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QUESTION: As Christians, is self-defense biblical? 

The more technical question is should believers in Jesus Christ, having the Bible to be the ultimate 
authority, be pacifists? The Amish are the most well-known pacifists in Christendom. They have a doctrine 
known as non-resistance. It doesn’t refer only to their person, they refuse to serve in the military, work as 
police officers, hold a public office, or sue in a court of law. 

The main verse they use to teach this doctrine is Matthew 5:38-42. Here are two stories frequently expressed 
by the Amish and Anabaptists: 

“Amish feel that true Christians should truly turn the other cheek, and take historical inspiration from 
the actions of their forefathers. One story recounted frequently among Amish is that of Dirk Willems, an 
early Anabaptist persecuted for his beliefs. 

Fleeing from authorities, Willems crossed a frozen pond, only to have his pursuer crash through to 
the ice.  Rather than leave his enemy to a certain death and claim his own freedom, he returned to 
help him onto dry land.  Willems was subsequently executed.” 

“Jacob Hochstetler is another Amishman who, during the French and Indian War, offered an example 
that resonates today with his many descendants.  Facing an attack by Native Americans, Hochstetler 
forbade his boys to fire back in defense.  Jacob and two sons were subsequently captured, and his wife, 
son, and daughter scalped. 

Hochstetler chose not to retaliate in the spirit of non-resistance, as he believed it wrong to take 
human life.  As a result, Hochstetler lost his loved ones and his freedom.  While modern Americans 
might find it hard to understand Hochstetler’s decision, Amish today take inspiration in the early 
Amishman’s example, seeing it as how Christ himself would have acted.” 

The teaching of non-resistance is rooted in the doctrine of “Two Kingdoms.” They believe that there is this 
earthly kingdom and a spiritual kingdom. The rules of the spiritual kingdom supersede the rules of the 
earthly kingdom. The Amish respect and follow the rules of the earthly kingdom if those rules do not 
interfere with the rules of the spiritual kingdom. 

One of the criticisms against their teachings is that they will ask others to defend them. They believe that 
working in law enforcement may keep them out of heaven, but when situations occur, they will ask the 
police to intervene and save the lives of their family while not engaging in self-defense themselves. 

“They recognize that they are fortunate to live in a country which allows them to practice their religion 
without persecution by internal or external enemies.  Amish certainly appreciated the response of law 
enforcement after the Nickel Mines school shooting which took the lives of five Amish schoolgirls. 
Amish pray that there is a place in heaven for agents that use force as well.” 

The idea of pacifism seems to be very pious, the ultimate example of Christianity. I am often intrigued by 
this doctrine and have pondered over the concept many times. Of course, we understand that the Bible is the 
ultimate source of authority, so any doctrine must remain biblical. Regardless of our thoughts, we must 
relent to the Scriptures to give us the principle so we may know what God desires. 
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BIBLICAL EVALUATION: How do we approach the Scriptures to answer this question? Does the Bible ever 
condone or instruct persons to violently respond to aggressors? 

Genesis 14:8-20, 15:1 – Abraham defended his relatives by defeating the enemies of the four kings. He 
rescued the people and their possessions from the aggressors. 

1. Abraham is not recorded as seeking God’s blessing into this engagement 
2. Abraham not only saved the people but also pursued the enemies 
3. God approved of the measure as seen in Melchizedek’s response 

Numbers 33:50-53 – This is a God-commanded war. Moses didn’t dictate this on his own but was a war to 
take what God had given to Israel. Also, God is using Israel as His tool for judgment against the immoral 
and murderous population of Canaan. The main point of this reference is to demonstrate that God, at times, 
ordained human war. 

Exodus 22:2-3 – The law had provisions for self-defense during an act of home invasion. But after the fact, 
the homeowner could not seek out the thief to kill him in revenge (Leviticus 19:17-18). Again, this is not a 
prescription for today, rather we are demonstrating that in the righteous standard of God in His Law for 
Israel, it was not sinful to defend one’s home against aggressors.  

John 2:13-17 – Jesus Himself acts aggressively to drive out those who were treating the Temple of YHWH 
as a place to make money. It is important to point out the wrath of God is understood by pacifists as the 
proper means for aggression. But Jesus, in His humanity, was an example of humanity in perfect 
righteousness. This is not prescriptive, but again, Jesus’ aggression is not against the will of God. It was a 
righteous action opposing the immoral treatment of the Temple of God. 

Luke 22:35-38 – Jesus, knowing it was His time to be taken captive, tried, and executed, told the eleven to 
have two defensive swords so that when He was arrested, they would have means to defend themselves. 
When Jesus was taken into custody, the eleven went on the offensive and acted aggressively, and Jesus puts 
a stop to it (Luke 22:47-51). Jesus taking precautions for the eleven is not passive. After stopping the fight 
and healing the one injured, He was able to procure their safety (John 18:7-11). 

Romans 13:3-4 – God sanctions government and punishment. There are no prohibitions to believers 
participating in either government or law enforcement. Luke 3:10-14 – The biblical principle is to do the job 
with integrity and honor. John does not tell people to not work for the state or as a soldier. 

1 Timothy 5:8 – Are provisions for your family only food and clothing or is protection also a provision? 

The biblical principle found in these verses demonstrates that self-defense is not condemned. It is difficult to 
establish a church doctrine condoning self-defense. What do we depend on when lacking specific instruction? 
We defer to godly principles. God values life; man is made in the image of God. When an aggressor threatens 
life, it is both permissible and desirable to save a life from death and violation.  

What about Matthew 5:38-42? The passage must be read in context. We are approaching this passage on 
Wednesday, so we will address this directly soon. For now, I will summarize my conclusion. This passage 
addresses the mental attitude of the Jews. They were harsh in their adherence to the law, having no love, mercy, 
or grace. Jesus was teaching the weightier virtues of the law. Justice is never dismissed, but they had no love. 
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In establishing the principle for self-defense, we run the risk of becoming violent and unloving. We must 
understand the principle is defense against violent aggression. This does not give us permission to be aggressive 
or take vengeance. It doesn’t mean we’re to chase down would-be thieves for execution. We need to understand 
the difference between defense and aggression. 

Romans 12:17-21 

2 Corinthians 13:11 

Galatians 6:10 

Hebrews 11:31 

1 Peter 3:8-12 

The common thread is peace. But we also know the principles of grace and mercy. Can we defend ourselves, 
our homes, our loved ones without being aggressive, violent, hateful, or vengeful? Can we, in one sense, take 
necessary precautions to protect ourselves from home invasion from aggressors, but then show grace and mercy 
to them if they need help? Can we let justice prevail for victims and potential victims but also love our enemies 
and pray for those who are evil toward others? 

*Note – Self-defense applies to individual aggressors, not governments; that is a question for another time. 

 

 

 


