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Abstract: 

Violent religious extremism is viewed as one of the very huge major problems of the twenty-

first century. For example, in Nigeria, violent conflicts in which religion is a factor exists 

among all the two major and dominant religions which are Islam and Christianity. Religion 

can often help people better themselves and help the lives of others. On the contrary, it may 

seem that religion can do the opposite, causing people to be violent. Religion often gets 

blamed for acts of violence including martyrdom and terrorism. This article proffers a 

Christian response to religious violence and aggression perpetrated against Christians. The 

aim of the article is to equip the church with skills to live harmoniously with Muslims and 

other religious groups such as pagans and to promote peaceful co-existence in terms of 

solving conflicts and allowing peace to reign in the Nigerian society. 
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Introduction 

Nigeria, like most societies in the world, is a multi-religious society. Before the coming of 

Christianity and Islam, the indigenous peoples practiced traditional religions. But, between 

the 11th and the 15th centuries, Christianity and Islam were introduced. Since then, various 

ethnic groups have tended to adopt either Christianity or Islam. The existence of the two 

religions in Nigeria has brought enormous religious rivalry and crisis. For example, 

competition for converts and/ or for religious, political, and economic dominance has 

characterized the relationship of the religious communities. Each sees the other as a threat. 

Speaking of how this relationship has truncated the Nigerian society, Jan H. Boer (2003:14) 

describes the 1980s to 2000s as “Nigeria’s decades of blood.” Olusola Ibukun (2010: xv) also 

observes “Religion plays a role in crisis generation and resolution and is potent in the lives of 

the citizenry.”  

Historically, concerns about the aggression of Islam in African and future of 

Christianity particularly in Nigeria led to several discussions among Church Leaders and 

Missionaries in Nigeria. For a very long time now, the relationship between Muslims and 

Christians in Nigeria especially, in Northern Nigeria, has continued to deteriorate and remain 

in a time bomb. Recent orchestrations of violence, aggression, Islamic insurgence and 

terrorist acts directed against Christians have resulted in untold destruction of lives and 

properties. Political leaders, rather than averting religious violence and conflicts have allowed 

tensions and hatred to mount and breed. In some instances, the leaders even aid the tension 

making relationship between the two major religious groups became sore every day. Violence 

and counter violence have continued to multiply, thereby ushered in the endless activities of 

Boko Haram menace. This situation has left a burden and problem posed to both Muslims, 

Christians and pagans. 

 

The Problem it Poses 

Loves lamented that “Jihad has killed over one hundred and twenty million Africans. It has 

killed sixty million Christians. It has killed eighty million Hindus and ten million Buddhists 

besides unaccounted hundreds of millions wasted souls since the inception of Islam” (Loves 

2010:196). There have been religious in Northern and North East part of Nigeria leading to 

the death of thousands. Religious violence, terrorists, aggregation and kidnapping has 

characterized Nigeria without an end. The propagation of Islam and Jihad has become the 

Daral-harb (place of war) in the Middle Belt of Nigeria. Terrorism is the use of extreme fear 

to gain victory over someone. Those who use this method can attack a nation and people of 

other faith to achieve goals they could not have if on a typical battle field. This sad and sick 

situation create a burden for holistic Christian response towards terrorism, aggregation and 

violence with the aim of curbing the menace. This current work examines: the socio-religious 

context of Nigeria; method and theology of warfare: Jihad; social and economic motivations 

for Islamic violence; historical overview of Christian response to violence; theoretical 

responses of Christian response to violence; virtues for Christian response to religious 

violence; biblical and theological reflection on violence in the Old Testament; Christian 
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response to violence in the New Testament; Christian attitude towards responding to violence 

in the church; Medieval just war; general observations and recommendations are offered. 

 

Socio -Religious Context of Nigeria. 

In order to understand Islam clearly, a person needs to go back to the time before the founder 

of the religion prophet Mohammed. The Arabian Peninsula was populated by various tribes 

that were constantly at war with one another. The community was ruled by certain unwritten 

laws and customs, and was without central government. The only gathering was the annual 

religious festival in Mecca at the Kaaba, a shrine of 300 idols. The practice of such social 

evils as the burial of unwanted female babies, the subjugation of wormer, among other sad 

practices was rife. The people of Mecca were merchants who traveled with their caravans 

back and forth between Syria and the Arabian Peninsula.  

Most of the people of Arabia were pagans, they believed in many gods and Worship 

these particularly in a holy shrine which they called Kaaba. That is where the heathen god ha-

Baal was worshipped, of whom Yahweh Elohim, the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the 

God of Israel warned so often in the Old Testament! (Number 25:1-3; Leviticus 18:1-5; 

Judges 2:10-13; I Kings 18:16-40).  Mohammad was born just about 570 years after the birth 

of Jesus in Mecca, the major trading city of Arabia. Before he was born his father had already 

died. His mother passed away when his only six years old, and Muhammad was left an 

orphan. He was brought up first by his grandfather, and when he also died about a year later, 

by an ancle. Altogether, Muhammad During his lifetime, the Muslim ummah was established 

in Arabia by way of their allegiance to Islam. In the early centuries conversion to Islam 

followed the rapid growth of the Muslim world created by the conquests of the Rashidun and 

Umayyad Caliphs.  

After the death of Muhammad, successions by the Caliphs were characterized with 

conflicts and revolts. Since then, Islamic doctrines and texts have been associated with 

violence. Avner Falk (2008:4) opines that “Islamic terrorism is described as a form of 

religious terrorism committed by radical Muslim to achieve varying political ends in the 

name of religion.” Islamic terrorism has occurred in the Middle East, Africa, Europe, 

Southeast Asia, South Asia, and North America. Islamic Organization have been known to 

engage in tactics including suicide attacks and bombings, hijackings, kidnapping and 

recruiting new members through the internet.  

Chandra Muzaffar (2022:11) asserts that “(t)he Qur’anic exposition on existing 

aggression, oppression and injustice lays down the parameters within which fighting or the 

use of violence is legitimate. What this means is that one can use the Quran as the criterion 

for when violence is legitimate and when it is not.” A similar view is supported by Philip 

Sutton and Stephen Vertigans (2005:7) who write, “Stereotypical views which portray Islam 

as an inherently violent religion, a religion of the sword and an increasing global threat have 

thus been reinforced and even extended over recent years.” Sutton and Vertigans (2005:7) 

further opine “They characterize the image of Islam in the Western world as dominated by 

conflict, aggression, fundamentalism, and global-scale violent terrorism.” A survey that was 

conducted by a research group affiliated with the Southern Baptist Convention is said to 

reveal that two out of three protestant pastors used to believe that Islam is a “dangerous 

religion.” Mark Burgess (2004:2) traced the roots of Islamic terrorism far back to the 11th 

century assassins, an order of targeted political and religious opponents who stood in the way 

of the assassins’ sectarian ideology between Islamic terrorism’s medieval and modern 

manifestations. Burgess points out to a common identity that “Loyalty to a divine imperative 
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and tactics seeking out martyrdom.” Cooper William (2008:34) opines that “The emergence 

of modern Islamic terrorism has its roots in the 19th century that the Wahhabi movement 

gradually inspired other fundamentalist movements during the 20th century.” Walter Laqueur 

(2004:440) describes the Soviet Invasion of Afghanistan as the global trigger of Islamic 

terrorism.” This is revealed in Islamic methodology and theology of warfare which is the 

Jihad. 

 

Method and theology of Warfare: Jihad 

Jihad, is an Islamic term which refers to a religious duty of the Muslims. In Arabic, the word 

jihad translates as “struggle.” Wendy Doniger (1999:571) notes “Jihad appears 41 times in 

the Qur’an and frequently in the idiomatic expression, striving in the way of Allah (al-jihad fi 

sabil Allah.” This Jihad is an important religious duty for Muslims. A Sunni scholar refer to 

this duty as the sixth pilar of Islam, though it occupies no such official position. But Jihad is 

one of the practices of the religion.  Islam speaks about five pillars only, but jihad is so 

important that some Muslims see it as a sixth pillar. It is interpreted as the effort to live as a 

true Muslim with all its consequences, including holy war (Sura 9:5-6.29) That is why there 

is controversy in correlation between jihad and violence in Islam.  

Bernard Lewis (1988:72) argues that “the overwhelming majority of classical 

theologians, jurists, and traditionalists understood the obligation of jihad in a military sense.” 

Lewis further maintains that for most of the recorded history of Islam, from the life time of 

Prophet Mohammad onward, the word jihad as use in a primary military sense. Although 

some Islamic scholars have different perspectives on the implementation of jihad, there is 

strong consensus amongst them that the concept of jihad will always include armed struggle 

against those they see as persecuted and oppressed. Thus, jihad becomes an urgent necessity 

in order to reclaim all lands that have been lost to Islam.  

John Schwarz (2004:230) puts it plainly when he says that “Some fundamentalist 

Muslims believe in the sixth pillar, Jihad, a word meaning spiritual struggle, though often 

translated holy war, which requires obedience to Allah and the furtherance of the cause of 

Islam.” Schwarz (2004:230) reiterates “The Koran promises that those who die a martyr’s 

death fighting for Allah are assured of a place in paradise.” One of the ideologies that plays a 

role in Islamic terrorism in Nigeria, particularly northern Nigeria is the principle of jihad. 

Through the ages, militants generally use Jihad to mean retaliatory warfare against actors that 

have allegedly harmed Muslims. Mipo E. Dadang describes how this idea of jihad has caused 

serious religious violence between Christians and Muslims.  

Dadang (2017:5) mentions that “Many have been injured, and hundreds more carry 

emotional scars, which hardly heal as almost annually another round of bloodshed results in 

fresh losses.” Dadang (2017:5), further notes “Religious violence between Muslims and 

Christians characterize Northern Nigeria. and wonders why religion should promote violence 

rather than building peace.” Islamists often identify what they see as a historical struggle 

between Christianity and Islam dating back as far as the crusades, among other historical 

conflicts between practitioners of the two religions. Many of the violent terrorists’ groups use 

the name of jihad to fight against western education.  This is manifested in the Nigerian 

context as Boko Haram, meaning western education is forbidden through violence on non-

Muslims. Part from this terrorists’ activities through violence, there is also societal and 

economic motivations of Islamic terrorism. 
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Social and Economic Motivations for Islamic Violence 

Going by the political unrests that are witnessed in the Muslim world has been afflicted with 

economic stagnation for many centuries. Ali Mazrui (2003:27) alleges that “religious 

conflicts all over Africa started with the violent introduction of Islam contradiction and 

Schisms in the religions and marginalization of non-members in the scheme of things.” 

Mazrui, explains how “Christian and Islamic religions penetrated Africa due to the 

intercontinental demographic changes, long distance trades, urbanization, slave trade and 

state formation since the first century A.D.” From that era, Islam came to North Africa in the 

Seventh century where Christianity had already been planted. Douglas Jacobsen (2007:67) 

confirms this by fact that “Christianity as born in the middle East and Jerusalem was the 

headquarters of the movement, but the new faith quickly spread beyond Palestine.”  

Jacobsen (2007:67) reiterates that “From there, Christianity spread into Africa and 

Asia. It was in Africa before Europe. It was in India before England, and it was in China 

before America.” However, with the affirmation Christian faith entrance to Africa earlier, the 

Muslims staged a Jihad against the Christians and did everything possible to weaken and 

destroy the church. Abbas Sundiata (2006:15) notes “When Muslims retrace their path to 

Muhammad, the result has been to pick up the sword against the infidel because Islam 

prospered on violence and therefore will never go past that.” For example, in Nigeria, the rise 

of Islamic militancy started before and after independence. This is the time when Muslims 

began to reject secularism {Western values] and demanded for the implementation of 

Shariah. However, the agitation for the Shariah was interrupted by the civil war which broke 

out in 1966 through 1975 when they anticipated the return to civilian rule. That is why Klaus 

Koschorke (2007:268) notes that “In Nigeria, with 130 million inhabitants the most populous 

country in Africa, there were also tensions between Christians and Muslims.” These tensions 

began during the colonial era. Koschorke (2007:268), opines that “As a consequence of their 

politics of Indirect Rule, a modified Shariah legislation had continued to exist under British 

Colonial rule in Muslim-dominated Northern Nigeria.”  

Koschorke (2007:268) continues to observe that “In the 1970s as well and in the 

1990s and 2000s there were attempts by Muslims to strengthen Shariah legislation.” 

Koschorke (2007:268) narrates that “When in 1976, a new constitution was developed, the 

question of what rule should play resurfaced. Spokesmen of Christian groups demanded 

restriction of Shariah la. The Shariah Debate of 1979 was an incident of conflict between 

Christians and Muslims in Northern Nigeria.” Koschorke (2007:268) concludes that “The 

sudden violent demand for a Federal Shariah Court in Nigeria’s Constitution could be 

attributed to the fact that Shariah forbids equality between Muslims and non-Muslims.” Since 

then, the Shariah issue in Nigeria has always been a source of conflict between Muslims and 

Christians. Shariah has refuses to recognize the coexistence of non-Muslims communities 

except as second class and subordinate citizens because it recognizes only Muslims as the 

only people with full legal rights. It appears Islam unlike Christianity is a system built on 

struggle for domination and superiority. So, Islam can go to any length and use whatever 

means available to annex power, position, and possession.  History replete with faces Islamic 

aggression throughout its advent. One factor driving Islam militancy in Nigeria as in many 

nations is the sense that Christianity is growing. Islamists recognize Christianity’s religious, 

economic and political implications for the Muslim Ummah. Philip Jenkins (2002:165) 

observed that “Because of hat Muslims have seen regarding the growth of Christianity, the 

relationship between Christianity and Islam poses a challenge for at least half of the 20 

nations affected to have the world largest population by 2050.” Muslims in Nigeria like other 

Africa countries are doing everything possible to stop converting them to Christianity. This is 
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because Jenkins (2002:173) reiterates that “Muslim-Christian rivalries have often led to 

violence.” Violence between Christians and Muslims has raged through the Northern and 

central states of Nigeria. Thus, a historical overview of Christian response on violence over 

time is paramount. 

 

Historical Overview of Christian Response to Violence  

We need to understand the larger perspective of world history in order to grasp the activities 

of violent radical Islamists in our contemporary world. D that his followers would b hated 

and persecuted. From Biblical perspective it shows that during Christ’s earthly ministry Jesus 

Christ predicted that his followers would be hated and persecuted (Matthew 5-7). What the 

present Islamic radicals are displaying can b equated to the acts of some Jewish sects 

manifested during the early ministry of Jesus and throughout the first century of the early 

Church. The Jewish historian, Flavius Josephus (1999:17) speaks of the existence of “Jewish 

Sects such as the Pharisees, the Sadducees, the Essenes and the Zealots.” Some of these sects 

were responsible for handing Jesus over to the Gentiles to be crucified. They saw other Jews, 

who did not support their violent agenda against the Romans as traitors. The early church 

suffered persecutions in the hands of both the Jews and the Roman emperors, particularly 

Nero. The same Jewish sects that masterminded the agitation for the crucifixion of Jesus 

persecuted the early Christians after his ascension.  Paul was a member of the Pharisee sect of 

Judaism who participated actively in persecuting the early Christians (I Timothy 1:13). 

Hence, there is need to look at the theoretical responses to Christian response to violence. 

 

Theoretical Christian Responses to Violence 

Christians have traditionally ethical and moral approaches to violence and aggression. David 

L. Clough and Brian Stiltner (2007:67) explain that all the approaches draw from four 

sources and according to them, “these sources are: the Bible, Reason Church tradition, and 

experience.” In general, Christians have taken the following approaches in deciding how they 

should act in the face of violence or terrorism and aggression. First, the early church adopted 

the principle of pacifism which was based on their interpretation of Jesus’ teaching in the 

sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7). As a principle and strategy, pacifism is based on the 

belief that Jesus taught his disciples to response to any form of violence nonviolently. 

Consequently, pacifism was a dominant theory and practice throughout much of the period to 

the reformation.  

The second theory of Christian response to violence, terrorism and aggression was 

just war. This theory was developed by the church fathers especially Augustine of Hippo. 

Augustine argued that because of the existence of evil men and women in the world a war 

waged by an authorized body can be justified. Christians should freely participate in such a 

war. Stanley Windass (1964:97) explains that Augustine was of the view that “No one is fit to 

inflict punishment save the one who has first overcome hate in its heart.  

The love of enemies admits of no dispensation, but love does not exclude wars of 

mercy waged by the good.” This theory has dominated much of the history of Christendom. 

The third theory of Christian response to violence, terrorism and aggression is just 

peacemaking. This theory basically blends the first two theories which is pacifism and just 

war as a way forward. The principle of just peacemaking is based on Jesus’ teaching on the 

Sermon on the Mount contained in his discourse (Matthew 5-7). Just peacemaking firmly 

believes in Jesus’ gospel of peace, love, justice and nonviolent action. It brings a rich 

category to the option and solution to war, violent and conflict. In this theory, the focus shifts 
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to initiatives that can help prevent war and violent to foster peace. Sunday B. Agang 

(2011:262) opines that “Just peacemaking encourages grassroots peacemaking groups and 

voluntary association.” From Agang’s point of view, there are virtues for Christian response 

to religious violence. 

 

Virtues for Christian Response to Religious Violence 

The spiritual and moral implication of conversion a lie on the basis of biblical virtues that 

guide Christian response to curtail violence. Some of them are as listed: 1). Patience is a 

virtue that is required in order to persevere amidst adversity without succumbing to fear of 

fanaticism. Michael K. Duffey (1993:10,11,12) is of the opinion that patience has the notion 

of resisting the argue to make things turn out right. Duffey opines that “authentic patience is 

the determination to resist evil activity but without violent means through transforming 

attitudes and structures.” 2). Humility is the capacity to seek for truth beyond one’s on 

current possession of it. Humility disposes Christians to openness and cooperation with 

others, particularly those who do not want to listen to us. Duffey (1993:13) reiterates that 

“authentic humility has nothing to do with passively accepting humiliation. Rather it is 

recognition of one’s own limitation.” These are the virtues that empowers Christians to be 

peacemakers. The Epistle of Paul to the Ephesians uses a military metaphor to call Christians 

to a life of unflagging love and service (Ephesians 6:14-17). 3). Peace is the ability to contain 

pain in the face of conflict.  

Peace is not necessarily the absence of war or conflicts. Security is regarded as the 

conclusion of feeling safe from danger, harms, or threats. Both peace and security are the 

same side of a coin. Therefore, insecurity is a negation to human right. Since the fall of man 

(Genesis 3), crisis has been part of human existence. It is the responsibility of government to 

provide security by protecting lives and property of all citizenry. This is why any government 

that does not provides security is a failed state. Still, there is the need to recognize the 

supremacy of God and place absolute dependence on God by affirming the scripture by 

saying, “Lord, there is none like you to help the powerless against the mighty” (II Chronicles 

14:11). 4}.  

All Christians virtues are imbedded in the theology of Christ’s redemptive work of 

love, forgiveness and reconciliation. 5}. Forgiveness is God’s idea. Christ modeled 

forgiveness for Christians. Scriptures command Christians to forgive as they have been 

forgiven (Colossians 3:13). 6}. Reconciliation is vital and fundamental to the Christian faith 

because all true Christians have been reconciled to God through Christ and are called to 

engage the world in the work of reconciliation. The Christian virtue of reconciliation as a 

principle and strategies focuses on the pursuit of love, justice and peace. 7}. Prayer for 

enemies is biblical. Praying for enemies does not mean imprecation (Luke 23:46; Acts 7:59). 

Walter Wink (1992:175) opines that “A backhanded slap was the usual way of admonishing 

inferiors. Jesus’ listeners are not those who strike, initiate court suits or impose forced labor, 

but their victims.”  It was in that context that Jesus taught the powerful initiatives that would 

help them regain their human dignity and honor. Thus, when he taught the disciples to turn 

the other check, he as teaching them to nonviolently cause their oppressors to recognize their 

humanity and dignity. In that custom, the front of the right hand as the hand of honor.  

While the back of the right hand and the left hand were considered the hand of 

disgrace, shame and dishonor. If a neighbor succeeded in using the right hand to hit someone 

in his community, he has succeeded in humbling or disgracing such a neighbor and thereby 

succeeding in retaining his honor and self-esteem. But if the person turns the other check, he 

cannot use the right hand any longer. Rather, he will be forced to either use the back of the 
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right hand or the left hand to hit. If the person does so, he will hit the opponent with the back 

hand of the right hand or left hand to hit, he or she nonviolently forcefully disgrace himself or 

herself. Wink (1992:176) notes that “this action robs the oppressor of the power to 

humiliate.” This is the biblical sense in which Jesus taught on “turning the other check and to 

go a second mile, give a cloak to him who demands an inner cloth” (Matthew 5:38-42).  

The biblical lesson here, is that Jesus taught his disciples transforming tactics that 

would enable them to nonviolently defend their human dignity in context of social and 

religious dehumanization. Wink (1992:179) reiterates, “By refusing to be awed by their 

power, the powerless are embodied to seize the initiative even here structural change is not 

immediately possible. This message, far from being a counsel to perfection unattainable in 

this life, is a practical, strategic measure for empowering the oppressed, and it is being lived 

out all over the world today by powerless people ready to take their history into their own 

hands.” Putting this in perspective and context of Christians in Nigeria, Christians need to 

engage their society in a nonviolent way that would make their enemies know that Christians 

are not infidels, but they are human beings like they are.  However, the interpretation of 

Christ’s teaching as passivity lead to Christian complacence and resorting to witchcraft rather 

than faithfully standing firm in the faith.  This is the more reason why there is need for a 

biblical and theological reflection on violence in Old and New Testaments. 

 

Biblical and Theological Reflection on Violence in the Old Testament 

There are accounts of violent acts, war, killing and vengeance in the Bible. The Old 

Testament at times provided grounds for retaliation against enemies as they are recorded in 

Exodus in (Exodus 21:22-25; Leviticus 24:17-20; Deuteronomy 19:16-21). It sometimes 

permitted prayers against adversaries for examples in II Kings 1:10; Nehemiah 14:4,5; Psalm 

10:15;58:6; 68:2 and 69:22). Thus, throughout the Old Testament history, warfare is an 

inevitable fact of life in Israel. It is therefore jarring to think that God is portrayed in some 

portions of the Old Testament as condoning and even commanding violence. The first divine 

concept is seen in God’s promise of a land for the Chosen People begins with the story of 

Abraham in (Genesis 12:1-3). Unfortunately, while the land promised by God to Abraham 

and his descendants, when the children of Israel arrived after their miraculous release from 

slavery in Egypt, it was already occupied by other peoples who had lived there for many 

generations.  

Therefore, the Promised Land had to be taken by force. Much of the Book of Joshua 

is devoted to this story of conquest, and it seems clear from the beginning that God was not 

only sanctioning but commanding the ensuing slaughter. Jericho was conquered first, and all 

the inhabitants, men and women alike, were killed (Joshua 6:21). The same thing happened at 

Ai (Joshua 6:26), and the king of Ai, who was captured, was summarily hanged. All this was 

seen as acts done by the command of and to the glory of God. In Joshua 11, God actively 

participated in the battle by sending giant hailstones on the enemy, which killed more men 

than did the Israelites’ weapons. Some smaller nations tried to avoid this kind of devastating 

holy war by making a peace treaty with the Israelites, but the price demanded was that they 

would eternally be Israel’s slaves (Joshua, chapter 9). It took many years for these wars of 

conquest to finish, but even when they were ended the Book of Joshua tells us that God 

himself had driven out the peoples from their lands so that the Israelites could have them 

(Joshua 13:6). 

The second form of divine violence is seen in the punishments God wreaks upon 

those who do not follow divine law. According to Leviticus 26:14-39, these punishments 
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include sickness, defeat in time of war, and famine.  In Amos chapters 1 and 2, God promised 

to send terrible punishments upon surrounding nations for their war atrocities, but Israel and 

Judah are to be punished because they have allowed economic injustice against the poor. In 

the book of Hosea, the worst sin of all is identified. The Israelites have been unfaithful to 

God, like a wanton wife chasing after other gods. The penalty for such infidelity is death 

(Deuteronomy 22:22–24). The Psalms look as they demonstrate violence and vengeance. 

Psalm 94:1 identifies God as a God of Vengeance. Psalm 58 goes into more detail, praying 

that God will break the teeth of wrong-doers, and exulting that the righteous shall wade in the 

blood of sinners. Psalm 109 is intensely personal, asking God to totally destroy those who 

have lied about the writer. Perhaps most shocking is Psalm 137, written after the destruction 

of Jerusalem in 586 B.C. This Psalm prays destruction on Judah’s enemies, even promising 

that those who dash out the brains of their babies on the rocks shall be blessed. In all of these 

Scriptural passages, God takes violent steps when one of two things happens. These are either 

God’s honor has been offended, or Israel’s well-being is at stake. How are people to interpret 

these passages? One way is to see them not as commandments or actions from God, but as 

human projections on God. It is easy for people to so passionately wish some things to be that 

they would claim God wants them as well. How much more so would that be true for a 

people who believed themselves to be chosen as God’s especially favored nation!  

There is tendency to attribute human emotions and actions to God in all nations and 

religions. Another possible response to these Scripture passages is to say that religious 

understanding evolved through the many centuries of the making of the Bible. Both of these 

responses have some validity, but there are also problems. One, of course, is the tendency to 

pick and choose those Biblical passages with which one is most comfortable and dismissing 

the rest. Another problem is that a person may be committing the same error, imposing a 

desired picture of God into the divine mystery. Perhaps God is much greater than human 

imaginations. C. Hassel Bullock Imprecatory Psalms gives a biblical balance as not 

promoting violence. Bullock (1985:145) notes “What is identified as personal vindictiveness 

is placed in a larger context. The Psalmist consigned the matter to God. There was no 

absolutely no effort on his part to take personal revenge.”  Bullock (1985:145), believes that 

the Psalmist “Seemed to have been aware of the Mosaic principle, vengeance is mine 

(Deuteronomy 32:35).”  

Bullock (1985:146) reiterates “The New Testament writers discerned a prophetic 

spirit in these Psalms, which was in no way aa denial of their historical situation.” C. S. 

Lewis remarked that “We may learn from them that the absence of indignation may be an 

alarming symptom.” Bullock draws attention “We should be disturbed about sin and aroused 

for righteousness. The most bitter feelings can be resolved in the presence of God.” Bullock 

(1985:146) concludes that “The Psalmist did not take the matter into his own hands but laid it 

out before God because these Psalms help to renew our confidence in the fact that God is 

just.” The Psalmist says “For he stands at the right hand of the needy, to save him from those 

who judge his soul,” (Psalm 109:31). From these Old Testament examples, many of God’s 

involvement in violence through the Old and New Testaments are not done to destroy. But to 

restore the original vision of a just and whole creation. God’s acts are restorative, not 

retributive. This restoration culminated in the New Testament, hence the need to look at 

Christian response to violence in the New Testament. 

  

Christian Response to Violence in the New Testament 

We need to understand that the Old Testament was dealing with Israel as a nation, while the 

New Testament is addressing the world and Christianity. Therefore, it is worth noting that in 
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the New Testament Jesus Christ raised the standard of teaching on retaliation and relationship 

with one’s enemies.  Faced with violent suffering, early Christians chose a remarkable 

alternative to violence. The rejected the killing of one human being by another. John Driver 

(1988:60,61) affirms that by noting that “the early Christians believed such violence totally 

opposed the foundations of Christian faith.” In the first few centuries of Christianity, many 

Christians refused to engage in military combat. In fact, there were a number of famous 

examples of soldiers who became Christians and refused to engage in combat afterward. 

They were subsequently executed for their refusal to fight. This commitment to pacifism and 

rejection of military service is attributed to two principles: "(1) the use of force (violence) 

was seen as antithetical to Jesus' teachings and (2) service in the Roman military required 

worship of the emperor as a god which was a form of idolatry."  

Three famous figures in the early Church expressed well this Christian commitment to 

pacifism. Origen asserted: "Christians could never slay their enemies. For the more that 

kings, rulers, and peoples have persecuted them everywhere, the more Christians have 

increased in number and grown in strength.” Clement of Alexandria wrote: "Above all, 

Christians are not allowed to correct with violence the delinquencies of sins." Tertullian 

argued forcefully against all forms of violence, considering abortion, warfare and even 

judicial death penalties to be forms of murder. They knew by experience that the Spirit of 

Christ was not the same with social relationship in their pagan society.  But what then is the 

relationship of persecution and war as contended in contemporary Nigeria today?  

Many Christians seem to confuse war with persecution. They tend to argue that war is 

the larger scale of conflict. While persecution is inflicting pains and hardship upon 

Christians. They conclude that contemporary Islamic terrorism, aggression and violence are 

warfare and not merely persecution. They differentiate between killing and murder as well as 

between persecution and war.  They also differentiate killing in the process of self-defense 

and killing in the process of retaliation. For them, Christians have a right to defend 

themselves, but are forbidden to retaliate or revenge the killing of their kinsmen whom they 

see as innocent passerby. E.M.B Green (1978:1316) notes that “both are subjects that have 

been treated in the Bible in retaliation to Jesus’ prediction, the target is opposed, oppressed, 

maltreated, illtreated, abused, molested, victimized, terrorized, tortured, harassed, lynched 

and killed.” Therefore, it is worth noting that in the New Testament Jesus Christ raised the 

standard of teaching on retaliation and relationship with one’s enemies.   

Christianity transcends all borders and sees humanity as one. The Christian life is 

characterized with love and peace. Christian response to violence in the new era is patterned 

after Jesus’ response and presented in his teaching and ministry while on earth. Christianity 

transcends all borders and sees humanity as one. The Christian life is characterized with love 

and peace. Christianity stands for peace with God and peace with man. This is why Jesus 

removed the right of retaliation, assuring his followers that only God has the prerogative of 

judgement (Deuteronomy 32:35 compare with Romans 12:19; and Hebrews 10:30). Jesus 

offered a more stringent understanding of the commandment against murder that to hate 

another person is tantamount to murder in God’s eyes. One’s inner attitude can therefore be 

as dangerous to one’s own soul as a violent act would be harmful to one’s victim. The words 

of Jesus contradict those passages of the Old Testament in which God is depicted as 

sanctioning and commanding violence. The New Testament is anti-violent. A key passage for 

discussion is in (Matthew 5:38-48). 

Jesus modeled this instruction in his own life, even to the point of death on the cross. 

He based this notion of non-violence on God’s nature: this form of living marks us as God’s 

children. In so doing, Jesus presented the ultimate truth about violence that it is an affront to 
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God’s sovereignty. The Old Testament certainly sanctioned violence as a legitimate self-

defense against violence. Jesus’ commandment seems to challenge this idea. His followers 

are to break the circle of violence by refusing to participate in it. Jesus reiterated this idea in a 

number of ways.  

For instance, saying that following him means to take up a cross (Matthew 16:24). It 

appears the most startling image in Revelation is found in chapter 19, where the Word of 

God, the Lamb that was slain, dressed in a blood-stained robe, rides his horse against the 

forces of evil and slays them all with the sword that comes from his mouth. There could not 

be a stronger statement of God through Christ using violence to defeat evil! It certainly seems 

at the opposite end of the spectrum from praying for one’s enemy and turning the other 

cheek. Far more numerous in the New Testament are passages that encourage a Christ-like 

devotion to non-violence.  For Christians, the primary commandments remain as Jesus said in 

Matthew 22:36-40: to love God with all one’s heart, mind, soul and strength, and to love one 

another as Christ loves us. This is the test of Christianity (I John 4:7). Therefore, Christian 

attitude towards responding to violence in the Church is to represent taste of salt and light.  

The relationship of Christianity and violence is the subject of controversy because 

some of its teachings advocate peace, love, and compassion, whereas other teachings have 

been used to justify violence and hatred. Peace, compassion and forgiveness of wrongs done 

by others are key elements of Christian teaching. However, Christians have struggled since 

the days of the Church Fathers with the question of when the use of force is justified. 

Christian churches suffer from a confusion of loyalties. Rather than the character of the 

Christian faith itself, a better explanation of why Christian churches is either impotent in the 

face of violent conflicts or actively participate in them derives from the proclivities of its 

adherents which are at odds with the character of the Christian faith. However, by the 

medieval Church era, the theory of just war and holy war emerged. 

  

Medieval Church Just War and Holy War 

The change came when Constantine became the emperor of the Roman Empire in 312 C.E. 

and the idea of a “just war” came into play. At first, this doctrine dealt with when to wage a 

war and how such a war should be waged. In the past two hundred years, a third element has 

been added: how to achieve a just peace, along with the prosecution of war criminals. Peter J. 

Haas (2002:236) opines that “The just war doctrine, as we inherited it in the Western world, 

was forged pretty much in its final form during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries of the 

common era in the light of tremendously brutal encounters that made up the crusades.” 

  John Schwarz (2004:156) affirms that “The first crusade was the most successful 

recapturing Jerusalem in 1099, only to lose it again in 1189. The other crusades were not 

successful, and many ended in disgrace and dishonor as the crusades turned their attention 

from recapturing the holy places of Christendom to pillaging, rape and murder.” The 

principles of “just war” are: A just war can only be waged as a last resort. All non-violent 

options must be exhausted before the use of force can be justified. A war is just only if it is 

waged by a legitimate authority. Even just causes cannot be served by actions taken by 

individuals or groups who do not constitute an authority sanctioned by whatever the society 

and outsiders to the society deem legitimate. A just war can only be fought to redress a wrong 

suffered. For example, self-defense against an armed attack is always considered to be a just 

cause. Further, a just war can only be fought with "right" intentions: the only permissible 

objective of a just war is to redress the injury.  A war can only be just if it is fought with a 

reasonable chance of success. Deaths and injury incurred in a hopeless cause are not morally 

justifiable. The ultimate goal of a just war is to re-establish peace. More specifically, the 



 Journal of African Interdisciplinary Studies (JAIS): ISSN 2523-6725 (online)  
                                                               March 2022 Vol. 6, No. 3  
Citation: Dadang, M. E. (2022). Religion and Violence and Implications on Peace and Security in Nigeria:  A 

Nonviolent Christian Approach to Religious Violence. Journal of African Interdisciplinary Studies, 6(3), 4 – 19. 

 

15   
Copyright © 2022 Centre for Democracy, Research and Development (CEDRED), Nairobi, Kenya. 

http://cedred.org/jais/index.php/issues  

peace established after the war must be preferable to the peace that would have prevailed if 

the war had not been fought. The violence used in the war must be proportional to the injury 

suffered. States are prohibited from using force not necessary to attain the limited objective 

of addressing the injury suffered. The weapons used in war must discriminate between 

combatants and non-combatants. Civilians are never permissible targets of war, and every 

effort must be taken to avoid killing civilians. The deaths of civilians are justified only if they 

are unavoidable victims of a deliberate attack on a military target. After World War II, with 

its use of nuclear weapons, theologians and ethicists have increasingly argued that just war 

principles no longer can be applied. Atomic bombs and their modern successors – particularly 

when used on large cities - will inevitably bring civilian deaths.  

 

Holy War 

In the Middle Ages, a new development came in Christian thought about violence: the 

concept of “holy war”. In 1095, at the Council of Clermont, Pope Urban II declared that some 

wars could be deemed as not only a just war, but could, in certain cases, rise to the level of a 

holy war Jill Claster in her book Sacred Violence characterizes this as a "remarkable 

transformation in the ideology of war", shifting the justification of war from being not only 

"just" but "spiritually beneficial”. The Christian concept of Holy War moved a culture 

formally dedicated to fulfilling the injunction to 'love thy neighbor as thyself' to a point where 

it sanctioned the use of violence against the alien both outside and inside society.  

The religious sanctioning of the concept of "holy war" was a turning point in 

Christian attitudes towards violence; Pope Gregory VII then made the Holy War possible by 

drastically altering the attitude of the church towards war. Hitherto a knight could obtain 

remission of sins only by giving up arms, but Urban invited him to gain forgiveness 'in and 

through the exercise of his martial skills". A holy war was defined by the Roman Catholic 

Church as "war that is not only just, but justifying; that is, a war that confers positive spiritual 

merit on those who fight in it" By the 12th century, Bernard of Clairvaux wrote: "The knight 

of Christ may strike with confidence and die yet more confidently; for he serves Christ when 

he strikes, and saves himself when he falls.... When he inflicts death, it is to Christ's profit, 

and when he suffers death, it is his own gain.” However, The Middle Ages also brought a 

resurgence of the early Church’s commitment to pacifism. In Europe various Anabaptist 

groups insisted that one could not use violence even to protect his own life.  

Many of their adherents were slaughtered by Lutherans, Calvinists and Roman 

Catholics. Descendants of these groups are among us today as Mennonites, Amish and the 

Church of the brethren. In England in the 1700s John Woolman led a number of Christian 

pacifists to form the Society of Friends, often called the Quakers. They not only refused to 

engage in war but refused to pay that portion of their taxes that would fund the military. 

Eventually, Christian response to violence translated into Christian realism. Christian 

Realism is a philosophical perspective developed by the American theologian in the late 

1940s and early 1950s. Niebuhr argued that the Kingdom of God cannot be realized on earth 

because of the innately corrupt tendencies of society. Stephen and Gregory comment that 

Niebuhr did not conclude that all human systems and societies are equally unjust. Stephen 

and Gregory (1991: 258) opine that “The dishonest pretention of universality which 

accompanies every partial perspective in history…does not mean that significant choices 

between rival political movements cannot be made.” Ronald J. Sider (2004:328) brings to 

reminder from the warning from Reinhold Niebuhr argument that “Every nation regularly 

exaggerates its own righteousness and identifies its significant, but partial goodness with the 

absolute righteousness of God, mistaking its standards for God’s standards. Because people 
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are both finite and selfish, every nation even the best, overstates its own goodness and 

underestimates the validity of its opponents claims. The moral pride that results, produces 

deadly backlash.” From this assessment, some observations have been pointed out. 

 

General Observations 

Analysis from this article reveals continues reality of Islamic terrorism, aggression and 

violence has been the contending situation in Nigeria. The study observed several factors that 

are complex as patterns that constantly trigger occurrences of violence and counter violence. 

There observations are glaring and worth mention: First, there is religious ignorance which 

clouds the minds of people’s understanding on human relationship that God is the creator of 

both Muslims and Christians. Secondly, religious differences have continued to cause 

dissatisfaction thereby generating tensions which usually lead violence.  

Third accumulation of past incidences of ill treatment of minorities across Nigeria 

particularly in Northern Nigeria has continued to heighten violence which always become 

bloody. In this case, there is lack of ability to forgive and forget past atrocities of enslavement 

and pains inflicted upon forefathers by Muslims. Therefore, the continuing threat posed for 

religious dominance by Muslims on Christians and pagans mainly in the Middle Belt has 

become pronounced.  Fourth, many Christians and pagans in Nigeria have doubted the 

possibility of getting justice without violent response. That is the more reason why it has 

become difficult for ordinary Nigerians to pursue justice nonviolently because the Nigerian 

law enforcement agents have demonstrated gross in adequacy in handling security challenges 

especially when it comes to addressing religious violence, terrorism, and aggression 

Nigerian’s face on a daily basis. This has made it harder to allow the rule of law and due 

processes to prevail (Exodus 23:1-3 & 6-8).  With these foregone, recommendation is 

inevitable. 

 

Recommendations  

In the light of non-presence of government protection on citizens and the will to curtail and or 

bring perpetrators of violence and destruction of lives and property to book, it is still expected 

that Christians are required not to return evil for evil, violence for violence in response to 

Muslim terrorism, aggression and violence on them to enforce justice.  Christians are to 

realize that whoever engages in the effort of seeking social redress should avoid repeating the 

wrongs of the perpetrators of evil.  They are to seek the deliverance of both the oppressed and 

the oppressor. They are to be conscious of the reality that God is both the God of justice and 

love. This is why biblically; justice is deliverance in rectifying the gross social injustices and 

inequalities of the disadvantaged (Pslam76:69). It puts an end to the conditions that produce 

injustice (Psalm10:18). This kind of biblical redress should seek the welfare and advantage of 

everyone in the community. The oppressed are raised, and the oppressors are judged (I 

Samuel 2:7-10 compare to Luke 1:51-53 and Luke 6:20-26). In the light of this biblical 

recommendation, there are practical ways that can be put in place to forestall violence and 

promote positive response. Some practical steps that are helpful includes the following: 1). 

As people of Nigeria, Christians have spiritual, moral and personal responsibilities to apply. 

Their moral, social and personal ethics are meant to engender benefit to the larger society. 

That can mean speaking out by engaging the Muslims in concrete dialogue. An example is 

for Christians to contextualize Jesus’ teaching.  

Rather than silent receiver of injustice that leads to violence. Christians’ social and 

political responsibilities are to be rooted in biblical and normative frameworks. J. Deotis 

Roberts (1994:9) notes that Martin Luther King Jr “Could be pragmatic as well as moral as 
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the spoke of nonviolence. He insisted that the choice in international relations, in an atomic 

age is not between war and peace, but between nonviolence and nonexistence” This can also 

be contextualized by seeking economic justice for every Christian and non-Christians alike to 

have access to productive resources for every Nigerian to enable them earn a living and 

become dignified participants in communities. (Romans 13:8-10). 2). Both Christians and 

non-Christians should intensify efforts to promote religious and communal re-orientation and 

to dislodge every form of discrimination and intolerance in their own given society.  

Desmond Tutu (1999:154) notes that “We are human because we belong. We are 

made for community, for togetherness, for family, to exist in a delicate network of 

interdependence.” However, in a violent society here trust has broken down, has implication 

for loving a neighbor in the sense that, to love a neighbor includes loving an enemy. Thus, 

John W. deGruchy (2002:22) affirms that “This love is anchored on the basis of God’s love, 

justice, forgiveness, renunciation and peace.” Hence, in recommending that Christians love 

their neighbors as themselves, God desires that they affirm humanity of the others.  

Christians are able to love the enemy because they too stand in need of love and have 

experienced Christ’s love (Ephesians 6:2 civil societies3). 3). As citizens of heaven and of 

this world, Christians deserve government’s protection from all forms of terrorism, 

aggression and violence against them. All citizens must be treated equally without respect to 

religious affiliation. Government must consider civil societies and other nongovernmental 

organizations and the church as partners in an effort to enhance effectiveness. Early warnings 

must be handled promptly and should be converted into effective action and preventive 

diplomacy has to be employed. Ethnic bigotry, gender hostility, religious hatred and political 

exclusion should be discouraged by markedly advancing the vision of a healthy society here 

every individual have a sense of belonging, respect, and dignity of human worth are guarded 

and not on the basis of religious preferential treatment. 
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