
Does God Endorse Genocide in Deuteronomy 7?

The Old Testament scholar Christopher Wright (Deuteronomy, p 106) says this of Deut. 7: 

‘Divine love and grace stand at the core of a chapter commanding total destruction!’

I don’t know about you, but I find saying this about a passage that hands down such a savage 

foreign policy a little difficult to swallow. This is due largely to its apparent immorality. Not to 

put too fine a point on it: Does the monotheism we encounter in Deuteronomy sanction genocide?

Might the attack dogs of contemporary atheism actually be on to something? Take 

Christopher Hitchens, for example. He doesn’t pull his punches: ‘religion is not unlike racism. 

One version of it inspires and provokes the other’ (God Is Not Great; p. 35). Or, again, he describes 

religion as: ‘Violent, irrational, intolerant, a#ied to racism and tribalism and bigotry, invested in 

ignorance…’ (p. 56). Is Hitchens onto something? What can we say to this?

At one level, and quite simply, the story has moved on. What God commands here in 

Deuteronomy, and what Israel carries out in the subsequent conquest of the land, is ancient 

history. It’s not an instruction or even a precedent for today. That chapter’s closed.

But this leaves us asking Why did God not only permit but actually command it?

I think that there are five factors that must contribute to any response:

1)We should not automatically assume contemporary that our moral standards are 

superior and right.

There are plenty of quite despicable aspects of our own culture and morality that we are 

often blind to. And yet people from other cultures—those influenced by the moral 

sensibility of Islam for example—usually see them very clearly and name them as immorality.

I’m not saying this is true in the case of Deuteronomy. What I am saying is that we need to 

be careful not to automatically assume that because it stirs up revulsion in us, that we’ve 

rightly understood and assessed it. It’s often said that if you can’t see what reason someone 

could possibly have for an opinion they’ve expressed or an action they’ve taken, then you 

probably haven’t understood them.

And so we need to be careful as we wrestle with the rights and wrongs of what we read here 

in Deuteronomy. We need to be careful that we’ve understood it on its own terms before we 

pass judgement on it.
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2)What Deuteronomy 7 commands falls short of a wholesale endorsement of 

genocide.

To begin with, it doesn’t originate in blanket xenophobia. As Deuteronomy itself spells out 

again and again, aliens and strangers don’t only have a place within Israel—they’re welcomed 

with open arms! Israel is a nation with its own history of being aliens and strangers in a 

foreign land. Its bondage in Egypt was burned on this people’s collective memory (or at least 

it ought to have be). And so the alien and stranger in Israel’s midst is to be treated well—not 

savagely annihilated.

What’s more, from the very beginning Israel was ethnically mixed. In the exodus from 

Egypt it wasn’t only genetic descendants of Abraham but a ‘mixed multitude’ that went out 

under Moses’ leadership (Exodus 12.30–38). Likewise, all through its history non-ethnic 

Israelites were incorporated into the nation as they turn to Israel’s God, the Creator of all. 

This no compromise policy when it comes to the Canaanites sits alongside the welcome 

extended to other non-ethnic Israelites.

And so—and this is important to underline—the uncompromising foreign policy handed 

down in Deuteronomy 7 when it comes to the Canaanites is justified on religious (not ethnic) 

grounds. Again and again it’s the danger of theological compromise—of being snared or led 

away to worship other, false gods—that’s cited as the reason for so savagely dealing with the 

inhabitants of the land. And that’s why so much attention is given over to describing how to 

deal with their ‘apparatus of worship’. It’s about ‘sin-ocide’ not genocide.

As we’ve seen in Deuteronomy, the uniqueness of Israel’s God, YHWH, the Creator and 

ruler of all, demands our total and undiluted loyalty. And it rules out idolatry as well as 

syncretism, that ‘mixing’ of true worship with false. The policy in Deuteronomy 7 reflects 

this. It is about preserving the theological integrity of God’s people, protecting it from 

contamination and compromise.

For that is the danger the Canaanites represent. The threat they pose is the corruption and 

contamination of the purity of Israel’s worship. Canaanite religion, the archaeologists tell us, 

was like a virus that couldn’t be easily contained. It couldn’t be quarantined from the rest of 

life. It infected everything—touching their farming practices, their civic life, their approach 

to family, childhood, aging, and even death. Thus, it was kind of a distorted mirror-image of 

the all embracing worship of the one true God of all the earth.
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Of course, recognising this is no ‘cure all’. God’s name has often been co-opted and pressed 

into the service of selfish and even xenophobic agendas. Theology can serve as a fig leaf for 

much darker forces. Which means that we also need to recognise that, assuming Israel 

successfully implements the policy laid out here, the envisaged outcome may not be quite so 

wholesale as appears on first reading.

Take the command in Deut 7.2 to ‘utterly destroy’ the inhabitants of the land. Appearances 

aside, this is it’s not necessarily demanding the total annihilation of Canaanites. The word 

underlying it in the original language is very difficult to translate and may imply more of the 

idea of ‘an absolute and irrevocable renouncing of things or persons, a refusal to take any gain 

or profit from them’ (Wright Deuteronomy, p 109).

So it may not so much be about destroying the Canaanites completely as refusing to benefit 

from or somehow become beholden to them. Israel is to give the Canaanites no foot in the 

door to make a claim on their loyalty down the track: ‘You wouldn’t be so prosperous if it 

wasn’t for us’...

And it makes sense in the context to read the command in verse 2 like this. Because, if the 

Canaanites were totally wiped out then it seems a little strange for God to go on and say (at 

the end of verse 2): ‘Make no covenant with them and show them no mercy. Do not intermarry with 

them, giving your daughters to their sons, or taking their daughters for your sons...’ Brokering deals 

with the Canaanites or intermarrying with them are impossible courses of action if land’s 

inhabitants are annihilated!

Much the same could be said about the step by step conquest envisaged in the second half of 

the chapter. A gradual, bit by bit takeover of the land requires something other than an 

either-or policy—either completely and instantly wipe them out or sacrifice your integrity 

and become polluted and compromised by virtue of their mere presence in the land. No. 

The kind of campaign envisaged is one in which gradual progress is made. Israel is going to 

enter step by step into the full experience of God’s gracious gift of the land.

This is what demands an uncompromising policy in which no deals are struck, no footholds 

given for the virus of Canaanite idolatry. And this is the shape it’s to take. Renunciation of 

gain not necessarily wholesale slaughter. (Although, you might protest that even if it is not 

wholesale, the retail still seems pretty bad!)
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3)The Canaanites are singled out in order to face the specific (and long delayed) 

judgement of God.

This judgement was originally announced in Genesis 15. And its implementation was long 

delayed as an expression of God’s patience and mercy. For, as God told Abraham then, ‘the 

iniquity of the Amorites is not yet complete’ (Genesis 15.16).

Taking the long view, then, there is no question of the justice of the punishment God 

instructs his people to mete out here. God has already over-stretched his patience.

What’s more, because this policy enacts the specific judgement of God, we have to see that 

it’s not an issue of Israel’s supremacy over all other nations. The issue is rather YHWH’s 

supremacy over all other gods.

This is reflected in the emphasis given to God’s going ahead of his people. He gives them the 

land. Fighting for them. Stretching out his mighty hand in their favour. And even more 

clearly, as God is careful to remind Israel at the dead centre of this chapter, Israel can hardly 

claim to find the source of their supremacy in themselves—in their background or record of 

achievements. Verse 7:

‘It was not because you were more numerous than any other people that the LORD set his heart on you 

and chose you—for you were the fewest of a# peoples. It was because the LORD loved you and kept the 

oath he swore to your ancestors, that the LORD brought you out with a mighty hand, and redeemed you 

*om the house of slavery, *om the hand of Pharaoh king of Egypt’.

This is a truth that’s hammered home as the story of Israel unfolds: YHWH is supreme even 

over against his own people. His plan is to deal with sin. Israel is his chosen instrument to do 

so. But when they fall into sin themselves, they are justly punished. God may have graciously 

bound himself to the family of Abraham. But he remains the Lord—sovereign and supreme. 

He won’t be pressed into the service of their agendas. He is no idol. He’s the living Lord! 

The Maker of heaven and earth. He is supreme. Israel answers to him, not the other way 

around.

Indeed, the uncompromising foreign policy Israel is to adopt when it comes to the 

Canaanites is a component in God’s larger work. A work which achieves his longstanding 

purposes to deal once and for all with the sin and evil that has invaded his creation because 

of human rebellion.
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4)This chapter embodies Deuteronomy’s consistent call for absolute commitment 

to the integrity of God’s people.

Israel has been given a very special identity as a result of God’s election. It’s there at the end 

of verse 6: ‘the LORD your God has chosen you out of a# the peoples on earth to be his people, his 

treasured possession’.

This verse may well have been one of those deeply resonant, stirring texts—like a theme 

song or national anthem—for many Israelites. Its words and images powerfully call to mind 

that crowing moment of the exodus from Egypt, when God gathered his people around 

himself at Mount Sinai and spoke to them. Giving a rag-tag bunch of ex-slaves a new 

identity. There, God said: ‘you sha# be my treasured possession out of a# the peoples [...] the whole 

earth is mine, but you sha# be for me a priestly kingdom and a holy nation’ (Exodus 19.5–6).

In God’s abundant and unmerited generosity he, the Creator and possessor of the whole 

earth, tips his hand. He reveals that this wannabe nation of former slaves is going to play a 

leading role in his mission to reclaim the entire creation from the evil that’s invaded it.

Consequently, what lies behind this no compromise policy in Deuteronomy 7 is bound up 

with Israel’s God-given identity. As God’s treasured possession—his priestly kingdom and 

holy nation—Israel is commissioned to bring the knowledge of YHWH (and his blessing) to 

the nations. And that’s something Israel can’t possibly do if idolatry or syncretism creeps in 

and compromises its integrity!

This no-compromise foreign policy when it comes to the Canaanites is how they are to live 

out their God given identity.

5)We must see that the policy in Deuteronomy 7 is part of the unfolding revelation 

of how God is fulfilling his promise to bless all nations through Abraham…

The story of God’s faithful fulfilment of his promise to Abraham is a story that we look back 

over from a privileged position—in its final chapter, this side of the cross and resurrection 

of Jesus. And as we look back, we see that what was still playing itself out in Deuteronomy 7, 

is what is now fulfilled and vindicated in Jesus:

On the one hand we see God’s loving desire to bless a# nations (which always also had its 

‘shadow side’ if you recall God’s promise to Abraham: ‘I will bless those who bless you, and 

those who curse you I wi# curse’).
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And on the other hand we see God’s faithful commitment to a particular family and nation. A 

commitment which was to be answered by exclusive and absolute loyalty on Israel’s part. 

Israel was to rigorously maintain the integrity God had given it (which also had its ‘shadow 

side’: the ruthless weeding out of all wickedness as God sanctifies a people for himself).

This is one of Scripture’s grand themes. A golden thread that weaves its way through the 

whole story, tying it together: God ’s blessing comes through—and not in spite of—judgement. God’s 

ultimate purposes are secured by means of—and not as an alternative to—the condemnation 

of everything that opposes him. Thus, God’s gracious intention to bless and the savagery 

and ferocity of his opposition to sin—which Deuteronomy 7 gives us such a vivid glimpse of

—comes together even more clearly and astoundingly in the cross of Jesus.

Even so, condemnation still faces those who reject him. This is as true now as it was when 

God spoke this word to Israel on the plains of Moab. God does not fulfi# his loving intention at 

the cost of truth. Even at its most universal and all-embracing, God’s promise of blessing is 

nothing like that contemporary idol, Tolerance. It’s about the world wide worship of the 

true God. The one who graciously rescues and takes hold of us as his own in Jesus.

The Gospel of John says: ‘Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life; [but] whoever disobeys 

the Son wi# not see life, but must endure God ’s wrath’ (John 3.36). This is the fulfilment of God’s 

promise to Abraham. And this is what we’re observe in process in Deuteronomy 7…
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