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THE CHRISTIAN AND WAR

William D. Barrick
Professor of Old Testament

Answeringthequestion, “ Should a Christian be a member of the military?”
isthe best way to elaborate on “ The Christian and War.” On the positive side, the
military emphasizes the importance of moral character for its leaders. On the
negative side, the military is a profession in which killing may be a part of one’s
responsibility. Four possible positions to take regarding this difficult issue are
nonresistance, Christian pacificism, just war, and preventive war. Also at stake is
the Christian responsibility to submit to governmental authority as indicated in
Romans 13:1-7 and 1 Peter 2:13-17. New Testament analogies comparing
responsibilities of Christian living with being a good soldier seem to point to the
legitimacy of Christians being part of the military endeavor of their country. That
plus other factors support a Christian’s being involved in military service. Yet the
conscienceof each Christian must prevail in making this difficult decision about the
issue, “ Should a Christian be a member of the military?”

* k * %k %

Introduction

The issue of war and Christian involvement in military service is so
extensive that it is necessary to limit the scope of this study of “The Christian and
War.” Itsliterature dates from the earliest years of church history,* with a history too
vast even to be summarized here. Obviously, biblical exegesisand Scripture rightly
interpreted must inform any resolution of the issues. Therefore, at least to look at
what the Bible has to say about the topic is imperative. A focus on one basic

*An excellent compendium of key discussionsin the past isto be found in Arthur F. Holmes, ed.,
War and Christian Ethics (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1975). The volume includes declarations of pagan
philosophers as well as leaders in Christendom (Plato, Cicero, Athenagoras, Tertullian, Origen,
Lactantius, Ambrose, Augustine, Bernard of Clairvaux, Thomas Aquinas, Martin Luther, John Calvin,
Erasmus, Menno Simons, Francisco Suarez, Hugo Grotius, John L ocke, Immanuel Kant, G. W. F. Hegel,
Lyman Abbott, Reinhold Niebuhr, Robert Drinan, and Paul Ramsey). Cf. Roland H. B ainton, Christian
Attitudes Toward War and Peace: A Historical Survey and Critical Re-evaluation (Nashville: Abingdon,
1960). Seealso Adolf Harnack, MilitiaChristi: The Christian Religion and the MilitaryintheFirst Three
Centuries, trans. by David Mclnnes Gracie (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1981), a work first published in
German in 1905.
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214 The Master’s Seminary Jour nal

question is the best approach: “Should a Christian be a member of the military?”

Since the question deals with “a Christian,” the emphasis should be upon
what the NT has to say about the matter. However, the question itself did not
originate with the Christian church. Indeed, the issue predates the Christian era.
Even in OT times believers faced the problem of involvement in war. Certainly
Abraham had given some consideration to the issue prior to commencing armed
action against Chedorlaomer’s coalition of kings(Genesis 14). He engaged the kings
in battle in order to free his nephew Lot and hisfamily.? Since both testaments are
the inspired Word of God and “profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction,
for training in righteousness,”® a consideration of the teaching of the whole of
Scripture on thisissueisin order. “If Christians are to have clear attitudes towards
war, they must first come to some understanding of the subject in the Bible,
including the Old Testament.” *However, in order to keep within thelength restraints
of this article, the study will limit itself to what isrevealed in the NT. The OT has
much to say about war, but it is not often directly pertinent to the specific question
upon which this study will focus.

Military service is a brotherhood of sorts because a fighting unit must be
asoneif itisto succeed under fire. It is a strange brotherhood since, in the passing
of time, even enemies will regard themselves as having a bond forged in the horror
of battle. Thatiswhy American and Japanese veteranscan meet at Corregidor or lwo
Jima and British, American, and German veterans congregate on the beaches of
Normandy fifty years after the fact and shed tearstogether for departed comradesin
arms. Such a brotherhood, however, is not the supreme brotherhood that believers
enter through the gospel of Christ.

Military serviceinvolves keeping faithwith avision for anation’sfreedom
and greatness. Nothing less than total commitment is required of a soldier. Semper
fi is more than a motto for the United States Marine Corps, it must be a way of
life—and death. Without total commitment, aman or woman cannot serve as a good
soldier in any army.

It is the modern military that finds new slogans that emphasize personal
development and individual potential. “Be all that you can be” does not focus on

Cf. Robert A. Morey, When Is It Right to Fight? (Minneapolis Bethany House, 1985) 23-25. In
regard to the example of Abraham in Genesis 14, Lot and his family w ere not descendants of Abraham,
therefore the action cannot be legitimized by appealing to the Abrahamic Covenant. Likewise, for those
who would pointto the uniqueness of Israel’ ssituationinthe OT with regard to war, Genesis 14 was prior
to Israel’s existence.

Second Timothy 3:16—all Scripture quotations are from the NASB unless noted otherwise.

*Peter C. Craigie, The Problem of War in the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978) 16.
This volume provides an outstanding study of the issue in the OT in order to encourage aresolution to
the problem of Christian involvement in militarism and war.
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selfless commitment to one’s nation. Such a trend is not unlike the transition
experienced in churches that offer a need-based ministry rather than upholding
selfless commitment to the Word of God and the cause of Christ.

This push for personal development is associated with arenewed emphasis
upon corevalues and ethicsin the military. Every member of the United StatesArmy
carries alaminated card entitled “Army Values.” On it are the following words:

Loyalty: Bear truefaith and allegianceto the U.S. Constitution, the Army, your unit, and
other soldiers.

Duty: Fulfill your obligations.

Respect: Treat people as they should be treated.

Selfless-Service: Put the welfare of the nation, the Army, and your subordinates before
your own.

Honor: Live up to al the Army values.

Integrity: Do what’ sright, legally and morally.

Personal Courage: Face fear, danger, or adversity (Physical or Moral).?

Both of my sons serve in the American military. Nathan is now amajor in
the Army and Timothy isacaptaininthe M arine Corps. Both have madeit clear that
moral character isvital to proper military leadership and that values-training in the
currentmilitary issomethingthat committed Christian officersare uniquely qualified
to teach. General John A. Wickham, a past Army Chief of Staff, wrote about the
importance of moral character for military leaders. He noted that “one does not
develop character in the heat of battle or amoment of crisis. Character grows out of
the steady application of moral values and ethical behavior in one's life.”® The
Christian home and Bible-teaching churches are the best institutions for producing
individuals with high moral values and consistent ethical behavior.

If moral character were the only issue, Christians would find military
service asimpledecision. However, the challengeisfar more complicated than that.
A number of arguments for a Christian to stay out of the military are as follows:

. The military is a profession in which killing people may be a part of the job
description.

. The military can be avery worldly environment in which Christians can face all
kinds of temptations . . .

. Jesus said to love your enemies. . . . In contrast, the military is about hitting the

*Headquarters, Department of the Army, “Army Values,” http://www.hgda.army.mil/ocsa
/values.htm (30 Jan. 2000).

®John A. Wickham, Jr., “Leading—A Commentary,” Army Organizational Effectiveness Journal
1(1985):6.
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216 The Master’s Seminary Jour nal
enemy before he hits you.”
Some of the hard things about being a Christian in the military include:

. Family separation during deployments can make it tough on the family.

. Family separation can be a source of temptation. . . .

. It's hard to be an evangelical witnesson the job. . . .

. Thereisalot of peer pressureto drink alcohol, curse, and party “on the town” in
places of ill repute.

. You haveto be politicdly correct. . ..

. I might have to kill someone someday. . . 2

War is violent and terrible. During the American Civil War in 1862,
Confederate troops held a low ridge called Marye's Heights near Fredericksburg,
Virginia. Union troopssent to assault Marye’ s Heightshad to cross exposed ground.
Wave after waveof Uniontroops charged but were cut down before they could reach
the Confederate lines. Over 12,000 were slain. Watching the battle, Gen. Robert E.
Leeturned to Gen. James Longstreet, whose men were holding M arye’ sHeights, “It
iswell that war issoterrible; el se wewould grow too fond of it.” 9Any man, woman,
or child who has experienced the horrors of war firsthand knows how awful the toll
of war can be. That toll is perhaps the strongest argument (outside Scripture itself)
for devoting time to an examination of the Christian’s involvement in the military.

Theviolence of military conflict createsanatural tension with thenormally
peaceful nature of Christian living. One must not forget the significance of non-
violence in Christian character and behavior, but must remember the following
biblical truths:

1.  Non-violenceis preferable to vioence (cf. Rom 12:17-21).
2. Non-violenceis more consistent with Christian morals(cf. Matt 5.9, 38-48; 1 Tim

"Nathan Bedford Forrest, a Confederate general, was reminiscing with Gen. John Hunt Morgan
about their exploits in Tennessee and Kentucky in the summer of 1862. Morgan wanted to know how
Forrest had captured the garrison and stores at Murfreesboro in spite of federal forces filling the
surrounding countryside. Forrest replied, “1 just took the short cut and got there first with the most men.”
His answer has been enshrined as “I got there fustest with the mostest.” Cf. Clifton Fadiman, ed., The
Little, Brown Book of Anecdotes (Boston: Little, Brown and Co., 1985) 214. Forrest’s statement aptly
describes the nature of military engagement and the concept of preemptive strike.

®Capt. Timothy Edward B arrick, personal communication, 7 Feb 2000. Thedowning of Iran Air 655
by the USS Vincenneson July 3,1988, is an illustration of the final point made by Capt. Barrick. In the
midst of a firefight with Iranian gunboats, the Vincennes mistook the civilian airliner for an attacking
military aircraft and shot it down with surface-to-air missiles taking the lives of 290 civilians from six
nations.

°Fadiman, ed., The Little, Brown Book of Anecdotes 348.
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3:3).

However, the Scriptures themselves do not allow the believer to seek peace at any
price (cf. John 2:13-17; Acts 23:1-10; 1 Cor 4:19-21; Gal 2:5-14; Eph 5:11; 2 John
9-11; 3 John 9-10). Granted, the situationsto which Scripture passages refer are non-
military in nature. However, there is a line to be drawn when standing up to the
forcesof evil. There are occasionsin the course of Christian life when there cannot
be peace—when it would be unchristian to compromise or to fail to act unpeaceably
toward someone. Sometimes Christians shun confrontation while using Christian
love, compassion, and mercy as an excuse. That can result in direct disobedience to
Scripture—as in the matter of exercising church discipline against a sinning brother
or sister in Christ.

Francis Schaeffer declared that “to refuse to do what | can for those under
the power of oppressorsis nothing lessthan afailure of Christian love. Itisto refuse
to love my neighbor as myself.”'° He went on to say that was why he was not a
pacifist: “Pacifismin thispoor world in which we live—thislost world—means that
we desert the people who need our greatest help.” ™! Peace at any price is never right,
whether it isin the realm of spiritual warfare, church discipline, or government.

Does a posture in defense of truth and morality include military action?
Christian apologists have offered four major views in the search of answers to this
question.

Four Views

Nonr esistance. Thetitlechosenfor thisview reflectsthewords of Matthew
5:39: “Do not resist him who is evil.”2 However, although physical force may not
be employed to resist evil, spiritual means may be enlisted to combat evil (cf. Luke
6:27-36; Rom 12:21; 2 Cor 10:3-4; 2 Tim 2:1-2; Jas 4:7; 1 Pet 5:8-9). In this view
the Christian is dedicated to the work of the gospel as his/her highest priority as a
citizen of a heavenly kingdom. One may pray for peace and must support the
government, but must never be involved in any action that takes the life of another
human being. If the unbelieving government needs to fight a war to fulfill its
obligations to defend its citizens, let it do so, but no Christian should be an active

Francis A. Schaeffer, “ The Secular Humanist World View V ersus the Christian World View and
Biblical Perspectiveson Military Preparedness,” in Francis Schaeffer, VIadimmir Bukovsky, and James
Hitchcock, Who Is for Peace? (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1983) 23.

"Ibid. Schaeffer uses the illustration of the obligation of Christian love to stop (by any means
necessary) a big man from beating a tiny tot to death, if one were to come upon such atrocious conduct
(23-24).

M att 5:39 is best interpreted as a reference to personal interaction with other individualsin daily
conduct, not interaction between armies or governments in atime of war.
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218 The Master’s Seminary Jour nal

member of combat troops.*® Christians holding this viewpoint ought to request non-
combatant status when fulfilling a military obligation.™

Christian pacifism . Thebasic philosophy undergirding the nonresistance
view is also foundational to the Christian pacifist viewpoint. The key differenceis
that the Christian pacifist will not serve in the military in any role. Whereas the
nonresistance adherent may serve in a non-combatant role, the Christian pacifist
must be a conscientiousobjector.’® Views that tend to pacifism rest upon textsin the
Sermon on the Mount (cf. Matt 5:9, 21-26, 38-48). This viewpoint also relies on the
Scriptural background of Matthew 5:21 in Exodus 20:13/Deuteronomy 5:17.Y The
Christian pacifist believes that Christians are called upon to counteract thisworld's
warlike tendencies by promoting the spiritual love and peace which Christ
exemplified.

Just war. Adherents to the just war viewpoint have sought to establish
guidelines to ensure the exercise of the military option in a just fashion. Those

3Cf. Keith B. Payne and Karl |. Payne, A Just D efense: The U se of Force, Nuclear Weapons & Our
Conscience (Portland, Ore.: M ultnomah, 1987) 39, 47-49; Herman A. Hoyt, “Nonresistance,” in War:
Four Christian Views, ed. Robert G. Clouse (Downers Grove, lll.: InterVarsity, 1981) 29-57.

*Serving in a non-combatant role does not guarantee that an individual will be safe. On March 1,
1967, during the 1st Cavalry Division’s Operation Pershing, Specialist 4th Class Jerry Duane Byerswas
killed by an armor piercing round at Binh Duong, South Vietnam. Jerry was one of my closest friends.
He held the nonresistance viewpoint and requested assignment as a medic. War claimed his life at the
tender age of 20. Thisjournal article is dedicated to his memory.

SCf. Richard M cSorley, New Testament Basis of Peacemaking, 3rd rev. ed. (Scottdal e, Pa.: Herald,
1985). McSorley discussesfiveprinciplesdemonstrating that warisincompatible withNT teachings. He
also offersresponses to nine different N T texts employed by advocates of the just war position. In this
same volume he also answers sixteen objections to the Christian pacifist position.

*payneand Payne, A Just Defense 61-74; Myron S. Augsburger, “ Christian Pacifism,” inWar: Four
Christian Views 81-97. If the government views refusal to serve in the military as a criminal act (asin a
time of war), the consistent Christian pacifist would accept whatever punishment the government should
deem appropriate—cf. Everett F. Harrison, “Romans,” in vol. 10 of The Expositor’s Bible Commentary,
ed. by Frank E. Gaebelein (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan, 1976) 137.

The sixth commandment does not refer to either war or capital punishment (cf. Gen 9:5, 6)..
Primarily, the command prohibits any member of the covenant community of Israel from committing
murder. The same covenant |law contained instructionregarding war (Deuteronomy 20). Cf. Craigie, The
Problem of War in the Old Testament 55-63. Obviously, neither the divine Giver of therevelation nor the
Spirit-led recorder of that revelation thought that the two passages were in need of reconciliation. Itis
equally obvious from Matthew 5:21 that the principle of the sixth commandment has a divine intention
beyond just the Israelite community under Mosaic L aw. If there were any question about thatintent, one
merely has to read the parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:29-37).
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The Christian and War 219
criteriainclude the following:*®

1. Ajustcausisbasicdly defensivein posture, not aggressive.

2. Theintent must also be just—the objectives must be peace and the protection of
innocent lives.

3. War must be amatter of last resort when all attempts at reconciliation or peaceful
resolution are exhausted.

4. A just war must be accompanied by aformal declaration by aproperly constituted
and authorized body.

5. The objectives must be limited. Unconditional surrender or total destruction are
unjust means.*®

6. Military action must be proportionate both in the weaponry employed and the
troops deployed.

7. Non-combatants mug be protected and military operations must demonstrate the
highest possible degree of discrimination.

8. Without areasonable hope for success, no military action should be launched.?

Although the just war position may seem fairly straightforward, it is, in
reality, avery complex matter. Consider the possible combinations and interrelation-
shipsof thefactors: (1) unjust cause and just means; (2) just cause and unjust means;
(3) unjust cause and unjust means; and, (4) just cause and just means. Remember,
too, that all of these possible combinations apply to at least two different sidesin the

®pPayne and Payne, A Just Defense 41-43; Arthur F. Holmes, “The Just War,” in War: Four
Christian Views 117-35. Cf. also Holmes, ed., War and Christian Ethics 4-5. These criteria are not
recognized equally by all just war advocates. Leroy W alters, Five Classic Just-War Theories (AnnArbor,
Mich.: University Microfilms, 1971), arguesthat the positionisnot monolithic— each theory presentsits
ownlist of criteriaor conditions. Some peoplewould argue that nationstend to apply thesecriteriaaspost
facto justification—see Reuven Firestone, review of War and Its Discontents: Pacifism and Quietismin
the Abrahamic Traditions, ed. by J. Patout Burns, Journal of Jewish Studies50/1 (Spring 1999):178.

*This particular point can be debated. If amilitary power is bent on genocide or characteristically
acts with conspicuous and determined inhumanity, unconditional surrender might be the very best way
to concludeawar by w hich that power isto be defeated. The moral problem of haram (sometimes having
referenceto total destruction) inthe OT has been discussed in detail by Charles Sherlock in The God Who
Fights: The War Tradition in Holy Scripture, vol. 6 in Rutherford Studies in Contemporary Theology
(Edinburgh: Rutherford House/Lewiston, N.Y.: Edwin Mellen, 1993) 97-104.

2« Realistically, theutilitarian estimate of the possibility of asuccessful war iswhat governswhether
or not statesengage in warfare. It is not usually a question of should a nation go to war, but aknowledge
of the ability to wage war successfully, thatisthe deciding factor. Rarely do nationsinferior in mightand
power initiate awar with an ‘evil’ aggressor, simply to prove the justness of their cause” (Capt. Nathan
Daniel Barrick, personal communication, Nov 19, 1997). The criterion of successmust not carry over into
personal conduct. Christians should bewilling to lose their livesin an attempt to save someone else’s life
even if the possibility for success is far less than the potential for failure (cf. John 15:13).
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conflict: friend and foe.** How should each of the criteria apply to each side in the
conflict? “Since human beings of a mind and will areinvolved on both sides of a
conflict, it is often hard to determine what is the just causein asserting or shunning
a‘just’ hegemony.” 2 War is never simple. It isaways complex. It is not a black-
and-white matter, nor even gray—if anything, itis blood red.

Preventive war. This view is an extension of the just war position. It
supports preemptive action or first-strike options(even with nuclear weapons, when
necessary) if an enemy’s aggression is thought to be imminent and unavoidable.
Preventive war adherents also advocate the use of military force to recover territory
unjustly seized by an aggressor.?® Indeed, such aggressors may be struck without
warning while they are residing in their conquered territory in apparent peace.

Governmental Authority in the New Testament

Just war advocates normally base their position on passages revealing the
divine origin and approval of government and its functions. Romans 13:1-7 is the
cornerstone of this viewpoint. Consider a question in regard to this important text:
May Christianswield the government’ s biblical sword? The apostle Paul represents
the government as a divinely constituted authority (vv. 1, 2).

It wasto Paul a matter of little importance whether the Roman emperor was appointed
by the senate, thearmy, or the people; whether the assumption of the imperial authority
by Caesar was just or unjust, or whether his successors had a legitimate claim to the
throne or not. It was his object to lay down the simple principle, that magidrates are to
be obeyed.*

Even though the civil and military assetsof the Roman Empire would be employed
to slaughter Christians, the Holy Spirit directed the apostle to instruct believersin
Rometo submitto the Roman government. Even though theemperors of Romelived
profligatelivessteepedinimmorality and debauchery, their authority waslegitimate.
Every believer was to submit to that authority unless the demands of that govern-

#Thewriter isindebted to Steve Watkins(aformer Navy Seal) for theseobservations regarding the
complexities inherent in the just war position (personal communication, Oct 27, 1999). W atkins also
suggested that guerrillatactics, infiltration by meansof special operations, and insurgency compound the
difficulties involved in the discussion.

#Barrick, personal communication, Nov 19, 1997.

“payne and Payne, A Just Defense 57-58; Harold O. J. Brown, “ The Crusade or Preventive War,”
in War: Four Christian Views 153-68.

**Charles Hodge, Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans (reprint of 1886 ed.; Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1972) 407.
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ment directly contradicted divine command (cf. Acts 5:29). All other “resistanceis
aviolation of God’slaw and meetswith judgment.”?® Accordingto Everett Harrison,
the seeming contradiction of Romans 13:1-2 and Acts5:29 might behandled intwo
different ways: (1) assume that the apostle merely presents the norm stripped of any
possiblebiblical exception®and (2) apply theprinciple of Romans8:28, trusting that
God eventually will “bring good out of apparent evil.”%

The text is also explicit on the role of God-ordained governmental
authority: the sword is to be employed in avenging® wrong (vv. 3, 4). As John
Murray explains,

The sword issofrequently associated with death astheinstrument of execution (cf. Matt.
26:52; Luke 21:24; Acts 12:2; 16:27; Heb. 11:34, 37; Rev. 13:10) that to excludeitsuse
for this purpose in this instance would be so arbitrary as to bear upon itsface prejudice
contrary to the evidence®

Government cannot be passive nor can it avoid actions that might involve the taking
of life in order to accomplish its Scriptural mandate. “The Biblical state protects
against tyranny from within (crime) and tyranny from without (invasion).”*
Interestingly, thisfact is recognized by all four major views concerning Christian
involvement in the military. For some, how ever, the Christian must not take part in
any avenging action, although they would allow non-Christiansin the government
to do so.

Subjection to governmental authority is not just to avoid punishment for
civil disobedience. Subjection is a matter of maintaining a good conscience with

*John M urray, The Epistle to the Romans, 2 vols. in 1, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1968)
2:149.

**“The way is then open to justify revolution in cases where rights are denied and liberties taken
away, making life intolerable for freedom-loving men and women, since the state has ceased to fulfill its
God-appointed function. However, Christianswill not asachurch lead in revolution, but only ascitizens
of thecommonwealth. At thevery least, under circumstancesinvolving acollapse of justice, the Christian
community is obliged to voice its criticism of the state’s failure, pointing out the deviation from the
divinely ordained pattern. Subjection to the state is not to be confused with unthinking, blind, docile
conformity” (Harrison, “Romans” 138).

“1bid.

#Avengeisabetter translation to employ since it “isgenerally used in the senseof achievingjustice,
whereasrevenge. . . stressesretaliation” (William Morris, ed., The American Heritage Dictionary of the
English Language [Boston: Houghton M ifflin, 1979] 91).

**Murray, The Epistle to the Romans 2:152-53.
*p. Andrew Sandlin, “War, the Bible, and the State,” Chalcedon Report 4/8 (May 2000):3.
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regard to one’ sobligationto God (v. 5).%! Thisinvolves active monetary support for
the government by all legitimate forms of taxation (v. 6). Not even the Christian
pacifist is given the option of refusing to support the government financially in its
military actions.® Whether the Christian is on the front lines of battle pulling the
trigger or serving as a non-combatant or remaining at home as a conscientious
objector, each must pay the taxes for that war. By those taxes, every Christianis a
participant in that war and the killing that takes place in itsprogress. An interesting
factisthat the very taxesthat Paul exhorted the Roman Christians to pay eventually
financed Paul’ s own execution.

Paul was not the first to experience this irony. Christ Himself ordered the
payment of taxes to Caesar and was put to death by Roman soldiers paid by those
taxes. Historically, the church has carefully defined a balance of duty for Christians
in these matters. Augustine’s statement isrepresentative:

So if anyone thinksthat because heisa Christian he does not haveto pay taxesor tribute
nor show the proper respect to the authorities who take care of these things, heisin very
great error. Likewise, if anyone thinks that he ought to submit to the point where he
acceptsthat someone who is his superior in temporal affairsshould have authority even
over hisfaith, hefallsinto an even greater error. But the balance which theLord himself
prescribed is to be maintained: Render unto Caesar the things which are Caesar’s but
unto God the thingswhich are God's (Mt 22:21) .

First Peter 2:13-17 lends support to the submission so carefully delineated
in Romans 13:1-7. Peter states quite clearly that such submission is the will of God
(1 Pet 2:15). Theonewho rebelsin thisarearebels against God. Although thisstudy
focuses upon the matter of military service, recognition that the role of the civil
policein society is also a function of the avenging arm of government is relevant.

M urray, The Epistle to the Romans 2:154.

*Does the Pauline position contradict the rallying cry of the American Revolution that decried
British taxation? Many of the American colonists had fled religious persecution in Europe. They
committed themselvesto freedom of religion and freedom from tyranny. Taxation without representation
was but one aspect of the problem; excessivetaxation was also aproblem. TheBritish crown’staxes were
considered athreat to the w elfare of thecolonists. The vast distances that separated the colonies from the
British government hindered good communi cation to such an extent that alocal ,independent government
was deemed necessary. W hether or not the A merican Revolution was contrary to Scripture, modern
Christians cannot appeal to its example for avoiding taxation since thetwo situations are very different.
For more detailed attention to the complexities involved in Christian involvement in the Revolutionary
War, see Alan Johnson, “The Bible and War in America: An Historical Survey,” JETS 28/2 (June
1985):172-74.

*p_F.Landes, ed., Augustine on Romans, SBL Textsand Translations23, Early Christian Literature
Series6 (Chico, Calif.: Scholars, 1982) 41-43. Cf. also Hodge, Commentaryon the Epistle to the Romans
406.
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If a Christian must avoid military service, neither must that Christian be a police
officer. Christian pacifists sometimes attempt to distinguish between police action
and military action, allowing the former while denying the | egitimacy of the |atter.3*

Does the NT give any examples of Christians acting as officers of
government who bear the responsibility of wielding the avenging sword of Romans
13:4? Are they approved or disapproved? Were converts required to resign from
such positions when they entered the early church? Consider the following:

J Cornelius was a centurion, amilitary officer of high rank in a battalion of Roman
fighting men (Acts10:1). Although hewas asoldier on active duty, heisdescribed
as“devout” (evoefnig, eusekes, v. 2), aterm that, at the least, describes a man of
high moral character and piety. He became a convert to Christ and was baptized
publicly (v. 48). The Scriptureis silent about his status from that point on.

. Sergius Paulus was a proconsul in the Roman government in Cyprus (13:7). A
proconsul’s (a Roman provincial governor) authority included ordering the
execution of criminals and deploying Roman troops in battle when needed.® He
became abeliever (v. 12). The Bible gives no record of any resignation from his
office upon becoming a Christian.

. Erastus (Rom 16:23) was an active city treasurer even after his conversion. As a
government officer he managed the funds that would be utilized in the execution
of criminals and the payment of police. Asan active official, he could be called
upon to widd the Roman sword of authority both figuratively and literally.

. Zenas (Titus 3:13) was an active Christian lawyer. In the Roman system of the
courts, he played ardein the application of the avenging sword—the application
of capital punishment.

Somewhat related to the matter of Christians bearing a sword is the
instruction Jesusgaveto Hisdisciplesfor taking prudent measuresfor self-protection
in Luke 22:36. Although it might seem at odds with Histeaching in Matthew 26:52,
it should be obvious that the two are not mutually exclusive. Luke 22:36 “more
likely indicates, not a reversal of normal rules for the church’s mission, but an
exception in atime of crisis (cf. ‘but now,” alla nyn). Jesus is not being ironic but

*McSorley, New Testament Basis of Peacemaking 22-23. Cf. Loraine Boettner, The Christian
Attitude Toward War, 3rd ed. (Phillipsburg, N. J.: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1985) 45-47.

*These proconsular powers can be compared to the lesser pow ers of aprocurator like Pontius Pilate
who employed Roman troopsin the slaughter of Galileans (Luke 13:1) and the crucifixion of Jesus and
the two thieves (Matt 27:1-38). Cf. F. F. Bruce, “Palestine, Administration of (Roman),” The Anchor
Bible Dictionary, ed. David Noel Freedman, (New York: Doubleday, 1992) 5:97-98; John F. Hall,
“Procurator,” ibid., 5:473-74.
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thoroughly serious.”*® In regard to this passage, L oraine Boettner declared, “If we
lived under such conditions we would have occasion to become much better
acquainted with weapons than we now are.” ¥’

On the basis of the Gospels and the teachings of Jesus, a number of
arguments supporting the believer’ sparticipation inthe military are the following:®

. Jesus’ sapproval of aking whowaged war against wicked people (Matt 21:33-41).

. After Peter cut off the ear of the servant of the high priest (John 18:11), Jesusdid
not tell himto rid himself of hissword, merely to resheath it—for future use?

. In John 18:36 Jesus dated that it would have been proper for His disciples to
defend His kingdom with swords if it had been an earthly kingdom.

New T estament Analogy

Throughout the Bible the Holy Spirit led the writers in the choice of
legitimate metaphors for describing both the character of God and the character of
the believer. It is axiomatic that inherently evil vocations or activities are not
employed for such descriptions. The simile of the thief (1 Thess5:4; 2 Pet 3:10; Rev
3:3; 16:15) in eschatological judgment is not an exception to this principle. The text
does not say that the Lord is a thief, only that He will come as a thief comes (viz.,
unexpectedly). The metaphor of a thief isreserved for one who is anti-Christ (cf.
John 10:1, 10).

The metaphor of warfare, armor, and the soldier himself is common
throughout the NT. The Christian puts on the armor of God (Eph 6:10-20). Each
believer is to be a “good soldier” (2 Tim 2:3-4). Believers are to be active
participants in waging spiritual warfare (2 Cor 10:1-6). If being a soldier was as
inherently wicked as being a prostitute, athief, or amurderer, the Holy Spirit would
not have permitted the writers of the NT to employ that metaphor.

It is hardly conceivable that the Scriptures should present the Christian life under a
symbolism having to do so distinctly with soldiering and warfare and at the same time

*Walter L. Liefeld, “Luke,” in vol. 8 of EBC, ed. Frank E. Gaebelein (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
1984) 1029. For a contrary view, cf. Norval Geldenhuys, Commentary on the Gospel of Luke, NICNT
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1951) 570-71: “They will henceforth, with all their strength and energy, have
to find their own way through a hostile world. They must, the Saviour declaresin astriking figure, asHis
followersin the struggle of life, be just as determined and whol e-hearted as a fighting man who givesup
everything, even his garment, aslong as he only possesses asword to continue the strugglewith.” Ibid.,
572: “Thereis no doubt (in the light of Jesus’ whole teaching and life) that the Lord intended them in a
figurativesense.” Seealso F. Godet, ACommentary on the Gospel of St. Luke, trans. M. D. Cusin, Clark’s
Foreign Theologica Library, 4th Series, 46 (reprint; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1957) 2:302, and,
McSorley, New Testament Basis of Peacemaking 39-43.

S’Boettner, The Christian Attitude Toward War 24.

*®For afuller listing of such potential arguments, see M orey, When Is It Right to Fight? 39-42.
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repudiatethe reality for which that symbolismstands asalwaysand everywherewrong.*

In addition, that Christ Himself will engagein actual, blood-shedding, life-
takingwarfarewhen Hereturnsto set up Hiskingdom (Rev 19:11-21) issignificant.
He cannot be the Righteous One, the Holy One, if war is inherently evil and the
combatant’s role satanic. When He comes, the Lord will instruct His people to
engage in that future warfare (cf. Obad 15-21). Would He demand His people to
commit sin? Of course not! Therefore, warfare cannot be inherently sinful.

Christiansin Military Service

Why should a Christian serve in the military?® Are there any positive
points to be advanced for such service? Soldiersat war are serving in asituation that
can only be described spiritually as desperate. M en occupy a position where death
is a real possibility for them to experience—a horrible and agonizing death by
violent means. Such men are in desperate need of the gospel and the ministry of
Christians. War itself creates an atmosphere of destruction and inhumanity. Violent
deeds may bring out the very worst of the sinful nature’ straits. Christians may need
to stand in the gap in order to maintain decency, order, and just action.

Such athing as a just war may also occur. World War 11 could very well
make the claim of being ajust war.** Doubtless, there are others and will be others.
War istheresult of sin (cf. Jas4:1-2), but war itself is not necessarily sin.“The one
who takes original sin seriously knows that lifeis lived on a descending escal ator
and that it is a tough job even to stand still.”** It becomes all too clear to any sound
theological thinking that the rejection of the employment of force might be arecipe
for anarchy or tyranny attended by multiplied suffering and death for many innocent
people. That iswhy all four major views of Christian involvement in war uphold the
right of a state to maintain a standing army and to order it onto the field of battle.
Theissueisthe degree of individual Christian involvement. “All violenceis caused
by sin, but not all violence is necessarily sinful—it may even be the occasion of
virtue when it calls for courage and self-sacrifice.”* In short, the need is for men

Boettner, The Christian Attitude Toward War 33.

“°Origen (ca. A.D. 185-254) offered thisquestion rhetorically from aslightly different perspective:
“Do not those who are priests at certain shrines, and those who attend on certain gods, as you account
them, keep their hands free from blood, that they may with hands unstained and free from human blood
offer the appointed sacrifices to your gods; and even when war is upon you, you never enlist the priests
inthearmy” (“The Soldier’ sChaplet,” in War and the Christian Conscience: From Augustineto Martin
Luther King, Jr., ed. by Albert Marrin [Chicago: Henry Regnery, 1971] 33-34).

“LT.E. Wilder, “American Empire and Christian Silence,” Chalcedon Report 4/8 (May 2000):10.
“2John W. Wenham, The Goodness of God (Downers Grove, |11.: InterVarsity, 1974) 98.
“Ibid., 99.
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who will stand for God and for His Word in the world—including in the military
among soldiers who need the gospel.

The Christian’s Conscience

Certain principles of Christian action apply even to considering participa
tioninthe military. Each believer isaccountable to God (cf. Acts5:29). No believer
can leave this decision to someone else. Each Christian has liberty to determinethe
will of God for his or her life (cf. Romans 14). Part of that determination must take
into account the dual citizenship of the Christian as being in the world while not
being of the world (cf. John 15:19; 17:11).*

Consider the matter of prayer. Do Christians pray that the Lord Jesus will
return soon? In point of fact, we are praying that

the whole pitiless machinery of war may go forward to bring, if possible, a speedy
conclusion. It is mangled bodies tortured minds, orphaned children that we are
concerned with. There will be ungable children growing up to be parents of unstable
homes, till the third and fourth generation, as aresult of our war.*

Do Christians pray for the deliverance of Christians from persecution in places like
China, the Sudan, and Pakistan? Do Christians pray for the rel ease of the missionar-
ies held hostage in Colombia? What will be the outcome if those prayers are
answered by God? Christ eventually will come to judge those who have rejected
Him and the gospel concerning Him. God may choose, in the meantime, to utilize
war in China, the Sudan, or Pakistan to accomplish the deliverance of His people
from persecution. The answer to these prayers may be war. Do believers know what
they are praying? Any who have prayed these prayers cannot claim to have hands
free of blood just because they have refused to be a soldier in their nation’ s military.

Christiansshould not too hastily claim the role of “ peacemaker” (M att 5:9).
Such a role is not necessarily antagonistic to the role of a warrior. Christ's
employment of the Greek term (€ipnvomoidg, eirénopoios) isthe only Scriptural
occurrence. Outside Scripture it is found only as a description of Caesar who

“The example of William Penn illustrates one direction in which a believer might be led: “Among
thepeopleinfluenced by [George] Fox’steachings wasW illiam Penn. The son of adistinguished admiral,
Penn used to wear asword asareminder of hisown and hisfamily’smartial tradition. As he came further
under the spell of the Quaker doctrine of nonviolence, he began to doubt whether it was appropriate for
him to wear such an ornament. He sought Fox’s counsel. ‘Wear thy sword as long as thou canst,” was the
Quaker leader’s advice. A few weeks later when Fox met Penn, he asked him with asmile, ‘Where is thy
sword?' Replied Penn, ‘I woreitaslongal could’” (Fadiman, ed., The Little, Brown Book of Anecdotes
217).Penn’ sdecision regarding participationin the military did not remove him from government service
or from the payment of taxes in support of the military.

“*Wenham, The Goodness of God 166.
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wielded the sword of military might to produce the pax Romana.”® A true peace-
maker will not make peace at any price nor will he or she shun the employment of
legitimate force to produce that peace.

Conclusion

Theissueisnot onethat can be decided quickly nor easily. No believer dare
take the matter lightly. It is a difficult matter that involves the conscience of
believersand perhaps even their Christian liberty. Note John the Baptizer’ sresponse
to the soldiers who inquired what they should do as works that would appropriately
result from repentance:

And some soldiers were questioning him, saying, “And what about us, what shall we
do?’ And he said to them, “Do not take money from anyone by force, or accuse anyone
falsely, and be content with your wages.”*

They were not toldto resign from their vocation as soldiers, but to be content in that
position with the wages it paid. Their behavior was to be just and honest—even
whileremaining soldiers. They were not instructed to resign, thelife of a soldier not
being viewed asinimical to truerepentance. Ultimately, however, John’ sinstruction
must be recognized as a pre-Christian declaration. Also, it was directed at those
already in the military, not to those who might consider joining. These tensions have
been recognized since the earliest centuries of the Christian church.”® The passage
is offered here as a catalyst for further study. Has its teaching been revoked or
revised by Christ or the apostles? What are its logical and theological implications
in the context of all the rest of Scripture’s teachings on this subject?

The issue of war might be ignored for atime, but every individual must, at
sometime, come to grips with it personally. Peter Craigie described his encounter
with theissue in the following way:

When | wasatheological student, | worried about the “holy war” probleminthe OT and
sought the advice of a professor for further reading. He recommended one or two
commentaries and von Rad's Der heilige Krieg im alten Israel (“The Holy War in
Ancient Israel”). | went off to study and found amass of material of linguistic, historical,
and cultura interest. But | found nothing which spoke to my problem, the theological
anxiety | had about the identification of God with war. One cannot generalize from a
single experience, yet | have met a large number of clergy since that time who

“Cf. H. Beck and C. Brown, “Peace,” The New International Dictionary of New Testament
Theology, ed. by Colin Brown (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1976) 2:776-77.

“'Luke 3:14 [emphasis added].

“®Cf. Harnack, Militia Christi 70-71.
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experienced the same problem in their theological training.*

It is up to each believer to go to the Word of God in order to study this issue for
himself/herself. Each believer’s good conscience is at stake in the decision. It isthe
opinion of thiswriter that the just war viewpoint offers the greatest consistency with
the overall view of both the OT and the NT. Such a viewpoint ought not to be
imposed on any individual believer, however. Perhaps the Scripture’ ssilence about
any resignation from military service by converted soldiers on active duty is but an
indication that the matter fallsin the realm of freedom of conscience rather than the
realm of absolute morality. That is the best answer to the question, “Should a
Christian be amember of the military?”

“SCraigie, The Problem of War in the Old Testament 106.
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