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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

Third Sunday of Advent; December 15th, 2013 

Matthew 11:2-15 

“Is God Violent or Not?” 

~~~~~~~~ 

  Scripture Introduction to Matthew 11:2-15 

Last week we were in the desert with John.  We heard his harsh 

words to the religious authorities, to the guys in the robes.  John 

pulled their file and wrote those leaders a ticket for working 

with expired tags.  John was reminding us and those who came 

out to him to be baptized in the river Jordan that God’s reign is 

near and everyone must clear away the wheat from the chaff if 

we want to see what God is doing.  John was mapping a new 

way through the wilderness and trying to prepare his followers 

and us for the Kingdom of God. 

 

Not too long after John had been preaching in the desert, Jesus 

also came to be baptized by John in the river.  John knew the 

Messiah when he saw him, and he said to Jesus – I need to be 

baptized by you, and do you come to me.  Yet, to fulfill all 

righteousness, Jesus was baptized by John.  As Jesus was raised 

from the water, John heard the voice from heaven saying – This 

is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.  And 

John’s heart must have nearly burst with joy and anticipation of 

what soon would be established and what would soon befall the 

unrighteous!  God, indeed, was near and heads were going to 

roll!  Remember John had taught that the ax was lying at the 

root of the tree and the chaff would burn with unquenchable 

fire.  Soon and very soon there was going to be a King!  Soon 

and very soon there was going to be a righteous fire! Soon and 
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very soon the chaff would be cleared from the thrashing floor! 

 

Months, maybe years, pass from the moment of Jesus’ baptism 

to the events of the reading for this day.  Much has happened to 

John, the wilderness preacher.  He did not stop preaching; how 

could he!  He continued on with even more fervor preaching 

about the reign of God near and the need for clearing away the 

underbrush of sinfulness.  After all, the Messiah had been in his 

river, in his wilderness, in his hands; so John preached and 

preached and preached until his file was pulled by an 

unrighteous officer of the law and he was cast down. 

 

You see, one within earshot of John was Herod.  John was not 

one to shy away from controversy or from speaking hard truths 

– even and especially to people in power.  As Jesus said of his 

cousin, John is not a reed shaking in the wind; John is not a 

man of soft robes living in a royal palace.  John the Baptist 

spoke the truth as he saw it without regard to personal 

consequences.  And John knew that Herod – a Jew by birth – 

had traveled to Rome and while he was there had seduced his 

brother Philip’s wife, Herodias, and then married her.  This, 

according to the Levitical Law, was an abomination before God.  

John told Herod and the crowds that Herod was violating the 

teachings of Moses.  Herod, not surprisingly, flexed his 

considerable political muscle and had John arrested.  Herod 

would have liked to have put John to death but he feared the 

crowd who regarded John as a prophet.   

 

So, John of the desert, John of the open air, John of the 

wilderness, John who had held the head of the Messiah as he 
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lowered him into the flowing waters of the Jordan River, this 

very same John was now in a dungeon prison at the mercy of the 

drunken whims of a despot.  And while he was there he began 

to question the identity of Jesus.  Maybe it was the trauma and 

pain that John, the out-of-doors-man, was experiencing in the 

darkness and confinement of his cell that caused him to 

question?  Maybe it was isolation from the people who 

hungered for his word that was turning his spirit toward 

uncertainty?  Maybe he was disappointed that the Messiah, if 

Jesus was the Messiah, was not chopping down the dead wood, 

burning the chaff in unquenchable fire – Herod to be specific?  

At any rate and for whatever reason, John had a question for 

Jesus.   

Listen for the Word of God in Matthew 11:2-15. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Flannery O’Conner had a fascination with Matthew 11:12.  

Flannery O’Conner was a Roman Catholic and spiritual themes 

run through much of her work as a novelist and writer of short 

stories.  She was intrigued by one of the verses we just read.  

The New Revised Standard Version translates Matthew 11:12 

this way: From the days of John the Baptist until now the 

kingdom of heaven has suffered violence, and the violent take it 

by force.  There must be some textual difficulties here because 

even within the NRSV there is a footnote that offers what seems 

to me to be a fairly remarkable alternative.  The note says that 

the phrase has suffered violence could be translated has been 

coming violently.  The verse with this alternative reading would 

be this: From the days of John the Baptist until now the kingdom 

of heaven has been coming violently, and the violent take it by 

force.   
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Well, Flannery O’Conner’s version of the Bible, the 

Douay-Rheims, translates the verse this way: And from the days 

of John the Baptist until now, the kingdom of heaven suffereth 

violence, and the violent bear it away.  Ms O’Conner wrote to 

many priests and read theologians trying to find an 

interpretation that satisfied her.  She found several possible 

readings: violence might mean forces used by religious zealots 

to establish the kingdom of heaven; it might refer to destructive 

acts by the powers of evil to hinder the kingdom; or it could 

mean a type of sacrificing violence through which the kingdom 

of heaven would clear a way for itself.  None of these worked 

for her.   

 

If Flannery O’Conner were alive today and if she had written 

me about the meaning of the verse and had I responded with 

what I am about to tell you .... she would have continued her 

search.  She might have written some of you.  Anyway, I have 

a thought on the matter and I base my interpretation on the 

footnote in the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible – 

From the days of John the Baptist until now the kingdom of 

heaven has been coming violently, and the violent take it by 

force.   

~~~~~~~~ 

To explain my position on this I think we have to begin with 

Jesus’ own clear demarcation between the old and the new age.  

John, according to Jesus, is the greatest of the old age, but John, 

according to Jesus, is the least in the new age.  There is a clear 

marker laid down here between the old and new, between John’s 

understanding of the kingdom the Messiah would usher into the 
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world and Jesus’ actual embodiment of that kingdom.   

 

So, what is the difference between the kingdom of heaven as 

John understood it and the reign of God that Jesus was ushering 

into being?  Remember John shouted to the Scribes and 

Pharisees and Sadducees that the ax was lying at the root of the 

tree and chaff would be burned with unquenchable fire.  For 

John, the Kingdom of God was to come violently – just as the 

alternative verse says it came up until John.  The violent would 

take the kingdom by force.  For John, God would bring in 

God’s Royal Rule with a holy vengeance.  There would be hell 

to pay and God would make sure the unrighteous would get 

their lawful due.  Remember John expected Jesus to baptize 

with fire, and I suspect John was not thinking metaphorically.   

 

But John heard in prison what Jesus was doing, and it did not 

sound to him at all like the final cataclysmic battle between 

good and evil that he expected.  Jesus was not a King like King 

David and he was not  running with the horsemen to gather up 

God’s warriors to confront once and for all the impure and 

sacrilegious and idolatrous in a battle that would finally and 

forever settle the score and allow righteousness to triumph in 

bloody victory.  John heard what Jesus was doing – or what he 

was failing to do – so he sent a question to Jesus: Are you the 

one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?   

 

Jesus replied: Tell John what you hear and see: the blind receive 

their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf 

hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought 

to them.  And blessed is anyone who takes no offense at me.  
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Notice what is not in Jesus’ answer – nowhere are heads going 

to roll!  Nowhere are armies going to drive the heathens from 

the land of the forebears!  Nowhere is there a violent uprising 

to establish God’s reign; rather, it comes through healing and 

encouragement and compassion.  For Jesus, it seems to me at 

least, violence is not and can never be redemptive in the new 

Kingdom of God.  The new age of God’s reign is built on love 

and compassion even if it leads to crucifixion.  The new age of 

God’s rule will never be built upon violence.   

 

From the days of John the Baptist until now the kingdom of 

heaven has been coming violently and the violent take it by 

force .... and the implication is ... those violent days of building 

the kingdom are over.  It will come now with non-violent 

resistance and with compassion and love.  

~~~~~~~~ 

John Dominic Crossan, Professor Emeritus at DePaul University 

and renowned scholar, was interviewed a few years ago by Terri 

Gross on “Fresh Air” just after the publication of his book In 

Search of Paul: How Jesus’ Apostle Opposed Rome’s Empire 

with God’s Kingdom.  According to Professor Crossan, Paul 

established churches – small groups of Christians who probably 

met in street shops – all across the Roman Empire.  These small 

groups were usually started in capital cities.  In doing so, Paul 

was offering a counter empire to Rome.  The counter empire 

was based on the justice of God in Jesus.   

 

The whole conversation with Terri Gross was interesting, but 

the comment that really caught my attention for our purposes 

here was this.  Dr. Crossan said that our society’s, our world’s 
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drug of choice is violence.  He said, as followers of Jesus and 

his apostle Paul we have to ask ourselves – Is God violent or 

not?  Do we or do we not believe in a violent God?  At that 

point John Crossan talked about the images put forth by some 

preachers which focus on the end of time that will come with 

the white horseman of the apocalypse having the blood of the 

unfaithful up to the bridle of his horse for 200 miles – images 

taken from the book of Revelation.  Dr. Crossan does not think 

this image of the second coming of Jesus is faithful to the 

teachings and embodiment of compassion and peace of Jesus of 

Nazareth nor of Paul (Fresh Air, Nov. 24, 2004). 

~~~~~~~~ 

It is an important question – Do we or do we not believe in a 

violent God?  The problem is that sometimes we do and 

sometimes we do not.  We are all too ready to pray for God to 

destroy our enemies and all too ready to assign to our causes 

holiness and deservedness of the violent protection of God.  But 

does any use of violence in our world square with the 

compassion and grace and non-violent love embodied in Jesus?  

Great men and women of faith – John the Baptist included – 

have had questions about Jesus because he did not come with a 

sword in his hand.  Jesus came with healing in his touch and 

forgiveness in his voice and arms that opened wide to include 

even his enemies.  Jesus came bringing the Kingdom of God on 

the wings of a dove rather than by the strike of the sword.   

 

So how do we prepare our hearts during this advent season to 

welcome Jesus into our lives and into our world?  We need to 

train our eyes to see God’s work in all acts of kindness and 

grace and mercy and healing and non-violent resistance to 
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injustice.  If there is a message to glean from the infant child 

born to poor parents and on the run from the wrath of a 

power-crazed and violent prone ruler, it is to look to the 

vulnerable for signs of God’s presence.  Look to the weak and 

to the poor and to the least powerful in our world for signs of 

God at work.   

 

God is at work wherever compassion, love, forgiveness, light 

are embodied in vulnerable flesh.  God is not violent; God 

comes to us as a baby in a manger. It is a very radical belief – 

God came into the world in the fragile flesh of an infant child 

subject to cold, to heat, to the potential of neglect, to the 

political movements of his day, to all the things that any poor 

baby was vulnerable.  This baby came as the embodiment of 

the Almighty God, the Lord of Lords, the King of Kings.  The 

question of Advent is:  Will we look for God there?  As a 

baby?  In the vulnerable ones of the world?  Will we  

see God there? 
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