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I would love to talk with you about the issues this book
addresses. Please come ask me a question or comment
on my blog posts at:
http://InnocentBloodCruciform.tumblr.com
– John Ensor

LEST INNOCENT
BLOOD BE SHED
Introduction and Summary

This book takes its cue from Deuteronomy 19:7-10.
Therefore I command you, You shall set apart three
cities. And if the Lord your God enlarges your
territory, as he has sworn to your fathers, and gives
you all the land that he promised to give to your
fathers…then you shall add three other cities to these
three, lest innocent blood be shed in your land that
the Lord your God is giving you for an inheritance,
and so the guilt of bloodshed be upon you.
Here, God commands his people to take extensive
precautions and invest significant effort, even to the point
of establishing cities, in order to avoid three terrible results:
1. The shedding of innocent blood
2. The resulting bloodguilt
3. The judgments of the Lord implied in the term
bloodguilt
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The clear principle set forth in this passage is also
developed throughout Scripture by numerous commands
and examples—God’s people are called to prevent both
the death of innocents and the bloodguilt that results. The
purpose of this book is to explore, explain, and urge our
obedience to this call.
In what ways have God’s people taken this principle
to heart and lived it out? Where they have been successful,
how did they find the courage to prevent the shedding
of innocent blood? These are some of the key questions
explored in the following chapters.
Finally, at the end of the book, I flip the script. Instead
of trying to understand the will of God and calling us to
be faithful in it, I look at the matter of shedding innocent
blood and bloodguilt from Satan’s perspective. I have
never spent much time trying to understand the mind of
the Evil One. In doing so here I only seek to be faithful to
what God has revealed about our adversary in Scripture
on this matter.
What I have discovered is sobering, indeed – Satan
sees the connection between rescuing the innocent and
bringing Good News to the guilty. Most Christians do not.
Few of us today even take the time to consider whether
such a connection might exist. Too many of us think, or
simply assume, that rescuing the innocent and bringing
Good News to the guilty are separate issues. Satan knows
they are not separate. The people I present in this book
know they are distinct issues, but not separable issues. These
men and women represent a remarkable Christian heritage,
a heritage in which courage is exercised and sacrifice is
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embraced in order to prevent the shedding of innocent
blood. My hope is that something in the following pages
will spur on courageous, cross-bearing labor—labor that
can turn this heritage into a legacy for the next generation.

Lest Innocent Blood Be Shed
One of the well-marked books in my library is Lest
Innocent Blood Be Shed. The author, Phillip Hallie, writes,
“During the four years of the German occupation of
France, the village of Le Chambon, with a population of
about 3,000 impoverished people, saved the lives of about
5,000 Jewish refugees. Most of them were children.” 1
I read this story for the first time nearly thirty years
ago. I recently pulled it off my shelf to reread. I was
stunned to see how heavily marked it was in my own
handwriting: “Take note!”, “Our moral obligation,” “cf.
Proverbs 24,” “Saw themselves as faithful,” “Living out
PGS” (Parable of the Good Samaritan). I was digging
out of their story something I was also observing in
Scripture—there are occasions when courage is required
of our faith.
As Christians, we all know this in a general way. We
love to tell the stories of those who proved faithful to
God’s call and gave themselves to courageous living in
spite of opposition and want. The men of Issachar are
described as those “who had understanding of the times,
to know what Israel ought to do” (1 Chronicles 12:32).
There have always been a few people like these, people
who understood the challenges of their own day and how
God would have them respond.
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The problem with quoting historical examples such
as the rescuers of Jews in the village of Le Chambon, is
that it is easy to see now what was at stake then. Everyone
today can see how the faithful ones back then were
marked by their courage. Everyone today can dismiss the
moral cowardice and compromise of those who passively
accepted what should have been openly and courageously
opposed.
I do not want to write a book that effectively has me
standing on the corner with my arms raised, praying, “I
thank you, Father, that I am not like those morally blind
and cowardly leaders of the past.” Historical examples
only have value if they produce self-examination. So we
must ask, what is the inviolable principle that moved the
people of Le Chambon to give so much, risk so much,
and in some cases lose everything in order to be faithful
to God’s command? In what form is this same principle
under attack today? How must we fight the same battle as
it is being reconstituted on our own watch? In this matter,
is our theology and its application truly attuned to the
specific circumstances of the present generation?
But then we must probe our hearts and our theology
further. Do we hold theologically elaborate, wellreasoned positions today that, in truth, simply protect
and preserve a job, a position, the status quo? Does
the theology that truly controls our life choices and
daily actions summon us to cross-bearing labor? Or to
something decidedly more self-focused? That is, are we
keen to learn from Scripture and history when courage is
demanded of our faith?
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My Purpose and My Plea
My purpose in this book is to examine present-day
situations in which courage is required of our faith,
lest innocent blood be shed. These situations can arise
seemingly by happenstance, by an escalation of tensions,
or by public policy.
My plea is that whenever we encounter such a
situation we resolve not to accept it, rationalize it, bury
it under allegedly higher priorities, or pretend we do not
know it is happening. Instead, like those who came before
us and who are commended for their faithfulness, may we
fight the shedding of innocent blood with all our moral
might and practical effort, on the spot and for the long haul.
This plea gathers its force from four convictions:
1. God presents the prevention of the shedding of
innocent blood as a matter of highest priority.
2. As Christians, we have accepted a false choice
between the temporal value of human life and the
eternal value.
3. There is a unique courage that comes from faith.
4. The shedding of innocent blood is and has always
been central to the fierce and desperate strategy of the
Enemy.

The Priority of Prevention
God always presents the shedding of innocent blood to
his people as a matter of the highest priority. It comes to us
in a way that knocks us off stride (or ought to). It messes
with our schedules. It is arresting. It interrupts our normal
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patterns, at least temporarily. When life-saving actions are
required to prevent the shedding of innocent blood, it falls
particularly upon us, who believe, to suffer the imposition and take whatever preventive steps are necessary, lest
innocent blood be shed and bloodguilt stain us all.
Some years ago, rapid spring melting led to massive
flooding along the Mississippi in the Quad cities area of
Illinois and Iowa. Homes, farmland, livestock, and people
were all in danger. My mother called to tell me she was
dropping everything to drive west about 150 miles to
help fill sandbags. The woman was almost 70! She was
not going to be stopped. I thought, “Something bad could
happen to her.” Then I reflected on how much Christ had
changed her life and realized that this was normative risky
behavior for someone who has come to love God and
neighbor. If trouble comes by such behavior, it is the kind
of trouble that glorifies God and the gospel. She did fine.
The kinds of actions needed to preserve human life are
interruptive by nature. That is how you can tell in a particular circumstance when someone values life—that person is
willing to be interrupted to protect it. In most cases, we can
easily tweak and juggle things so that the death of others, or
the threat of their death, does not impact us directly. We can
maneuver like this because the innocents in danger are often
powerless people, marginal actors on the social scene, rarely
the kind of people who can force our attention or compel
a change of plans. They are hardly ever personal friends or
potential partners, contributors, or clients—should these
people come into the cross-hairs of death, no word from
God is needed to compel us to look out for them.
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This raises a vital point: The commands of Scripture
exist that we might be compelled to do what does not come
naturally.
The innocents whom God has commanded us to
care about are precisely the kind of people we are apt to
overlook—and would prefer to overlook. The psalmist
states plainly, “Maintain the rights of the afflicted and
the destitute….Rescue the weak and the needy…deliver
them from the hand of the wicked” (Psalm 82:3-4). These
people have little or no claim on our love or kindness.
Their problems are not personal to us. They are usually
strangers. But they are personal friends of our God. In
their plight they have cried out to God for help. He has
heard their cry. In response, God calls us to look for them
and drop everything, if need be, to come to their aid. Lest
innocent blood be shed.

The False Choice
My second conviction arises out of a false choice I see
blowing in the wind. We who love God, cherish the
gospel, and affirm the ultimate value of one’s eternal life
(soul) must never, never, never neglect life’s temporal value.
A biblically based, cross-centered commitment does not
lead to a focus on eternal life at the expense of mortal life.
It values both, each in their own way. If you see them in an
either/or dynamic, consider how this is a false choice.
If the shedding of innocent blood is not truly of central
concern to us, then neither can the cross of Christ be our
supreme concern. After all, what is it that elevates the cross
to supreme importance? The shedding of innocent blood.
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This false choice between eternal life and temporal
life is not just unbiblical. It is deeply unattractive. In the
Parable of the Good Samaritan, Jesus describes how
the Priest, the Levite, and the Samaritan are all, in turn,
confronted by the same instance of innocent blood
being shed. The actions of the first two are distasteful,
repugnant, offensive to the law of love. Love does more
than bemoan murder. It stops it by all practical effort.
When we stand witness to people, who claim to love
God, ignoring the shedding of innocent blood in favor
of “more important” things, Jesus doesn’t want us just to
point out that it’s wrong. He wants us to feel something.
He wants us to be morally offended.
Loving God and loving neighbor are not separate
choices. One flows sweetly from the other. Loving my
neighbor will always mean a desire to help him or her
find the grace of God in all its manifestations. Loving
my neighbor will occasionally arrest me, and maybe
even require me to help prevent someone from being
murdered. Loving God and loving neighbor are never
at odds with each other. Those who try to do one at the
expense of the other offend both God and neighbor. I
hope to prove this.

The Courage That Comes from Faith
The third conviction behind my plea is that the courage
needed to oppose, if not stop, the shedding of innocent
blood (suffering in the process, if necessary), is not
something besides faith or other than faith or in addition
to faith. It is a courage that flows from faith and is
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produced by faith. Believing in God works. By this I mean
that belief in God produces good works. And one of the
good works that faith itself generates is cross-bearing
courage to rescue the innocent.
This kind of courage, which is actually just faith acting
under pressure, is also attractive and winsome to others.
Christians down through the ages have known this is true.
We write about it all the time. We herald it. We have been
wooed and won by those who demonstrate it. When we
are not writing or reading real stories of righteous, Godglorifying courage, we are making them up in novels.
I dare you to read Hebrews 11:35-38 with fresh eyes
and not experience the beauty of courage toward God.
Some were tortured, refusing to accept release, so that
they might rise again to a better life. Others suffered
mocking and flogging, and even chains and imprisonment. They were stoned, they were sawn in two, they
were killed with the sword. They went about in skins
of sheep and goats, destitute, afflicted, mistreated—
of whom the world was not worthy—wandering
about in deserts and mountains, and in dens and caves
of the earth.
Where does such strength come from? Where for
example, did the midwives of Egypt find the courage
to defy the law of the land and refuse to shed innocent
blood? Where did Rahab find the courage to rescue the
spies at risk to her life? Gideon, Samuel, the prophets
and others “enforced justice” (Hebrews 11:33). Where
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did they get the courage to do this? “By faith, Rahab…
welcomed the spies” (Hebrews 11:31). “Through faith…
they enforced justice.” There is a courage required of our
faith and supplied through our faith.
The reason this is important is that when you are
confronted with a situation in which a lack of action will
result in the shedding of innocent blood and bloodguilt,
you never know if your intervention will succeed or get
you in trouble. That is why faith demands courage. Some
were enabled to shut the mouths of lions (Hebrews 11:33).
Others were sawn in two (Hebrews 11:37). Bad things
can happen when you follow Christ. But they are bad
things that are good for you. Avoiding them means that
good things that are bad for you may be preserved. To me,
that appears to be the take-away lesson of Hebrews 11.
When you entrust your life to Christ and to his safekeeping, you can afford to risk it. This is why I say that
courage is required or demanded of us who have saving
faith. Thankfully, looking to God is how God supplies
us the courage we need to be faithful. To be precise, it is
not that we need faith plus courage. We simply need the
courage that faith in God produces. As water can turn to
ice, faith in God can turn into life-saving, death-defying
action. Lest innocent blood be shed.

The Designs of Our Adversary
The fourth conviction giving rise to my plea comes from
a trembling look at the enemy’s plans. Our adversary,
the Devil, has a gospel-centered plan as well—he is fully
committed to stopping its progress! He must stop the
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spread of the gospel and delay the fulfillment of the Great
Commission to delay his own day of judgment (Revelation 12:12).
One of his primary weapons of choice is the blunt
instrument of child-killing—the most heinous form of
the shedding of innocent blood. Look at how Satan has
acted down through history.
In Egypt. Not knowing whom God had elected to
deliver Israel out of bondage, Satan employed the brutal
weapon of mass child-killing to try to snuff out the life
and work of Moses (Exodus 1).
In the Promised Land. Satan enticed Israel into
child-sacrifice (Psalm 106: 37-38) in a way that seemed
to make God a perverse partner in the offense, for it was
done in the name of pleasing God. I suspect Satan was
trying to trap God in his righteousness, forcing him to
destroy his own people out of his righteous indignation
and thus destroy the work of redemption.
At the incarnation. The inconsolable mothers of
Bethlehem also bear witness that Satan was willing to use
the blunt instrument of mass child-killing in his attempt
to devour the One Child before he could grow up to rule
as both Savior and Lord.
In our midst. Satan continues to wield the same
weapon today, devouring as many innocents as possible
in an attempt to kill those who would otherwise grow up
to advance and complete the cause of Christ among every
tribe and tongue and nation (Revelation 12:17).
So there you go. I have spilled the beans on all my
conclusions. I have given you a few of the biblical markers
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that have led me down this path. As this book continues,
you will see that I have found both glorious and shameful
examples that add light to that path. These examples lead
to places that will make you squirm (at least, they made
me squirm) and put everything to the test.
Will you look at the shedding of innocent blood in
our midst today and find the courage, the courage that
flows from faith, to run to the point of the spear?
That is my invitation to you as you continue with this
book.

I would love to talk with you about the issues this book
addresses. Please come ask me a question or comment
on my blog posts at:
http://InnocentBloodCruciform.tumblr.com
– John Ensor
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ONE

BLOODPRECIOUS

Christ Died for the Innocent

From oppression and violence he redeems their life,
and precious is their blood in his sight.
– Psalm 72:1
There are no important divisions between human beings. The
main distinction among people is between those who believe that
those in need are as precious as they themselves are, and those
who do not believe this. 2
– André Trocmé

The work that Christ accomplished on the cross is far
more extensive than we often imagine. Christ did not only
die for the guilty. He died for the innocent.
Consider Psalm 72. In verse 14, the Psalmist looks
to the suffering and death of the innocent and says,
“Precious is their blood in his sight.” When blood is used
this way in Scripture it refers to human life in the flesh,
this temporary phase when our eternal being is housed
in a mortal body. That life is precious to God. The same
Psalm tells us that God “delivers the needy when he
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calls…He has pity on the weak…and saves the lives of the
needy. From oppression and violence he redeems their
life” (72:12-14). Christians rightly look to and rely on
promises like these from Scripture all the time. So it is only
proper to ask, how does God deliver, save, and redeem the
lives of people from oppression and violence?
The direct means he uses from one situation to the
next may vary widely but the unifying factor, the underlying reality that makes it all possible, is the same in each
case. God delivers, saves, and redeems, whether temporally or eternally, because of and through the cross.
Christ died for the innocent. Think it through with me.

The Power of the Cross for
Temporal Salvation
By innocent, I don’t mean sinless before God. All of us
are guilty before a holy God. I mean harmless, pure, or
free from guilt before our fellow man or the laws of man.
Babies and little children come to mind first when we
speak of the innocent in this sense; they are harmless and
without guile. But adults, too, are called innocent when
they have done nothing wrong toward their neighbor.
To punish them without due process, or on the basis of a
false report, or because they are poor and have no proper
defenders, or to please the wealthy or powerful, is to harm
the innocent. So we read in Exodus 23:6-7, “You shall not
pervert the justice due to your poor in his lawsuit. Keep
far from a false charge, and do not kill the innocent and
righteous, for I will not acquit the wicked.” Rather, justice
requires judges to acquit the innocent and condemn
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the guilty (Deuteronomy 25:1). And again, “Woe to
those who… acquit the guilty for a bribe, and deprive
the innocent of his right!” (Isaiah 5:22-23). And finally,
murder itself, since it represents the unlawful taking
of human life, is called the shedding of innocent blood.
bloodguilt is God’s term of indictment for the shedding
of innocent blood, and is usually expressed in Scripture as
the “guilt of bloodshed” or the “guilt of innocent blood.”
To return to our question, therefore, how does God
save the innocent from oppression and violence?
The cross is God’s primary means of accomplishing
everything in history. All of God’s purposes find their
holy impulse emanating from the cross of Christ. Even
the goodness and mercy of God that is extended in no
small measure to all of creation (this is what theologians
call common grace) flows from the cross. All of God’s
purposes regarding the weak, the innocent, and the
oppressed are connected to the cross and flow from the
cross—even if the weak, innocent, and oppressed aren’t
Christians and will never become Christians. So, when I
say Christ died for the innocent, I mean his death secured
gifts of temporal deliverance (that is, in this life) for the
weak and the innocent as well as eternal deliverance from
our sin before God.
Please do not hear me suggesting that the immediate
focus of the cross is anything but our guilt before God.
The apostle Paul calls it a matter of first importance that
we understand “Christ died for our sins” (1 Corinthians
15:3). Christ’s immediate view was suffering the just and
full punishment due for each and all of our sins. All I am
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pleading for is that we also see that beyond this reconciling gift of substitutionary atonement, Christ saw multiple
other gifts, resplendent in their own way, purchased by
his blood. For now, I will just emphasize two of these: a
clean conscience and a sacrificial heart.
A clean conscience. In paying for our sins, Jesus
satisfied the just wrath of a righteous God (Romans 5:9).
This satisfaction secured a reconciling peace that flows
back and forth between a holy God and those made holy
through the work of the cross (Romans 5:1). That means
Christ also died in part to cleanse our consciences. To
be reconciled to God means we are fully convinced that
Christ paid the full price due and that therefore nothing
prevents us from drawing near to God (Hebrews 10:22).
A sacrificial heart. Christ died to grant us the lifechanging work of the Holy Spirit and the endowment of
many gifts that enable us to serve him. When Christ went
to the cross, he saw how his death included the gift of
regeneration by His Spirit, which would turn our hearts
from ones that could care less about our neighbors into
ones that are moved to sacrificial and life-preserving work
(John 14:12). Christ died to make us look at the Good
Samaritan and say, “I will go and do likewise.”

The Examples of Le Chambon and Job
God answered the pleas of women and children in the
village of Le Chambon, France, who were fleeing death in
the 1940s. He did it by dying on the cross for those in Le
Chambon who believed, and by his Spirit turning those
believers into death-defying Samaritans. Those innocent
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women and children would not have been rescued in
1943 if Christ did not have them also in mind in AD 33.
Precious was their blood in his sight, before they were
even born.
The cross is behind tens of thousands of deliveranceand-rescue stories that have unfolded down through the
ages in every culture. Even going back to ancient times,
God heard the cries of the poor and rescued the innocent
from the wicked in anticipation of his work on the cross.
Job said of himself,
I delivered the poor who cried for help, and the
fatherless who had none to help him. The blessing
of him who was about to perish came upon me, and
I caused the widow’s heart to sing for joy. I put on
righteousness, and it clothed me; my justice was like
a robe and a turban. I was eyes to the blind and feet to
the lame. I was a father to the needy, and I searched
out the cause of him whom I did not know. I broke
the fangs of the unrighteous and made him drop his
prey from his teeth (29:12-17).
The blind need borrowed eyes. The lame need
borrowed feet. When you are caught in the fangs of the
unrighteous, you will cry out for deliverance and hope
that God sends a rescuer. Job was such a rescuer.
Job was rich in mercy toward all these people because
God was first rich in mercy toward Job. God did this
gracious work in Job on behalf of the blind, the lame, and
those about to be devoured, in spite of the fact that Job
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too was sinful and under his wrath. Nonetheless, God did
this work of grace in and through Job. He did so based
on the same work of Christ on the cross that lies at the
foundation of our own good works.
Do not get hung up on the fact that Job lived
thousands of years before Christ. You and I live
thousands of years after Christ. For God, time does not
only flow in one direction. The cross justifies grace and
transforms lives in both directions—after Christ and
before Christ. Job (along with Abraham, Moses, David,
and others) were saved and transformed by faith in the
hope of atonement (19:25-26). We experience the same
salvation and transformation by faith in the fulfillment
of atonement. Either way we can say that we love our
neighbors because Christ first loved us. 3 Telescoping the
timing, Job lent his eyes to the blind and his feet to the
lame, and he snatched the innocent from the jaws of death,
because Christ died on the cross for Job.

Our Superior Position: God’s
Valuation of Human Life
In stressing how Christ died for the innocent, I am
trying to express the emphasis in Scripture on the value
of human life itself. If the Holy Spirit had inspired the
writers of Scripture to express emphasis with a yellow
highlighter, we would see our first yellow mark early in
Genesis: “And God saw everything that he had made,
and behold, it was very good” (1:31). God created the
earth and the seas, and declared it good (1:10). He created
the sun and the moon, each to rule in their own way, and
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called it good (1:18). Then he created man and woman—
human life—and he declared the whole package very
good. Not until humanity was present in creation did
good become very good, and that very is equivalent to a
yellow highlighter mark.
Human life is what God values most among everything he has made. Jesus said it this way: “You are of more
value than many sparrows” (Matthew 10:31). “More value”
according to whom? Jesus spoke God’s own opinion here—
the objective, ultimate truth about the value of human beings.
I hope it makes you glad that God values your life as
a human being above everything else in creation. It makes
me glad. I know it made David very glad because he
rejoiced at the thought:
When I look at your heavens, the work of your
fingers, the moon and the stars, which you have set in
place, what is man that you are mindful of him, and
the son of man that you care for him? Yet you have
made him a little lower than the heavenly beings and
crowned him with glory and honor. You have given
him dominion over the works of your hands; you
have put all things under his feet. (Psalm 8:3-6)

Valued Because We Share His Image
In what sense is mankind crowned with glory and honor?
Why are we of much more value than many sparrows?
The Christian answer, uniformly affirmed throughout the
ages, is that human life is precious to God because we are
made in his image. “God created man in his own image,
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in the image of God he created him; male and female he
created them” (Genesis 1:27).
This metaphysical assertion—that all people, male
and female, are created in God’s own image—explains the
entire history of courageous Christianity. It is conceived in
the words created in his image. This is what gives human
life intrinsic value, not just utilitarian value. Each human
life, individually, is more valuable than many sparrows.
Abraham believed this. The midwives of Egypt
believed this. Rahab believed this. James believed this,
which is why he said we must not even curse, let alone kill,
our fellow man (James 3:9). Every person commended for
their faith and courage in Hebrews 11 believed this. All
the patriarchs, prophets, apostles, and disciples believed
this. Every person you admire for their Christian faith
today believes this.
If we took this reality to heart, we could end the book
here and turn the world upside down.

The Christian Application of Man’s
Valuation
The intrinsic value of every human life is the first truth
and the primary impulse that explains why Christianity
works so hard in the care of human life. Christianity was
birthed into the cruelty of pagan Rome where human
life was held in low esteem. Violent death was offered as
public entertainment. Abortion, infanticide, exposure,
and abandonment were part of the culture. But everywhere Christianity grows, it acts like Job when it comes to
the death of innocents. It breaks the fangs of the unrigh-
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teous and makes him drop his prey from his teeth (Job
29:17). Here are just a few examples of how Christians
have effected gospel-centered change by responding to
the world around them. 4
The young and helpless. Christianity creates
orphanages and promotes adoption. In these recent times,
Christianity has created the pregnancy-help movement.
The elderly and sick. Because life has intrinsic value,
not just utilitarian value, Christianity views the elderly
and the sick as objects of care rather than as disposable
items. So Christianity made taking care of parents in
their old age a fundamental exercise of love (1 Timothy
5:8). Christians developed nursing care and hospice
care. Christians invented hospitals and created the first
emergency hotline. Christian faith drove us to understand
disease and look for cures. It has always opposed the
policies and practices of human eugenics and euthanasia.
The oppressed. The intrinsic value of human life led
Christians to improve the rights and dignity of women.
It elevates human sexuality and works even today to
deliver women and men out of sex trafficking. It decried
slavery so hard and so long that institutionalized slavery
is now gone forever. Out of the dust of slavery’s collapse,
the intrinsic value for human life promoted education
for everyone. It demanded fair labor laws and codified
human rights in constitutions worldwide. It still does, for
human beings made in God’s image are yet oppressed in
many parts of the world today.
The suffering. Belief in the intrinsic value of human
life has created innumerable ministries to the poor, the
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homeless, the alcoholic and drug-addicted, the prostitute,
the mentally ill, the blind, refugees fleeing war, and immigrants fleeing poverty.
There are many good ministries committed to the
various ways in which we might care for the rest of
creation, but why has the history of Christianity been
so consistently and radically consumed with the welfare
of the innocent and helpless? Because our fellow man is
more valuable than many sparrows.
You may say that much of these good works were
motivated by the gospel, a love of Christ and a passion
to make his saving grace known throughout the world. I
agree! All of these glorious efforts flow from the cross.
Indeed, Christ died for the innocent. All of these are part
of the “good works, which God prepared beforehand,
that we should walk in them” (Ephesians 2:10).

Life Is of God
If the gospel motivates Christians to do good works, what
motivated God to bring forth the gospel in the first place?
His intrinsic love of human life and his sovereign choice
to be glorified in the gift of life.
God is life. He breathes “the breath of life” (Genesis
2:7) and “he is your life” (Deuteronomy 30:20). He says,
“Whoever finds me finds life” (Proverbs 8:35).
God gives life. “In his hand is the life of every living
thing and the breath of all mankind” (Job 12:10).
God loves life. He upholds life (Psalm 54:4),
preserves life (Genesis 45:5), and restores life (Ruth 4:15).
God is “the light of life” (Job 33:30) and the keeper of life
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(Psalm 121:7), the “fountain of life” (Proverbs 14:27) and
the redeemer of life (Psalm 72:14).
Pursuing him is “the path of life” (Psalm 16:11),
fearing him prolongs life (Proverbs 10:27), and living in
unity before him is “life forevermore” (Psalm 133:3)!
Therefore we cry with the psalmist:
•
•
•
•

Give me life according to your word! (119:25)
Give me life according to your promise! (119:154)
Give me life according to your rules. (119:156)
Give me life according to your steadfast love. (119:159)

Our Common Position: Life Is in
the Blood
The well-being of mankind rests upon the truth that
because human life is made in God’s image, it is chief
among God’s affections when it comes to his creation.
This is true despite the fact that we do not know precisely
what it means to be made in God’s image. A number
of reasonable suggestions have been offered, and I am
persuaded that at least part of the answer is found in
David’s words, “You have given him dominion over the
works of your hands; you have put all things under his
feet” (Psalm 8:3-6).
God is sovereign and rightly rules over all things. In
creating man in his image, he made us to rule over the rest of
creation (Genesis 1:28). At the same time, God gave us some
common ground with other living creatures, the chicken
as well as the lion. Our essential common ground is blood:
everything in the animal kingdom has blood. Throughout
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Scripture this touchpoint of common ground—blood—is
used to teach about the value of life itself.
The first Passover. Just before the exodus, the
Israelites were taught to take animal blood, specifically
lamb’s blood, and put it on their door frames. This was the
blood of the Passover lamb. “When I see the blood, I will
pass over you, and no plague will befall you to destroy
you, when I strike the land of Egypt” (Exodus 12:13). The
Israelites did as God instructed. The lifeblood of the lamb
was of great value. It saved their lives.
The sacrificial system. After the exodus, God gave
Israel further instructions about the blood of animals.
Blood was to be handled with care and respect, as if it
were precious. God did this to teach something of great
value in the history of redemption. The key passage is
in Leviticus 17: “Any one . . . who takes in hunting any
beast or bird that may be eaten shall pour out its blood
and cover it with earth. For the life of every creature is its
blood: its blood is its life” (13-14). God thus inculcates
into the people of Israel a respect for life. Blood equals life.
Have a high regard for blood, God tells the people, even if
it is just the blood of a game bird.
Notice again the verbal yellow highlight. What God
says with emphasis, he says twice: “For the life of every
creature is its blood: its blood is its life.” Human life is
treasured above all else in creation, yet it holds in common
with all other living animals the treasure of life itself. This
common ground is blood. It represents the gift of life.
Blood is inseparable from redemption. I suppose
God could have chosen anything to symbolize life. But
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he chose blood for a profound reason. He pointed to the
reason earlier, when he taught Israel to put the blood of
the lamb on their doorposts. Now he states the reason
plainly: blood is to be handled with extreme care because
it stands not only for life itself, but also for redemption
of life. “And I have given it for you on the altar to make
atonement for your souls, for it is the blood that makes
atonement by the life” (Leviticus 17:11).
Blood is used to symbolize the covering over of our
sins before a holy God, lest we die. This covering over
is serious business. It can’t happen apart from death;
the shedding of blood. The story God tells throughout
Scripture is that one death must happen so that another
can be prevented. That is the way of the Passover, the way
of the Mosaic law, and the way of the cross.
Is there anything more valuable than human life and
the redemption of human life? By virtue of our salvation,
Christians have inherited from God a profound commitment to the sanctity of life and a devotion to make Christ
known. Both come from holding blood (life) precious.

Intrinsically Sacred
When I was 10 years old, a boy my age died right before my
eyes. We were running down a sidewalk when he collapsed
and died from heart failure. There was no blood spilled, but
there was death. Forty-six years later I know the very spot,
the single square of concrete upon which he fell. I could
walk you right to it and point it out to you. That spot is
sacred to me because on that spot life was lost, human life, a
sharer in that common grace called the brotherhood of man.
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A few years ago I visited Dachau, the former Nazi
concentration camp outside of Munich. My two sons were
with me. We walked through the various buildings and
among the foundations of dismantled barracks. “Here,” we
were told, “is the place where Christian pastors, arrested
for defending Jews, were all kept together so they could
not infect the other prisoners with their teaching.” A
little further, “Here is where medical experiments were
conducted on Jews until they died.” Again, “There are the
hooks from which people were hung.” I could not speak.
When I tried, only a whisper came out.
Whether in the natural death of one boy or the
demonic devouring of millions, life and death should have
an arresting claim upon us. As creatures who share in life
and who will share in death, we should delight in life and
grieve over death with a tender reverence. Life and death
are sacred because human life is precious. That is the lesson
of the simple ceremony commanded in Leviticus 17.
This injection of the sacred—this endowment
concerning the preciousness of human life—starts with
the Passover and continues with the sacrificial system. It
starts with animals and birds given for food. The blood of
an animal sacrificed on your behalf secures your own life.
Certain good manners must attend even the preparation:
“Pour out its blood and cover it with earth” (Leviticus
17:23). Never drink it; it is not common water. Blood is
the gift of life, which is the gift of God.
Get out your yellow highlighter. God is speaking
with emphasis.
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The Rule of Repetition
Saying things twice or with emphasis is part of the rule of
repetition, or over-communication: what we consider most
important we repeat. As a father, I over-communicate often:
there are certain things my children heard from me every
day. One year, my daughter actually made a list of “Things
Papa Says” for a framed Christmas present. They were
mostly bits of silliness meant to entertain, but our children
heard plenty and often the things I consider essential for
their well-being. Every loving parent repeats the essentials.
This drives teenagers crazy—so be it. The choices they
make in the hour of temptation will set the course of their
lives in one direction or another. So we repeat ourselves.
God does the same. Preeminent concerns are taught
through repetition. “Verily, verily” or “Truly, truly” was
the idiomatic way Jesus used a verbal yellow highlighter.
Paul wrote, “Finally, then, brothers, we ask and urge you in
the Lord Jesus, that as you received from us how you ought
to live and to please God, just as you are doing, that you do
so more and more” (1 Thessalonians 4:1). In context, Paul
is about to call them to lives of sexual integrity: “For this is
the will of God, your sanctification: that you abstain from
sexual immorality” (4:3). This plea is not new: Paul had
taught it to them in person. So here he writes again what he
knows they had already received. Paul even acknowledges
that they are already practicing this lifestyle (“just as you are
doing”), yet he tells them again because of its significance.
Furthermore, Paul is “asking and urging” (note the repetition). So important is this matter to their faith that he adds
a warning to it, that “whoever disregards this, disregards not
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man but God, who gives his Holy Spirit to you” (4:8). And
even this warning is a repetition of something Paul says “we
told you beforehand and solemnly warned you” (4:6).
Paul is saying: I don’t know how I could possibly put
this more strongly.
Now consider the mind-boggling repetition that God
establishes for the Israelites in Leviticus 17 concerning
lifeblood during the time they were in the wilderness. The
immediate context is hunger and the processing of meat—
specifically livestock raised for food (sheep, oxen, goats)
and wild game such us deer. But the context is also worship.
This happens after the people had been delivered
(redeemed) out of their bondage to Egypt and before the
time of Solomon when a permanent temple would be built.
During this time, a mobile temple was set up to serve as the
central focus of the community. God dwelt (“tabernacled”)
there by his Spirit, so it was also called the tent of meeting,
because that is where you could go and meet with God.
In Leviticus 17, God tells the people that when they
are ready to eat meat, they should bring their livestock to
the tent of meeting and butcher it there. But because the
context is also giving thanks to God, it is more accurate to
say they should sacrifice the animals there: “bring them to
the Lord, to the priest at the entrance of the tent of meeting,
and sacrifice them as sacrifices of peace offerings to the Lord”
(17:5).
The priest would then ensure the blood was properly
drained and capture some to throw it on the altar. “And
the priest shall throw the blood on the altar of the Lord
at the entrance of the tent of meeting and burn the fat for
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a pleasing aroma to the Lord” (17:6). The family, we may
conclude, would then enjoy the meat with a thankful heart.
Every person, family, clan, and tribe received this
reminder of the preciousness of blood as often as they
desired chicken soup or lamb chops. Every day, hundreds or
thousands of times, the priests slaughtered countless animals.
Year-in and year-out, every family of all the tribes received
this central lesson again and again: “This shall be a statute
forever for them throughout their generations” (17:7).
The lesson repeated ad infinitum was that blood is
life! God told them, “You live by your blood. You will be
redeemed by the blood of the lamb. Keep faith and you
will see how this is so.” The message never stopped. “Your
blood—your life—is precious to me. But your sins separate
us. By the shedding of blood I shall cover your sins.” These
lessons were taught together, as they are today whenever
we eat and give thanks for our food—worship and the preservation of life brought together into a single event. God
wants us to know that the sacrificial shedding of blood and
the preservation of life can never be separated. Like some
conjoined twins, they live off the same heart.

Earth Is Not a Safe Place to Live
When Jesus said, “You are of more value than many
sparrows” (Matthew 10:31), it was not to build up your
self-esteem. It was to make you live more courageously in
this sin-sick, wicked world. He actually said, “Fear not!
You are of more value than many sparrows.”
Despite the endless repeated call of God to hold
each life precious, powerful dark forces constantly rise

35

Innocent Blood

up to treat the less powerful as mere sparrows. Jesus
wants his people to look squarely at the harshness of the
world and know that there are times when “Brother will
deliver brother over to death, and the father his child, and
children will rise against parents and have them put to
death, and you will be hated by all for my name’s sake”
(Matthew 10:21-22). Earth is not a safe place to live: “woe
to you, O earth and sea, for the devil has come down to
you in great wrath” (Revelation 12:12).
There are times when courage will be required of our
faith. When we are in the crosshairs of destruction, we
will need the courage that comes from trusting that God
holds our lives dearly.
And do not fear those who kill the body but cannot
kill the soul. Rather fear him who can destroy both
soul and body in hell. Are not two sparrows sold for
a penny? And not one of them will fall to the ground
apart from your Father. But even the hairs of your
head are all numbered. Fear not, therefore; you are of
more value than many sparrows. (Matthew 10:28-31)
When we see the lives of others being devoured, we
will need the courage of our faith if we are to react like
Job and testify, “I broke the fangs of the unrighteous and
made him drop his prey from his teeth” (Job 29:17). Jesus
is saying, “Be courageous! Hold each life precious. For
“precious is their blood in his sight” (Psalm 72:14).
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BLOOD-GUILT

God’s Response to the Shedding of Innocent Blood

Sing praises to the Lord, who sits enthroned in Zion!
Tell among the peoples his deeds!
For he who avenges blood is mindful of them;
he does not forget the cry of the afflicted.
– Psalm 9:11-12
Why should I save his hide?
Why should I right this wrong
When I have come so far
And struggled for so long?
If I speak, I am condemned.
If I stay silent, I am damned!

– Jean Valjean, Les Misérables 5

Between 1882 and 1968, nearly 3,500 Black
Americans were lynched in the United States. Among
them were Thomas Shipp and Abram Smith, two men
murdered in Marion, Indiana, on August 7, 1930. The
night before, they had been arrested and charged with
the armed robbery and murder of a white man, and the
rape of a white woman. The case was never solved,6 partly
because, with thousands in attendance, the men were hung
from a tree in the town center on the night of their arrest.
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Lawrence Beitler/Bettmann/Corbis

What is God’s response to the lynching of Thomas
Shipp and Abram Smith? Who shall be held accountable for
their lifeblood? Surely the handful of men who actually
did the hanging. Yes, of course. If I tell you that they were
stoned and beaten to death before being strung up, then
you will agree that all those who picked up a stone, or hit
these men with a rake handle, or simply stood by cheering
on the aggressors—these all share in the bloodguilt.
Studio photographer Lawrence Beitler captured the
scene. His photo of a crowd gathered around the tree
from which the two men hung is the iconic picture of
lynching in America. At first I thought it was good that he
captured the horrible truth, no matter how graphic and
anguishing. It arouses a righteous anger that ought to lead
to righteous action. Then I learned that photos like this
were routinely turned into postcards and sent to friends.
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Beitler himself made and sold thousands of copies of
this picture in the days that followed, profiting from the
shedding of innocent blood. 7 He treated it as a spectacle
no different than photographing the Kentucky Derby.
What is God’s response to these actions?
And what about the thousands who did not actively
kill these two men but watched it happen? What guilt
do they bear? What about those who bought the photographs? What of those who received them and tacked
them to their iceboxes? What guilt does the citizenry
at-large bear? Many who were not in attendance that
night may have soon thereafter attended church or had
dinner or engaged in commerce with those who stood
under that tree and watched approvingly until the bodies
slowly stopped swinging. What guilt would I bear if I had
been a pastor or elder in this town?
To answer these questions we need to ask another:
what does the Bible say about bloodguilt, the wrath of
God, and the courage required of our faith?

Bloodguilt
“Bloodguilt” is a blunt, almost vulgar term. It hits rudely,
like a slap in the face. It is God’s chosen term to arouse
godly fear and compel decisive action. 8 It is a word of
awakening, forcing us to recognize an unbreakable linkage:
God’s image is debased and his wrath justly incited every
time a person made in God’s image is unjustly destroyed.
There is no debasing of God’s image without consequences.
Bloodguilt requires God’s vengeance and vindication. It
stands as an indictment against the sin of shedding innocent
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blood, but it is also a promise, of sorts, to victims. These
are they who cried out to God and received no immediate
answer. To them, it may have seemed either that God did not
care or was powerless to intervene. Psalm 9:11-12 reminds
us that neither of these options is true—this is a false choice:
“Sing praises to the Lord, who sits enthroned in Zion! Tell
among the peoples his deeds! For he who avenges blood is
mindful of them;he does not forget the cry of the afflicted.”
What do the afflicted cry out to God?
• In Psalm 31:2, they cry, “Incline your ear to me;
rescue me speedily!”
• In Psalm 35:23, they cry, “Awake and rouse yourself for
my vindication, for my cause, my God and my Lord!”
• In Psalm 54:1, they cry, “O God, save me by your
name, and vindicate me by your might.”
• In Psalm 59:1, they cry, “Deliver me from my
enemies, O my God; protect me from those who rise
up against me.”
• In Psalm 59:2, they cry, “deliver me from those who
work evil, and save me from bloodthirsty men.”
• In Psalm 70:5, they cry, “I am poor and needy; hasten
to me, O God! You are my help and my deliverer; O
Lord, do not delay!”
• In Psalm 71:4 they cry, “Rescue me, O my God, from
the hand of the wicked, from the grasp of the unjust
and cruel man.”
• In Psalm 109:21, they cry, “But you, O God my Lord,
deal on my behalf for your name’s sake.”
• In Psalm 140:1, they cry, “Preserve me from violent men.”
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Each of these Psalms involves the threat of bloodshed
against the innocent. God does not forget such cries:
he remains mindful of them and regards any innocent
blood shed with oppression as bloodguilt. God does not
slough off suffering. And while he has his own reasons for
delaying avenging wrath, he will not pardon it—he still
has ample time to repay, and there is no statute of limitations. Even if you are the king of Judah, as was Jehoiakim,
there is a blood-reckoning for bloodguilt, for Jehoiakim
“filled Jerusalem with innocent blood, and the Lord would
not pardon” (2 Kings 24:4).

God Protects What He Loves
Many regard God as capricious, pouring out his wrath for
what seem like minor infractions of rules that are difficult
to understand, but what we see in Scripture is a consistent
and compassionate God whose righteous anger vindicates
those who suffer injustice. To do anything less would, in
fact, be unloving and immoral. God loves those made in
his image with a fierce and jealous love, and he protects
what he loves with all his power.
Justice derives from love. When God avenges and
vindicates, he is simply demonstrating his own love. What
you hold as valuable you expect to be respected by others,
because you think those valued things have a right to be
honored. When we talk about human rights, we mean
that there is an inherent dignity of personhood, that those
created as image-bearers of God have an inherent right
not only to exist but to be treated justly, completely apart
from matters of wealth or talent or pedigree.
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But history demonstrates that the concept of human
rights is not always acknowledged. “A righteous man
knows the rights of the poor; a wicked man does not
understand such knowledge” (Proverbs 29:7). That
verse summarizes much of human conflict. Some of us
fear God and acknowledge the rights of others made in
his image; others do not fear God and so treat people as
unworthy of respect.
If you hear an intruder breaking into your home
you immediately call 911. You expect the police to come
quickly to your defense. If your cries are not answered in
time, you turn to the courts for justice. When the “justice”
system works as it is designed to do, the harm you
suffered determines the punishment: the greater the harm,
the greater the punishment that is meted out. Justice
demands it. Love requires it.
Love is moral in nature. If this is still hard to grasp,
consider this: If I come across a man raping a woman, I
cannot love them both in the same way: in that circumstance, love to the woman will look like rescue while love
to the man may look like violence. This is because love is
inherently moral in character.
Suppose I approach the terrorized woman and her
brutal assailant and say, “I love you both equally and must
express that love in the same fashion. God does not want
you to violate this woman, but please do not think he is
angry: because God is love, he does not get angry. Isn’t
that amazing!”9
The woman would denounce my faith as cowardly,
irrational, and evil. So would you. Love must love
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righteousness and hate evil. Love must be passionately
committed to right over wrong. It must pick sides. It must
fight for the weak and the innocent and oppose the violent
and the wicked. Therefore, I must scream my lungs out,
push the man off of her, shout for a neighbor to call the
police—do something. If the rapist turns on me with his
knife and I lose my life in the process of defending the
woman, what will they say? There is no greater love than
to risk your life for another (cf. John 15:13).
This is the sense in which I can read the disturbing,
unsheathed words of Psalm 5:4-6, and see them as consistent with the God of infinite love: “You are not a God
who delights in wickedness; evil may not dwell with you.
The boastful shall not stand before your eyes; you hate
all evildoers. You destroy those who speak lies; the Lord
abhors the bloodthirsty and deceitful man.”
When the wicked devour the innocent, at that
moment and in that context, God chooses sides: his love
demands it. In that sense, the psalmist says, God loves the
one and abhors the other.

God Protects Human Life by the
Principle of Justice
As Noah stepped from the ark, he was blessed with the same
life-affirming commission Adam had received: “Be fruitful
and multiply and fill the earth” (Genesis 9:1). The difference
this time was that the law of sin and death were now at work
in all mankind. The essential command from God was the
same, merely adapted to a world now fallen. Therefore, to
restrain evil and promote the public welfare, God added:

43

Innocent Blood

The fear or you and the dread of you shall be upon
every beast of the earth and upon every bird of the
heavens, upon everything that creeps on the ground
and all the fish of the sea. Into your hand they are
delivered. Every moving thing that lives shall be food
for you. And as I gave you the green plants, I give you
everything. But you shall not eat flesh with its life,
that is, its blood. (Genesis 9:1-4)
Sin has changed the nature of things. Before the fall,
animals were under our dominion, and they still are, but
now they live in dread and fear of us. For the first time God
explicitly adds meat to what we may freely eat. But notice
the regulations. From the first moment we are given the
right to eat meat, we are forbidden to eat the flesh of any
animal while it is still alive—that is, while its lifeblood is
coursing through it. The reasons are the same as we saw in
Leviticus 17 (and Deuteronomy 12). Blood represents life,
and life is holy. We show reverence for life by treating even
the blood of animals as separate, or holy, unto God.
Then, in his directives to Noah, God pivots from
the blood of animals to the blood of our fellow man: “for
your lifeblood I will require a reckoning; from every beast
I will require it and from man” (Genesis 9:5).
I am not sure what this law means in reference to
the animals. I suspect that it at least means that when an
animal kills a man, God avenges it by having the animal
destroyed (cf. Exodus 21:28-29). The animal has crossed
a line. A bear that attacks and kills a human being in Yellowstone Park is taken down. It has both lost its natural
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fear and become aggressive in a way that presents an
ongoing danger to human life. As a result, its life is forfeit.
Then comes the larger principle, the principle of
reckoning or retributive justice. “Whoever sheds the
blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed, for God
made man in his own image” (Genesis 9:6).
Pull out your yellow highlighter. God has spoken
something holy and fearful.

The Just Wages of Bloodguilt
You might ask, “If it is wrong for man to take human life,
how is it right that God says, ‘Whoever sheds the blood
of man, by man shall his blood be shed’?” Doesn’t this
permit the very thing it outlaws?
I answer in two ways. First, the principle of justice
reflects God’s commitment to his own moral excellence.
The just penalty for taking human life is the forfeiture of
human life. The wages of bloodguilt is death. At the same
time, God is foreshadowing his intent to bind this principle
of justice onto those commissioned to restrain evil in the
community as judges and other lawful authorities. 10
The principle is expanded upon in Leviticus:
Whoever takes a human life shall surely be put to
death. Whoever takes an animal’s life shall make it
good, life for life. If anyone injures his neighbor, as he
has done it shall be done to him, fracture for fracture,
eye for eye, tooth for tooth; whatever injury he has
given a person shall be given to him (24:17-20).
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Such words have been used to justify heinous acts of
revenge. Yet what they point to properly is God extending
a measure of his own sovereign authority to civil or governmental authorities (Romans 13:1). They are a gift of God for
the purpose of protecting life and promoting the common
good in a community affected by sin (Romans 13:4).

God Protects Human Life
through Natural Law
All people of every culture, of every religion or none,
throughout all the ages, know that shedding innocent
blood is evil. It is hard-wired into our consciences. The
most committed postmodernist who believes that truth is
relative and that we must individually decide for ourselves
what is right or wrong will object vehemently if I bind
him, take his wallet, and pace back and forth with a gun
wondering if I should leave any witnesses. He will not
say, “Whatever you think is right for you is right.” He will
immediately and vigorously seek to impose his morality
on me. He will ask me to do what is right for him.
Cain killed Abel long before God gave us the Ten
Commandments. Nonetheless, God called Cain to
accountability, asking Cain where his brother was. This
was an indictment, not an inquiry. Cain in turn, attempted
to hide his crime by responding with a deflecting answer,
“I do not know; am I my brother’s keeper?” (Genesis 4:9).
He knew he had done evil, yet tried to hide it.
Cain’s response is instructive. It reveals his understanding that the instinctive, hardwired, natural-law
command not to kill his brother also required him to act
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protectively toward his brother. It is not just “do him
no harm,” but also “bless him and look out for him.” So
Cain tried to hide his violation of the natural law against
murder in a strange way—by shirking his ethical obligation to protect his brother’s life. If he could void the
weaker component of this instinctive law, he assumed he
could void the stronger component as well. “Am I my
brother’s keeper?” The answer is yes. Abel’s lifeblood was
a treasure to God and deserved Cain’s protection.

God Protects Human Life
through the Sixth
Commandment
Because our consciences are corrupted by sin and can
even become so corrupt as to basically be non-functioning, God reveals his holy character and the moral
demands that flow from it. “Be holy, for I am holy”
(Leviticus 11:45), he says, and then the sixth commandment reads, “You shall not murder” (Exodus 20:13). What
we must not do is explicit; what we must do is implied.
What is implied in the call not to take life is the call to keep
life or preserve life, as Cain recognized. So we read,
When an ox gores a man or a woman to death, the ox
shall be stoned, and its flesh shall not be eaten, but the
owner of the ox shall not be liable. But if the ox has
been accustomed to gore in the past, and its owner
has been warned but has not kept it in, and it kills a
man or a woman, the ox shall be stoned and its owner
also shall be put to death. (Exodus 21:28-29)
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Manslaughter is the unintentional or accidental taking
of human life. Negligent homicide is the failure to act
positively to protect human life when there is a clear responsibility and opportunity to do so. Failure to protect and
preserve human life when it is in our power is a violation of
the sixth commandment. It is not enough to say, “I didn’t do
it” if you could have tried to prevent it. You really are your
brother’s keeper, and for this there is a blood-reckoning.
Again we read, “When you build a new house, you
shall make a parapet for your roof, that you may not bring
the guilt of blood upon your house, if anyone should fall
from it” (Deuteronomy 22:8). In this case, we are to think
ahead and watch out to keep our neighbor safe.
All these are positive applications of the command,
“You shall not murder.” We are morally bound to think
and act in ways that protect and preserve human life.
Another way to say this is simply, “love your neighbor.”

God Protects Human Life by His
Great Command
Whenever Jesus pointed to the central command of the Old
Testament, he always joined to it a second point of emphasis.
And one of the scribes…asked him, “Which commandment is the most important of all?” Jesus
answered, “The most important is, ‘Hear, O Israel:
The Lord our God, the Lord is one. And you shall
love the Lord your God with all your heart and with
all your soul and with all your mind and with all your
strength.’ The second is this: “You shall love your
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neighbor as yourself.” There is no other commandment greater than these. (Mark 12:28-34) 11
Inextricably linked to the Great Commandment,
therefore, is “love your neighbor as yourself” (Leviticus
19:18). The apostle Paul enlarges the point,
For the commandments, “You shall not commit
adultery, You shall not murder, You shall not steal,
You shall not covet,” and any other commandment,
are summed up in this word: “You shall love your
neighbor as yourself.” Love does no wrong to a
neighbor; therefore love is the fulfilling of the law.
(Romans 13:9-10)
In other words, we fulfill the actual obligations of the
sixth commandment by earnestly heeding this corollary
of the Great Commandment.
Consider again that photo of the lynching of Thomas
Shipp and Abram Smith, with all those people gathered
in Marion’s town square. This commandment to “love
your neighbor as yourself” explains the discomfort I
feel in looking at the photo. I see the evil of those who
murdered these men, but I see the larger lack of love. The
photo is proof positive that much of the city was stained
with blood. The law of love demands far more than
not shedding innocent blood: it demands that we act to
preserve life. Passive acceptance is damnable.
The character of Jean Valjean in the musical Les
Misérables is tested on this point. An innocent man is
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about to be punished, and Jean Valjean has the power to
stop it, but only by confessing that he is the wanted man.
He wrestles with the demands of God: “Why should I
save his hide? Why should I right this wrong, when I have
come so far, and struggled for so long? If I speak, I am
condemned. If I stay silent, I am damned!”

Training for the Day of Our Own
Testing
In Deuteronomy 21, God instructs his people explicitly
about the negative and positive ethical demands of love.
He is training them to know the will of God concerning
the shedding of innocent blood: “If in the land that the
Lord your God is giving you to possess someone is found
slain, lying in the open country, and it is not known who
killed him, then your elders and your judges shall come
out, and they shall measure the distance to the surrounding cities” (1-2).
If your loved one is murdered, you stop everything.
You close up your shop, you gather your friends and
family, you weep and groan before a Sovereign God. You
plan a funeral and consult with law enforcement. You may
mark the spot with a plaque or flowers, or at least mark
the place of burial. You will walk with a sorrow that will
never go away. For the rest of your life, faith in God will
mean, in large part, trusting him with this unspeakable
heartache (2 Corinthians 1:4) and believing him when he
says he will avenge and vindicate (2 Corinthians 1:9).
None of this happens when a stranger is murdered.
We go to work, do a load of laundry, cook dinner, play
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with our kids, mow the lawn, bless God, and go to bed.
But God grieves the loss. To him it is personal. In addition,
he knows that if we do not feel the loss in some way, we
become less feeling. We make peace with death and
become hardened to the laws of love. Therefore, when a
stranger is murdered, our leaders should make sure that
the whole community thinks through the death of the
unknown man from God’s perspective and comes to feel
something of the loss that God feels.
It begins with establishing jurisdiction. The closer we
are to the body, the more responsible we are. Again, this is
a hardwired law of the human conscience. In the parable
of the Good Samaritan, Jesus points out that the priest and
the Levite “passed by on the other side” (Luke 10:32). In an
effort to reduce their sense of personal responsibility, they
got as much distance from the man left for dead as possible.
In Deuteronomy 21, however, the victim has died and
the town nearest to the body must accept responsibility
for it. Accordingly, the whole town is summoned to halt
business as usual. The leaders are called to lead the entire
community through a time-consuming and expensive ritual
designed to help them all feel something of the loss God feels:
And the elders of the city that is nearest to the slain
man shall take a heifer that has never been worked
and that has not pulled in a yoke. And the elders of
that city shall bring the heifer down to a valley with
running water, which is neither plowed nor sown, and
shall break the heifer’s neck there in the valley. Then
the priests, the sons of Levi, shall come forward, for
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the Lord your God has chosen them to minister to
him and to bless in the name of the Lord, and by their
word every dispute and every assault shall be settled.
And all the elders of that city nearest to the slain man
shall wash their hands over the heifer whose neck was
broken in the valley. (Deuteronomy 21:3-7)
A prized piece of good commercial livestock is
sacrificed. Good land, marked by flowing water, is now
a memorial plot. The people feel through economic loss
something of the emotional loss that God feels. Then the
leaders must testify. They pray for all to hear the essential
lesson at the heart of this matter: “Our hands did not shed
this blood, nor did our eyes see it shed” (21:7).
Notice that they needed to testify to two things. They
needed to testify that they did not actively take life and they
needed to testify that they did not passively watch it happen.
The law being reinforced again is this: do not shed innocent
blood and do not let others shed innocent blood without a
fight. Failure to do either leads to bloodguilt and judgment.
But notice further that even though the people could
testify before God that they did not shed this blood or
passively accept another doing so, they were still stained
with bloodguilt. Through this ritual—in which everyone
is essentially called to renew their vows to both the
negative and positive demands of brotherly love—they
ask God to remove real guilt. By shedding the blood of
the heifer they pray for God to find his own way to cover
over their bloodguilt with sacrificed blood. They seek
atonement for this sin: “Accept atonement, O Lord, for
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your people Israel, whom you have redeemed, and do not
set the guilt of innocent blood in the midst of your people
Israel, so that their blood guilt be atoned for” (21:8).
How we respond to the shedding of innocent blood
is vital. The day we stop nurturing respect for human life is
the day we begin diminishing the value of human life. The
day we stop reminding ourselves of the preeminent value of
human life is the day we begin submitting to the priorities
of this sinful world. Where we are not fighting for life, we
are making peace with death. Where we are not pained by
the death of the innocent, we are growing hard-hearted to
the holy will of God. Feel the pain and prepare for the fight!
“So you shall purge the guilt of innocent blood from
your midst, when you do what is right in the sight of the
Lord” (21:9).

Doing Right in the Sight of the
Lord
We can look now on those who stood then in Marion,
Indiana, and see the moral fog.
Those people were shrouded in self-preserving
cowardice and passive acceptance of injustice. A relatively small number were outright murderers. Many
others, while not actively aggressive, nevertheless tacitly
approved of the violence through their passivity. Not
acting was itself an action; deciding not to take sides was
to side with the murderers.
To apply today’s terminology to that August night
in 1930, many of the bystanders, being against murder in
principle, would have considered themselves “personally
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pro-life.” But none present during the murders, from
those who hurled stones to those who were personally
but passively “pro-life,” did what was right in the sight
of the Lord. As a result, together they are stained with
bloodguilt. Without atonement, they face the avenging
and vindicating wrath of God.
Being personally pro-life but otherwise passive is a
cowardly and shameful position. Christ is trying to show
this in the way he describes the behavior of the priest and
the Levite in his parable (Luke 10:25-37). Seeing a man
beaten and about to die, they let it stand unchallenged. They
might well comfort themselves, “That is just horrible. I
do not believe in that.” However, merely believing that
murder is wrong does not qualify as obedience to the commandments of God we have been discussing in this chapter.
When you can live with death, work around it, or let it go
unchallenged, you are not pro-life.
Samaritan compassion. Doing right in the sight of
the Lord means acting to stop the shedding of innocent
blood. The only person in Jesus’ parable who is pro-life
according to the demands of love is the Samaritan. Only
he was willing to make the nearly dead man’s problem
his own. Only he was willing to see the victim’s suffering
as his own. Only he was willing to act according to what
he would cry out for if their positions had been reversed.
This is the meaning of compassion—literally, to suffer
with the object of one’s love. So the Samaritan picked
up the injured man, bandaged his wounds, took him to
the inn, paid for his care, and promised to return and pay
more if needed. This is Christianity in action.
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Pilate was also personally pro-life—you realize that,
don’t you? He was unwilling to shed innocent blood
personally. But he was also unwilling to stop it. Doing
right in the eyes of the Lord means, first, not shedding
innocent blood. But second, it means taking action to
prevent it from happening. Pilate understood the negative
demand of love, but he sought to escape the positive
demand. “He took water and washed his hands before the
crowd, saying, ‘I am innocent of this man’s blood; see to it
yourselves’ (Matthew 27:24). According to Deuteronomy
21, Pilate’s hand-washing was an exercise in self-deception.
Far from establishing his innocence, it sealed his guilt.
Bemoaning the murder of the innocent is not enough.
Rescuing the innocent is required: “Rescue the weak and
the needy; deliver them from the hand of the wicked”
(Psalm 82:4). “Rescue those who are being taken away to
death; hold back those who are stumbling to the slaughter”
(Proverbs 24:11).

Courage Is Required of Our
Faith
Now Photoshop yourself into the picture of the crowd
in Marion that night and we come to the heart of the
matter. What would you have done—assuming you were
Caucasian and therefore felt safe simply to be present?
Would you have joined in beating Thomas Shipp and
Abram Smith to death? Would you have assisted in the
lynching? Perhaps not.
Would you have watched? Possibly. Maybe you would
have just gone home so that you did not have to watch. That
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way you could pretend you didn’t actually know what was
happening. I fear that might have been my strategy.
Clearly, if we are to do what is right in the eyes of the
Lord then we must, when faced with the imminent death
of the innocent, fear God more than man and let our faith
in him quicken into courage.
An exercise in speculation. So there you are in
Marion, Indiana, that night in 1930. Speak up, and you
risk at least a scalding rebuke from family and friends.
What if you are a store clerk and your boss is in the
crowd? Speak up and you may lose your job. What if you
are a powerful business leader? Speak up and you will lose
customers, plus all those pats on the back from people
who honor you for your business acumen and public
charity. What if you are a Christian leader? Now you
are Jean Valjean. Speak up and you will lose all you have
worked for, but stay silent and you are damned.
What if, on the following Sunday, your pastor says to
you after church, “This lynching business is a political issue
and I am about preaching the gospel”—do you have the
moral clarity and courage to do what is right in the sight of
the Lord? Do you have the courage to say, respectfully but
firmly, “No, pastor, I’m sorry, but this is far more than a
political issue. You are not preaching the gospel when you
assent to evil. In fact, now you are using God to disobey
God.” Do you have that clarity, that courage?
Or maybe your pastor says, “I know there are people
in this church who feel guilty about their involvement in the
lynching. I do not want to make them feel worse.” Do you
have the courage to say, “I am afraid, pastor, that perhaps it
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is you who does not want to feel worse. Leaving people in
guilt is not your calling. Even an unbeliever can do that.”
No speculation needed. We do not have to speculate
about how we might have responded if we were living
in Marion, Indiana, in 1930. We do not need to speculate
about what we would do if we were in Pilate’s shoes long
ago. We do not need to guess if we would have risked
our lives or not for the children fleeing to Le Chambon,
France. We only have to ask ourselves how we are
responding to the shedding of innocent blood as it is
happening now, in our own town.
Abortion, like lynching, is the shedding of innocent
blood, is it not? Have you made peace with it? Have you
navigated around it? Can you lift up your hands and say,
“I did not shed this blood, nor did I see it happening”?
Or have you found a way to feel the loss of these
unknown innocents, even if it is only some sort of
economic loss? The fact that over 6,000 pregnancy-help
centers and maternity homes have been established—all
by charity in just the last forty years since abortion was
legalized in most countries—suggests that many Christians have decided not to make peace with death. They
have set up ministries in good commercial property to
stop it. They have paid for rent and staff and ultrasound
machines in order to help mothers and their babies
escape the agony and violence of abortion. It is noble, it
is honorable, and it is nothing less than the Underground
Railroad of this generation.
Have you understood with moral clarity the need to
rescue the weak and the innocent? Have you asked God
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for the moral courage to do so? When I asked myself
these questions a while back, I came up short. I was Pilate.
My silence had left my own congregation with bloodguilt.
This is all the more tragic because in the unfolding glory
of the redemption, God has gone so much farther than to
offer the blood of a heifer.
I decided to repent.

The Center for Bio-Ethical Reform

Fetus aborted 8 weeks after conception.
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THREE

BLOODATONEMENT
Christ’s Provision for the Shedding of Innocent
Blood

You have come . . . to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant, and
to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the blood of
Abel.
– Hebrews 12:22-24
Whatever difficulties there appear in your way, whatever doubts
arise in your heart, from your sins and guilt, whatever objections
your fears may put forth, there is the blood of the Lamb, that will
answer all.
– Richard Alleine (1611-1681)

If we are to meet the enemy of souls on the battleground of bloodguilt, squirrel-hunting shotguns will not do.
We need armor-piercing bullets. I learned this one day when
I met a man who flared his eyes at me, pointed his finger,
and said, “God can never forgive me. I killed my wife.”
I realized then that some experiences mark people in
specific ways. This is especially true when it comes to the
shedding of innocent blood. People who recognize their

59

Innocent Blood

guilt in this area have trouble engaging in any discussion of the gospel that fails to explicitly and specifically
address their experience, no matter how accurate it may
be otherwise. General gospel assurances about God’s love
will not help because bloodguilt speaks with specificity.
It provides memories of exact times and places, to which
certain sounds and smells can all bear witness.
This man was impaled on the justice of a loving God.
He knew instinctively that the just wages of his sin must
be death (Romans 6:23), so he needed to know how the
gospel could deal with his bloodguilt. His pointed finger
said, “I don’t think it can happen.”

Bloodguilt vs. BloodAtonement
We often say in our home, “The devil always beats
his own,” and here was proof: this man was clearly
tormented. Seeing his dire situation and realizing he was
well-armed to fend off any good news, I pivoted from the
general question, “Can God forgive us our sins?” to the
specific, “Can God forgive a man for killing his wife?”
Our conversation was lively, and not nearly as tidy
and orderly as I will retell it here for the sake of clarity. But
the recounting does reflect my earnest attempt to explain
the gospel as blood for blood—blood-atonement capable
of cleansing away his very real bloodguilt.
I began with, “I agree with you. God undoubtedly
loved your wife, and it would take a miracle for him to
forgive you.”
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