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“Christian Responses to Terrorism” Neh. 4:9;   1/17/16 

 We live in dangerous times.  Terrorism appears to be the scourge of 

the early 21st century.  Just this past week there were terrorist attacks in 

Indonesia, which has the largest Muslim population in the world; in Turkey, 

another Muslim nation; as well as one in Afghanistan at the Pakistani 

consulate.  All of these attacks are believed to have originated with ISIS, 

which was also behind the attacks in Paris, and an ISIS-inspired couple 

committed the December attack in San Bernadino, CA that killed 14 people 

and wounded 22 others.  However, ISIS is not the only terrorist group at 

work.  Al-Qaeda was behind the 9/11 attacks and many others, and Boko 

Haram in Africa has committed several terrorist attacks in that continent, 

including the kidnapping of 300 girls in Nigeria. 

 ISIS has a stated goal of bringing the whole world under a Muslim 

Caliphate, a religious empire, but its track record where it has gained power 

has been horrifying.  Captured women have been bought and sold multiple 

times as slaves.  Men have been summarily executed, some after torture.  

And some children have been forced to become ISIS fighters.  Christians 

have been forced to flee lands where they have lived since the first century, 

or face death.  We live in dangerous times. 
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 So, what should we do?  Military and political experts have concluded 

that there are no good options.  Even if we had the will to engage in a 

strong, on-the-ground military response, it would provide a propaganda 

bonanza for Islamic militants who insist that the West is trying to destroy 

Islam.  And, we probably wouldn’t win!  We’ve learned that there are limits 

to using military power from our experience in both Iraq and Afghanistan.  

So, this morning I’m going to focus on factors that Christians need to 

consider in any military or political options we might undertake as we 

respond to terrorism. 

 Let me start by saying that most Christians believe that acting to 

protect ourselves is a valid Christian option.  Some Christians disagree- 

those in the peace wing of the church; The Brethren Church, Mennonites, 

and Amish, for example, believe that using force is always wrong, and they 

cite the teachings of Jesus to support their position.  Jesus instructed his 

followers to turn the other cheek when struck, and to love rather than hate 

their enemies.  (Matt. 5:38-42)  These Christians argue that violence never 

leads to reconciliation, which is what is required for lasting peace.  Rev. 

Martin Luther King, Jr., who we will remember tomorrow held this same 

position. 
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 But most Christians have followed the lead of St. Augustine, who 

believed that there are times when Christians may wage war to protect 

themselves or other vulnerable people.  I think he may have been 

influenced by biblical stories like the one in Nehemiah 4.   

God’s people Israel had just returned to the land of Canaan after their 

captivity in Babylon.  Under Nehemiah’s leadership, they began rebuilding 

the wall around the city that was necessary for their protection.  But kings 

and officials from nearby cities were threatened by the return of the 

Israelites to their land, so they regularly harassed the Jewish workers and 

their leaders with taunts and threats.  Finally, a coalition of these enemies 

decided to work together to destroy the wall and the Israelites.  When 

Nehemiah and the people heard about this, this is how they responded.   

“So we prayed to our God, and set a guard as a protection against them 

day and night.”  (Neh. 4:9)  I hope you caught both the spiritual and 

practical dimensions of their response.  They prayed to God, asking for 

God’s protection, and then posted a guard!  Both of these actions were 

faithful responses. 

 While I am skeptical about the overuse of military power that has 

sometimes characterized our country, I believe there are times when a 

military response is morally justified to protect ourselves. Having said that, 
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here are a couple factors that I believe Christians must consider in any 

response to terrorism. 

First, fear and anger cannot be allowed to drive our decisions.  Time 

and time again, God’s people have been called to “Fear not!”  These words 

were spoken to Abraham, Moses, Joshua, David, Mary and other heroes 

and heroines of the faith who faced danger and uncertainty.  The prophets 

often called the Jewish people to stop being afraid, and to trust God for 

their safety and security.  One of the most popular Psalms in the Bible, the 

23rd Psalm, reminds us,  “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the 

shadow of death, I will fear no evil.  For Thou art with me.” (Ps. 23:4a)  

Even when we’re threatened with death, we resist fear by remembering 

that God is walking with us.   

Listen to the first question in the Heidelberg Catechism.  

Question: “What is your only comfort, in life and in death?”  What is the 

answer?  “That I belong- body and soul, in life and in death- not to myself 

but to my faithful Savior, Jesus Christ… that he protects me so well that 

without the will of my Father in heaven not a hair can fall from my head; 

indeed that everything must fit his purpose for my salvation.”  In life and in 

death we belong to God, therefore we do not need to fear. 
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When we allow fear to drive our decisions, we deny our faith to some 

degree, and we tend to make poor decisions.  Fear has led us to some of 

our more regrettable decisions as a nation.  The Salem witch trials.  The 

slaughter of Native Americans.  The internment of Japanese-American 

citizens during WWII.  And the McCarthy hunt for American Communists in 

the 1950’s.  The common denominator of all these moral failures was fear.  

We must resist giving into fear at the expense of our values.  And beware!  

Politicians- both Democrat and Republican- will use fear to try to 

manipulate you and get your vote! 

Second, our Christian values must remain intact.  Take, for example, 

the Christian virtue of compassion, which was new in the ancient world.    

 As God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, clothe yourselves with 

compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience. (Col. 3:12)  

When we saw the pictures of the dead little boy on the beach in Greece last 

summer- a Syrian refugee, we were moved with compassion to do what we 

could to help these desperate people, most of who have fled in terror from 

the very people who are causing us such anxiety.  The problem is that we 

are afraid that ISIS will infiltrate the ranks of these refugees and do us 

harm.  The temptation is to make this into an either/or predicament- either 

remaining true to our calling to be compassionate, or protecting ourselves 
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from harm.  We must find a way to do both, and already refugees are the 

most scrutinized people coming into our country, undergoing a vetting 

process that takes around two years.  There are much easier ways for ISIS 

operatives to get here than by pretending to be refugees! 

Of course, we should pay careful attention to the vetting process, and 

enhance it if needed.  But we should continue to be the compassionate 

people God calls us to be.  And, let’s not forget the biblical admonitions in 

both the Old and New Testaments to welcome the stranger.  Let’s not 

forget that our Savior was once a refugee in the land of Egypt. 

A second virtue that Christians cannot compromise is our belief that 

all life is valuable to God.  Therefore, proposals to indiscriminately bomb 

Syrian cities where ISIS is at work are not an option for serious Christians.  

I am not naïve about this.  I am well-aware that ISIS and other terrorist 

groups often place themselves among civilians to make it more difficult for 

us to strike them.  And yet, we dare not compromise our beliefs about the 

sanctity of human life.  When St. Augustine considered the possibility of 

Christians waging war 1500 years ago, he stated that if a war was to be 

morally acceptable, non-combatant casualties must be minimized.  I think 

he was right then, and I believe he is right today. 
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We are wrestling with this one right now.  Just this week we bombed  

a bank that was funding ISIS in Mosul, Iraq.  Several civilians were killed, 

something that we knew was likely to happen when we authorized the 

strike.  How much loss of innocent life is morally justifiable?  This is a very 

difficult question, for all life is valuable to God. 

A third Christian virtue is prayer.  Believing that God is in control of all 

things, God’s people have always taken prayer seriously.  Nehemiah 

prayed and posted a guard.  Let’s not forget the prayer part.  We should 

pray for innocent people in lands controlled by ISIS, al-Qaeda and Boko 

Haram.  We should pray for our leaders and the leaders of other countries 

fighting terrorism.  We should pray that moderate Muslim leaders would 

have the courage to speak against terrorism, even though it may put them 

at great risk.  If we are to take Jesus seriously, we should even pray for our 

enemies, that God would touch their hearts and open their eyes to the evil 

that they are committing.  We need to keep praying. 

Christian responses to terrorism must resist allowing fear to drive our 

decisions, must remain true to our values, and must be bathed in prayer. 

Finally, a word of caution.  It is very easy for any nation to make 

security a god.  The great reformer, Martin Luther, once warned that no 
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matter what we say, our god is whatever or whoever we trust to relieve our 

deepest fears.  It is tempting to make security our god, sacrificing our 

identity as followers of Jesus Christ in order to attain it.  Perfect security is 

impossible in a fallen world.  Attempting to implement it leads to 

totalitarianism- think Russia under Stalin or North Korea today.  Of course, 

we need to take reasonable measures to protect ourselves, but we cannot 

sacrifice our Christian values to do so.  Ultimately we trust in God for our 

security. 

God’s people have faced lethal danger many times in their history.  

While slaves in Egypt, and as they were threatened by the Philistines, 

Assyrians, Babylonians, Greeks, and Romans.  Early Christians faced 

persecution from Jews and Romans.  Later Christians have suffered under 

Hitler and Communism.  Because of that, we have abundant resources in 

the Bible and through the history of the church testifying to God’s 

faithfulness in the midst of danger, reminding us that in life and in death, we 

belong to God.  May God grant us wisdom and courage for living in a 

dangerous time. 


