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The most celebrated trial in the 
history of modern Israel was that of 
Adolf Eichmann, a Nazi SS officer 
who was tried in 1961 for crimes 
against the Jewish people and 
against humanity. To this day, 
Eichmann is the only person 
sentenced to death by an Israeli 
court. The circumstances of the case 
achieved considerable notoriety 
from the beginning, when agents of 
Israel’s Mossad abducted Eichmann 
from his exile in Argentina in 1960 
and brought him to Israel to stand 
trial for his complicity in the 

Holocaust. The fact of his guilt was never in doubt – at least to everyone but Eichmann 
himself. Although he had not himself killed anyone, nor even been present at the murder 
of any Jews, he had been instrumental in organizing the efficient efforts of the Nazi regime 
to implement the Final Solution of the so-called “Jewish problem” during World War II. 

But again, Eichmann himself did not believe he was guilty. That is what he said in his 
final plea to the court. His lengthy statement includes these words: 

I have already said that the top echelons, to which I did not belong, gave the orders, 
and they rightly, in my opinion, deserved punishment for the atrocities which were 
perpetrated on the victims on their orders. But the subordinates are now also 
victims. I am one of such victims. This cannot be ignored. It is said that I could and 
should have refused to be obedient. That is a consideration with hindsight. Under 
the circumstances then prevailing such an attitude was not possible. Nor did 
anyone behave in this fashion. From my experience I know that the possibility, 
which was alleged only after the War, of opposing orders is a self-protective fairy 
tale. An individual could secretly slip away. But I was not one of those who thought 
that permissible.* 

Adolf Eichmann 
Final plea at his trial 
December 13, 1961 

 
* “Adolf Eichmann’s Final Plea: ‘In His Own Words,’” December 13, 1961, Remember.org: A People’s 
History of the Holocaust and Genocide (https://remember.org/eichmann/ownwords), accessed February 
12, 2021. 

The trial of Adolf Eichmann in Israel, 1961. Photo via Yad Vashem. 
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We might summarize Eichmann’s defense by saying, “I was only following orders.” 
That defense had not worked for other Nazi leaders at the Nuremburg Trials in 1946, and 
it did not work for Eichmann in 1961. He could not plead ignorance of the crime of 
depriving millions of innocent people of life, nor could he claim that he had no choice in 
the matter. The courageous actions of fellow Germans like Martin Niemöller and Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer remind us that there is always a choice for people of conscience – even if that 
choice means suffering and death. 

Adolf Eichmann should have known. He grew up in a Christian family, and was himself 
part of the Evangelical Church until 1937, after he had become an integral part of the Nazi 
regime. Surely all those lessons he learned in church, and from his father, who remained 
an active church member all his life, would have taught him that it is better to suffer as 
our Messiah suffered than to be silent and allow evil to do its work.† But he didn’t choose 
that path, opting instead to aid and abet that terrible evil. Seeking to save his life, he lost 
it at the hands of an Israeli court that meted out what some would call long-overdue 
justice. 

So how guilty was Eichmann? Was he any more guilty than the commandants and 
guards at the death camps? Or perhaps as guilty as the civilian contractors who kept 
those camps running: the bakers, the plumbers, the laundresses, the groundskeepers, 
and others who commuted from local towns to the camps? What about the train operators 
who carried the doomed victims from their home countries to their terrible fate? And what 
about their families – wives, husbands, children? Surely they knew. Surely they could not 
hold on to such an awful secret. 

But there, too, we have the record of history. Good German people – and good people 
of Poland, France, Italy, Ukraine, Russia, the Netherlands, Greece, and other countries 
– kept silent. Few did or said anything. Perhaps it was fear, but perhaps something more. 
Perhaps they had somehow come to believe that the Jews, Gypsies, and others dragged 
away to the camps were really something less than human, and therefore beyond the 
limit of human kindness and Christian charity. 

Paul tells us about this. He warns the brethren in Corinth about the tendency to lapse 
into inattention and allow evil to creep in. In 1 Corinthians 10 he gives them the lesson of 
our Hebrew ancestors in the desert, noting how they all lived through the manifestations 
of God’s mighty Presence, and yet they still fell from grace. Paul’s warning is to learn from 
their mistakes: 

Now these things happened to them as an example, and it was written down as a 
warning to us—on whom the ends of the ages have come. Therefore let the one 
who thinks that he stands watch out that he doesn’t fall. No temptation has taken 
hold of you except what is common to mankind. But God is faithful—He will not 
allow you to be tempted beyond what you can handle. But with the temptation He 
will also provide a way of escape, so you will be able to endure it. (1 Corinthians 
10:6-12 TLV) 

 
† “Adolf Eichmann: The Mind of a War Criminal,” Professor David Cesarani, February 17, 2011, BBC 
(https://www.bbc.co.uk/history/worldwars/genocide/eichmann_01.shtml), accessed February 12, 2021. 
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Messiah Yeshua brought the same warning to His disciples in more direct words. On 
the night of His betrayal, when He went away to pray and returned to find His closest 
friends asleep, He said: 

“So couldn’t you keep watch with Me for one hour? Keep watching and praying, so 
that you won’t enter into temptation. The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.” 
(Matthew 26:40-41 TLV) 

The problem is, we all have a tendency to fall asleep, both physically and spiritually. 
It is a tendency God’s people have suffered from the beginning. We fall asleep for many 
reasons, but our spiritual sleep walking always takes us down the same path: we lapse 
into inaction and relax our vigilance, we allow evil to creep into our midst, and before long 
we are not only allowing the evil, but even aiding and abetting it.  

The Scripture is full of indictments of God’s people on this point. Consider this one 
from Jeremiah: 

“Declare this in the house of Jacob and proclaim it in Judah, saying: ‘Hear this you 
foolish people who have no understanding, who have eyes but do not see, who 
have ears but do not hear. Do you not fear Me?’ says ADONAI. ‘Do you not tremble 
in My presence?’ For I made the sand a boundary of the sea, an everlasting decree 
that cannot be broken. Though the waves roll, they cannot prevail. Though they 
roar, they cannot cross it. But this people have a stubborn and rebellious heart. 
They have turned aside and gone away. They do not say in their heart, ‘Let us now 
fear ADONAI Eloheinu, who gives rain in its season—fall rain and spring rain—who 
reserves for us the appointed weeks of harvest.’ Your iniquities have turned these 
away, your sins have deprived you of bounty. For among My people are wicked 
men, watching like bait-layers lying in wait. They set a trap—they catch men. As a 
cage is full of birds, so are their houses full of deceit. That is why they grew great 
and rich. They grew fat and sleek. They also overlooked evil deeds. They do not 
uphold a cause—the cause of an orphan to prosper—nor do they defend the right 
of the poor. Should I not punish them?” says ADONAI. “On such a nation should I 
not avenge Myself? An appalling and horrible thing has happened in the land. The 
prophets prophesy falsely, the kohanim rule by their own authority, and My people 
love it this way! But what will you do in the end?” (Jeremiah 5:20-31 TLV) 

What will we do in the end? Better yet, what should we do to avoid this end? Maybe 
the first thing is to reevaluate our relationship with our Creator. We pay attention to those 
we love, so if we love Him, then we should pay attention to Him – meaning His word, His 
work in our lives, His calling upon us, and the people He brings around us. There is no 
guarantee that He will keep us out of trial and harm, but there is assurance of victory and 
eternity in His Presence if we cling tightly to Him each day. If we don’t, then one day we 
may find ourselves clinging to the excuse that we were only following orders. 

 

 


