure, were following him on white horses. 15 From his 
mouth comes a sharp sword with which to strike down the nations, and he will rule them with a 
rod of iron; he will tread the wine press of the fury of the wrath of God the Almighty. 16 On his 
robe and on his thigh he has a name inscribed, “King of kings and Lord of lords.” 

• Left Behind interpretation - Jesus came the first time to love but now it is to conquer

- The story ends with Jesus putting down the cross and picking up a sword

- This will reveal God as a violent deity who destroys his enemies


- All that “love your enemies” and self-sacrifice will be left behind

- The Jesus of the gospels is merely temporary - a parenthesis in the story


- Pastor Brian Zahnd sees the problem in this interpretation: “When we literalize the militant 
images of Revelation we arrive at this conclusion: in the end even Jesus gives up on love and 
resorts to violence” (Sinners in the Hands of a Loving God, 173)


- This understanding removes the Cross at the center of our understanding of God 

- What would a cross-centered or Cross Vision interpretation look like? 
- I grew up learning that Left Behind interpretation but in it Revelation never made sense until I 

learned - though I didn’t call it that - a cross centered interpretation.  

- Recognize Revelation is a poetic symphony filled with images and metaphor 

- Point is to ask who we worship and how we live now

- It is not a road map for the future - there’s no rapture where Christians will all disappear 

- (though if you want to talk more in depth about what revelation is really about, we’ll have 

to save that for another time) 
- It does give a glimpse of the end




Cross-Centered Interpretation Revelation 
When we look at this through the cross, we can make a few observations.

	 

1. The Blood is Jesus’ Blood 
• The battle has not happened yet

• John’s gospel when Jesus appears he has wounds of crucifixion

• Revelation 5 - Jesus as slain lamb

• Jesus remains the crucified God on into eternity carrying the wounds of the cross.

2. The Sword is The Word 
• Rider is named “word of God” 

• Hebrews 4:12 speaks of word of God as living and active

• Revelation is filled with imagery - makes sense to see this not as literal sword but word 

spoken by Jesus and that Jesus is truth	 

3. We do not see the Battle but we know Evil is Destroyed 
• No one else takes part in any battle - evil is defeated by the word of truth 

• No literal sword chops up enemies 

• All we know is somehow God removes all evil - all that stands against God’s love 


Transition - Evil is removed and the story ends with a picture of new creation


Zahnd puts it: “The book of Revelation is where the good news of the gospel finds its most 
creative expression. Through inspired dreamlike images, John the Revelator dares to imagine a 
world where the nightmare of endless war finally succumbs to the peaceable reign of Christ. 
Revelation is where the Lamb is victorious as a lamb! The Christ who is victorious in Revelation 
is the same Christ who preached his gospel of peace in the Sermon on the Mount” (181)


• Christ is victorious - evil is removed and judgment still happens

• Judgment of and removal of evil is necessary to get to new creation

• Can I share with you something else wild?

• Revelation 21:22-27 - picture of the New Jerusalem - the gates are never shut and the 

kings of the earth bring their treasures into it

• Who are these kings of the earth? There should be no one left for the last time we saw the 

kings of the earthy, they were being totally destroyed in the second death

• They truly are on the outside looking in - but the gate is open

• 22:14-17 - again speaks of those outside - but they are invited to COME

• Revelation ends on hope - my point is not that we should make concrete statements 

about the future destiny of anyone - my point is that the story ends with the door open 
and people invited to come


• Even in the end - resurrection and hope

• Even in the end - Jesus is the God revealed who pursues all and every sheep 


The God doing the judging is the Crucified God 
- I want to spend a bit of time thinking of judgment - but next week as this is getting long


- Often Christians speak of judgment as only for others

- Truth is - We all will be judged 


- We all must be pierced with the sword of truth - or the fire of God’s love




God’s Justice vs. Love
• I sometimes hear people say things like, “God is Love…but also Justice” as if these are two 

sides of who God is.
• Sometimes God is love (cross, Jesus) but other times God is just (Deuteronomy, Revelation)
• I reject this - God is just but this justice is not separate from love, it is a part of love
• On the cross God’s love is revealed to be greater than justice
• Justice then is not some sort of retribution - God’s justice is restorative 
• If we are experiencing disciple it is not a lack of love - but God’s love as justice 

However we think the story of humanity ends will impact how we live today

This is where I want to wrap up then - How we understand the end of the story matters 
for how we live today
• The Time Machine, HG Wells gives a picture of the future of the world as a barren 

wasteland - main character travels millions of years to future and there’s nothing
• When this character returns to the present, he despairs
• If the story of the cosmos ends with nothing and this life is all we have this will lead to 

despair as we recognize death has the final word and all will be forgotten
• But if the story ends with Jesus exchanging the cross for the sword and returning as a 

violent and bloody conqueror, this too is to despair
• This means death is as much the final word as in a godless universe - except it is God 

ending the story wielding weapons of death
• This means God cannot heal the universe through the cross and needs to be a destroyer
• If this is how the story ends, God is a divine bully to be feared on your knees, begging 

you’re one of the chosen few to avoid his wrath
• Which, I recognize, is how some Christians understand God!
• I just don’t think this view of God is cross-centered 

• To go back to that interfaith dialogue, if God is actually a God of violence than what is 
unique about Christian faith is gone

Everyone in the ancient world believed in violent and vengeful gods - power was 
seen in conquest, in wielding a sword
Into this stepped the God of Israel, becoming human and dying
This is totally unique and this is what draws so many of us to Jesus
If God takes up the sword then the God of Christianity is not unique at all - its no 
longer about the cross revealing a radically different view of God - its now just a 
question of which vengeful deity is the right or most powerful one

Why Does it Matter?
• Years ago I remember seeing a study that showed white evangelical Christians in America 

were the group most in favor of using torture of terrorists if it might keep us safer
• This disturbed me - who would Jesus torture?
• In recent years, I’ve noticed a growing trend - Christian Nationalism
• This is a form of Christianity that sees America as a Christian Nation. It is an amalgamation of 

the gospel of America with the gospel of Jesus. Built into this is violence - there is a call for 
Christians to have guns and be willing to use them to defend our freedom

• You may say this is too political - but I think it needs to be said
It needs to be said because its our history 
Would it have been political to say the God revealed in Jesus is against slavery?
Would it have been political to say the God revealed in Jesus is against lynching?



Would it have been political to say the God revealed in Jesus is against discrimination?
Because if we think God sometimes allows the use of violence and if we add to that we 
imagine our country as falling away from some kind of good old days then we - like our 
grandparents who threw rocks at kids trying to integrate schools - may use violence 
again.

What We think God is Like influences how We live
• If we think God uses violence - we might consider violence
• If we think God is nonviolent love - we will follow this

• On the cross Jesus, fully God and fully human, dies for us and with us
• On the cross God is fully revealed as self-sacrificial love
• We remember these stories and say these things about Jesus and God because the death 

on the cross is not the end - the end is resurrection
• Death is not the end - Jesus conquers death not with a sword but by going into death 

and bringing life - the story ends in life
• This - conquering in this way, loving in this way, is who God is
• We remember these stories because they reveal who God is and who God has always been 

and who God will always be
• This means - All Jesus taught - love your enemies, love God, love neighbor - are what it 

means to be fully human
• These are not just temporary commands but the core of who God is
• To live like Jesus is to live in the way God made us to be


