Website: Studying the Word of God

Authors: Brian K. McPherson and Scott McPherson

Web Address (URL): biblestudying.net
Christianity and War Outline

I. Introduction

A. Modern View

i. For many centuries the Christian world has long accepted that the Church (as a body and as individuals) may participate in and wage war so long as that war is a just one. 

ii. This doctrine is without support in the New Testament.

iii. This doctrine is in complete contradiction of the teachings of Jesus Christ.

iv. This doctrine is in complete contradiction of the traditions passed on by the apostles.

v. This doctrine is in complete contradiction of the Christian faith.

B. The ancient and authentic view

i. New Testament teaching is clearly pacifist in nature, both by individuals and as a corporate exercise.

ii. The early Church was pacifistic in nature for the first three hundred years of its existence.

iii. The writings of the early, orthodox Church confirm the historic pacifism of the Church and that this pacifism is directly derived from the New Testament itself.

II. NT Mandate for Individual Pacifism

A. Violence is NOT a divinely sanctioned option regarding matters of a personal nature. 

B. Modern View

i. Violence, by an individual may be permissible under some dire circumstances. 

C. Historic View

i. The testimony of the innumerable martyrs of the first, second, and third century Church leave little doubt that the early Church was taught by the Apostles that violence was prohibited from the Christian life even as a means of redressing or averting personal injustice or injury.  

D. Biblical Support

i. Matthew 5:38-39 prohibits personal violence in response to injustice or personal injury.

1. Matthew 5:38 Ye have heard that it hath been said, An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth: 39 But I say unto you, That ye resist not evil: but whosoever shall smite thee on thy right cheek, turn to him the other also.
a. Luke 6:29
b. This is taken from Exodus 21:24, Leviticus 24:20, and Deuteronomy 19:21
c. Jesus is here abrogating the Mosiac Law code for civil justice as a part of the theocratic kingdom of Israel.
i. See Hebrews 8:7, 13 – the old law is made obsolete, abrogated, old – look up Greek word for old.
ii. Interpretation

1. Jesus clearly replaces the previous code with a new command. 

2. The concept of the rule “an eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth” is that it is acceptable to repay injustice and injury in like kind. 

3. By contrasting his new rule with this old rule, it is clear that Jesus is forbidding responding with violence to matters of personal injustice or injury. 

4. From the context we must understand that Jesus is explicitly advocating pacifism on the part of his followers in the face of violence and injustice. 

5. That this is exactly what Jesus meant is overwhelmingly confirmed by the widespread martyrdom of the early Church, who took Jesus’ statements to mean just that. 

E. Historic Support

i. Martyrdom of the Early Church

1. Questions

a. What injustice or wrong suffered can be conceived which would be greater than that to which they so willingly succumbed? 

b. What is the modern Christian to think of the martyrs of the early Church and their compelling sacrifice? 

c. Should we attribute such undying faithfulness to unfortunate doctrinal error? 

d. Would we label their selfless devotion a kind, but gratuitous and unnecessary display? 

2. How are we to interpret the Martyrdom of the Early Church on these matters

a. Option 1  - Advocating individual violence in the face of personal injustice or injury 

i. Possible responses/explanations:

1. If only the martyrs had known that God would also have been pleased and well-served by their violent resistance they might have saved themselves and so many of their loved ones.

2. The faith of those who heard the teaching of Jesus from the mouths of the Apostles is inadequate and inferior to our own who after nearly two millennia now would correct their misunderstanding. 

3. We applaud their martyrdom as an honor to our Lord, while at the same time declaring that if we were faced with such circumstances we would fight back in Jesus’ name. 

ii. Problems

1. To suggest that violence is an acceptable Christian option when faced with injustice is to second-guess countless early Christian martyrs.

2. Can contradictory and inconsistent responses both be legitimately found within the same faith? 

b. Option 2 – Complete Christian Pacifism

i. As modern Christians we must recognize that the early Church was in a much better position to know the true Christian doctrine on violence and injustice. 

ii. As such we can only take their proximity to the Apostles combined with their universal conduct for over two centuries as compelling evidence that personal pacifism even in the face of grave injustice and injury was the Apostolic teaching handed down to the Church from Jesus through his disciples from the earliest times.

iii. Regardless of what we in the twentieth century might make of it, it is certain that the earliest Church, the church that sat under the instructions of the Apostles, clearly understood that Jesus’ instructions to “turn the other cheek” (Matthew 5:39, Luke 6:29) meant pacifism even in the face of great personal injustice and injury.

ii. View of the Early Church Writers

1. Who are the ECW’s and how/why is their view significant?

a. They are post-apostolic writers, who in some cases were discipled by the those who penned the New Testament.

b. The consensus expressed in the writings and sentiments of the ECW’s coupled with the widespread martyrdom and their proximity in time to the Apostles confirms the universality of the pacifist position, which in turn points to its origination with Jesus and the Apostles.

2. Quotations from the ECW’s

3. Ignatius

a. a martyr himself

b. lived between 30-107 A.D.

c. was discipled by John the Apostle.

d. Quotes

i. “If thou lovest the good disciples, no thanks are due to thee on that account; but rather seek by meekness to subdue the more troublesome. Every kind of wound is not healed with the same plaster. Mitigate violent attacks [of disease] by gentle applications. (1) Be in all things "wise as a serpent, and harmless as a dove."(2) For this purpose thou art composed of both flesh and spirit, that thou mayest deal tenderly (3) with those[evils] that present themselves visibly before thee.”- Ignatius, CHAP.II.--EXHORTATIONS.
ii. “For if the Lord were in the body in appearance only, and were crucified in appearance only, then am I also bound in appearance only. And why have I also surrendered myself to death, to fire, to the sword, to the wild beasts? But,[in fact,] I endure all things for Christ, not in appearance only, but in reality, that I may suffer together with Him, while He Himself inwardly strengthens me; for of myself I have no such ability.”- Ignatius, CHAP. IV.--BEWARE OF THESE HERETICS.

4. Irenaeus

a. Polycarp’s disciple

b. lived in the second century (120-202 A.D.) 

c. the bishop of Lyons 

d. the author of a five volume work under the title Against Heresies.

e. Quotations

i. "But if the law of liberty, that is, the word of God, preached by the apostles (who went forth from Jerusalem) throughout all the earth, caused such a change in the state of things, that these [nations] did form the swords and war-lances into ploughshares, and changed them into pruning-hooks for reaping the corn, [that is], into instruments used for peaceful purposes, and that they are now unaccustomed to fighting, but when smitten, offer also the other cheek, then the prophets have not spoken these things of any other person, but of Him who effected them. This person is our Lord" (Against the Heresies, Book 4)
5. Justin Martyr

a. a second century convert (110-165 A.D.) to Christianity 

b. a philosopher who wrote a work entitled Apology.

c. Quotations

i. "And when the Spirit of prophecy speaks as predicting things that are to come to pass, He speaks in this way: 'For out of Zion shall go forth the law, and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem. And He shall judge among the nations, and shall rebuke many people; and they shall beat their swords into ploughshares, and their spears into pruning-hooks: nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more.' And that it did so come to pass, we can convince you. For from Jerusalem there went out into the world, men, twelve in number, and these illiterate, of no ability in speaking: but by the power of God they proclaimed to every race of men that they were sent by Christ to teach to all the word of God; and we who formerly used to murder one another do not only now refrain from making war upon our enemies, but also, that we may not lie nor deceive our examiners, willingly die confessing Christ." (First Apology of Justin Martyr, Chapter 39)

ii. "We who were filled with war, and mutual slaughter, and every wickedness, have each through the whole earth changed our warlike weapons,-our swords into ploughshares, and our spears into implements of tillage,-and we cultivate piety, righteousness, philanthropy, faith, and hope, which we have from the Father Himself through Him who was crucified; and sitting each under his vine, i.e., each man possessing his own married wife." (Justin Martyr's dialogue with Trypho the Jew, Chapter 109)

iii. And concerning our being patient of injuries, and ready to serve all, and free from anger, this is what He said: "To him that smiteth thee on the one cheek, offer also the other; and him that taketh away thy cloak or coat, forbid not. And whosoever shall be angry, is in danger of the fire. And every one that compelleth thee to go with him a mile, follow him two. And let your good works shine before men, that they, seeing them, may glorify your Father which is in heaven."(3) For we ought not to strive; neither has He desired us to be imitators of wicked men, but He has exhorted us to lead all men, by patience and gentleness, from shame and the love of evil. And this indeed is proved in the case of many who once were of your way of thinking, but have changed their violent and tyrannical disposition, being overcome either by the constancy which they have witnessed in their neighbours' lives,(4) or by the extraordinary forbearance they have observed in their fellow-travellers when defrauded, or by the honesty of those with whom they have transacted business. CHAP. XVI.--CONCERNING PATIENCE AND SWEARING.

6. Tertullian

a. lived during the second and third centuries (145-220 A.D.)

b. Quotations

i. "To begin with the real ground of the military crown, I think we must first inquire whether warfare is proper at all for Christians. What sense is there in discussing the merely accidental, when that on which it rests is to be condemned? Do we believe it lawful for a human oath to be superadded to one divine, for a man to come under promise to another master after Christ, and to abjure father, mother, and all nearest kinsfolk, whom even the law has commanded us to honour and love next to God Himself, to whom the gospel, too, holding them only of less account than Christ, has in like manner rendered honour? Shall it be held lawful to make an occupation of the sword, when the Lord proclaims that he who uses the sword shall perish by the sword? And shall the son of peace take part in the battle when it does not become him even to sue at law? And shall he apply the chain, and the prison, and the torture, and the punishment, who is not the avenger even of his own wrongs? Shall he, forsooth, either keep watch-service for others more than for Christ, or shall he do it on the Lord's day, when he does not even do it for Christ Himself? ... Of course, if faith comes later, and finds any preoccupied with military service, their case is different, as in the instance of those whom John used to receive for baptism, and of those most faithful centurions, I mean the centurion whom Christ approves, and the centurion whom Peter instructs; yet, at the same time, when a man has become a believer, and faith has been sealed, there must be either an immediate abandonment of it, which has been the course with many; or all sorts of quibbling will have to be resorted to in order to avoid offending God, and that is not allowed even outside of military service ... Touching this primary aspect of the question, as to the unlawfulness even of a military life itself, I shall not add more, that the secondary question may be restored to its place. Indeed, if, putting my strength to the question, I banish from us the military life, I should now to no purpose issue a challenge on the matter of the military crown." (The Chaplet, or De Corona c.204 CE)
ii. Now inquiry is made about the point of whether a believer may enter into military service. The question is also asked whether those in the military may be admitted into the faith – even the rank and file (or any inferior grade), who are not required to take part in sacrifices or capital punishments…A man cannot give his allegiance to two masters – God and Ceasar…How will a Christian man participate in war? In fact, how will he serve even in peace without a sword? For the Lord has taken the sword away. It is also true that soldiers came to John [the Baptist] and received the instructions for their conduct. It is true also that a centurion believed. Nevertheless, the Lord afterward, in disarming Peter, disarmed every soldier. Tertullian
iii. "Nation will not take up sword against nation, and they will no more learn to fight." Who else, therefore does this prophecy apply to, other than us? For we are fully taught by the new law, and therefore observe these practices…The teaching of the new law points to clemency. It changes the primitive ferocity of swords and lances to tranquility. It remodels the primitive execution of war upon the rivals and enemies of the Law into the peaceful actions of plowing and cultivating the land. Tertullian
iv. In us, all ardor in the pursuit of glory and honor is dead. So we have no pressing inducement to take part in your public meetings. Nor is there anything more entirely foreign to us than affairs of state. Tertullian
1. (NOTE: This final quote by Tertullian will be more relevant when we consider the notion of Christian government later on in this article.)

7. Athenogaras 

a. wrote at around 177 A.D.

b. Quotations

i. "We have learned, not only not to return blow for blow, nor to go to law with those who plunder and rob us, but to those who smite us on one side of the face to offer the other side also, and to those who take away our coat to give likewise our cloak." (A Plea for the Christians) 
8. Cyprian (200-258 A.D.)
a. "But when beaten back as well by the faith as by the vigour of the combined army, he perceived that the soldiers of Christ are now watching, and stand sober and armed for the battle; that they cannot be conquered, but that they can die; and that by this very fact they are invincible, that they do not fear death; that they do not in turn assail their assailants, since it is not lawful for the innocent even to kill the guilty; but that they readily deliver up both their lives and their blood; that since such malice and cruelty rages in the world, they may the more quickly withdraw from the evil and cruel." (Epistle 56 to Cornelius)
b. The hand must not be spotted with the sword and blood – not after the Eucharist is carried in it. - Cyprian
9. Lactantius of Bythynia (240-320 A.D.)
a. "For when God forbids us to kill, He not only prohibits us from open violence, which is not even allowed by the public laws, but He warns us against the commission of those things which are esteemed lawful among men. Thus it will be neither lawful for a just man to engage in warfare, since his warfare is justice itself, nor to accuse any one of a capital charge, because it makes no difference whether you put a man to death by word, or rather by the sword, since it is the act of putting to death itself which is prohibited. Therefore, with regard to this precept of God, there ought to be no exception at all but that it is always unlawful to put to death a man, whom God willed to be a sacred animal." (The Devine Institutues, Book 6, Of True Worship)

b. "What then, or where, or of what character is piety? Truly it is among those who are ignorant of wars, who maintain concord with all, who are friendly even to their enemies, who love all men as brethren, who know how to restrain their anger, and to soothe every passion of the mind with calm government." (Of Devine Institutes, Book 5, Of Justice)
c. Why would [the just man] carry on war and mix himself with the passions of other when his mind is engaged in perpetual peace with men? Would he be delighted with foreign merchandise or with human blood – he who does not know how to seek gain? For the Christian is satisfied with his standard of living. He considers it unlawful not only to commit slaughter himself, but also to be present with those who do it.

10. (NOTE: While some of these writers may on some matters be considered unorthodox, their consensus on this matter, does confirm, that warfare was not acceptable to the Christian faith.)

III. Corporate Warfare

A. Some Basic Questions 

i. Why do so many Christians believe that the New Testament sanctions participation in or even initiation of a just war?

ii. If one believer should not resist injustice with violence, then how many believers does it take before violent resistance is acceptable in Christ? 

iii. If one believer cannot resist injustice or injury with violence, can two believers enact violence to prevent injustice or injury? Can three?

iv. Conclusion

1. Regardless of the numbers involved, the prohibition of violence upon individual believers in the face of great injustice and injury sufficiently establishes that no collection of individual believers is permitted to wage violence (i.e. war) as a means to avert injustice or injury.

B. Examining the New Testament

i. The New Testament has very little to say directly about this matter and in no place provides us an explicit statement for or against a larger Church body engaging in or waging war.

ii. What the NT doesn’t say

1. There are several instances in the New Testament in which a soldier, or Roman centurion, is commended by God. 

a. Matthew 8 and Luke 7 recount Jesus healing the servant of a centurion and proclamation that he has not seen faith like that of the centurion in Israel. 

b. In Acts 10 and 11, Cornelius, a Roman centurion, and his household are saved after an angel instructs him to send for the Apostle Peter, who has likewise been instructed by God to go to them.

c. Conclusions:

i. God draws soldiers to faith in Jesus Christ and accepts them through Christ, just as the rest of us. 

ii. But do these instances mean that violence is acceptable to God? No.

1. These portions of the New Testament record were not interpreted or taught that way to the early Church as we have attested to earlier (see quote from Tertullian above).

2. These passages do not make a clear statement regarding this issue that we can use as a basis for forming doctrine.

a. They do not condemn the soldiers lifestyle

b. They do not state that any requirement were placed on the soldiers to abandon their station

c. They do not state that continued participation in warfare is acceptable either.

2. Luke 3

a. Luke 3:14 And the soldiers likewise demanded of him, saying, And what shall we do? And he said unto them, Do violence (1286) to no man, neither accuse [any] falsely; and be content with your wages.

b. Taken in context and with attention to the Greek language that is employed, the phrase “do violence to no man” speaks of a ban on intimidation, perhaps with the idea of monetary extortion in mind. 

c. Conclusion:

i. Luke 3 cannot be taken as a New Testament passage, which necessarily forbids military service.

3. Conclusions

a. While it may be accurate to state that the New Testament does not clearly state whether or not soldiers were to lay down their arms in coming to Christ, it is quite another thing to take this silence on this specific matter to be a Biblical endorsement of Christian participation in just warfare. 

b. To turn the absence of a New Testament statement into a positive statement affirming the acceptability of violent means would constitute one giant leap of logic to say the least.

c. To use these as support for Christian participation in warfare or military service is to make an argument from silence, but the NT is not entirely silent on these matters so we must examine the entire NT and form a doctrine from what it does say, not from what it doesn’t say.

iii. What the NT does say

1. Statements by Jesus

a. Matthew 26:51 And, behold, one of them which were with Jesus stretched out [his] hand, and drew his sword, and struck a servant of the high priest's, and smote off his ear. 52 Then said Jesus unto him, Put up again thy sword into his place: for all they that take the sword shall perish with the sword. 53 Thinkest thou that I cannot now pray to my Father, and he shall presently give me more than twelve legions of angels? 54 But how then shall the scriptures be fulfilled, that thus it must be? 

i. Comments: 

1. Matthew 26 is not alone in recounting this event in Jesus’ arrest – all four gospels record it.

a. Mark 14:47, Luke 22:49, John 18:11

2. What is interesting to note is Jesus’ reaction. He is clearly not in favor of the action and instructs Peter to put away the sword.

3. We cannot take either of these statements as an explicit statement against violence by Christians. 

4. Jesus’ response in the Gospel accounts can all be explained as a unique circumstance in which violence was prohibited in order to allow for his death and resurrection in redemption of mankind.

b. John 18:36 Jesus answered, My kingdom is not of this world: if my kingdom were of this world, then would my servants fight (75), that I should not be delivered to the Jews: but now is my kingdom not from hence.

i. Comments:

1. Prior his crucifixion, Jesus explains his aversion to violence on the part of his followers to Pilate.

2. Jesus’ statement here need not be taken as a direct reference to Peter’s actions at his arrest it is clear from Jesus’ words to Pilate that he meant to contrast to the Roman governor the manner of his followers from those of the political powers that will proceed his coming kingdom. 

3. The specific point Jesus is making is that unlike the political rulers of this present age, his disciples do not resort to violent means or earthly political measures as a method of accomplishing God’s will on earth. 

2. Romans 12 and 13

a. (Far too many of these discussions begin in chapter 13 of this epistle, we will begin with the closing verses of chapter 12.)

b. Romans 12:17 Recompense to no man evil for evil. Provide things honest in the sight of all men. 18 If it be possible, as much as lieth in you, live peaceably with all men. 19 Dearly beloved, avenge not yourselves, but rather give place unto wrath: for it is written, Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord. 20 Therefore if thine enemy hunger, feed him; if he thirst, give him drink: for in so doing thou shalt heap coals of fire on his head. 21 Be not overcome of evil, but overcome evil with good.

i. Paul’s teaching and “turning the other cheek:”

1. Compare v.20-21 with Matthew 5:43-44 – “repay evil with good” (after Matt. 5:38-39 – “turn the other cheek”)

2. Verse 17 states that we are not to repay any man evil for evil. This includes, among other things, injurious or destructive behavior.

3. Then in verse 18, Paul tells us, that for our part, we are to live peaceably with all men. The phrase “if it be possible, as much as lieth in you” is not intended to be taken as avoid violence “unless you can’t help it” or “to a point” instead it means not to cause or contribute to violence when we are persecuted.

4. NOTE: Both Jesus and Paul advocated non-resistance even in the face of physical harm and lead by examples. (Its no wonder why martyrdom and not armed resistance was the chosen path for a young Church facing brutal persecution.)

ii. Paul on the minister of justice and wrath:

1. In verse 19, Paul commands us not to avenge ourselves. 

a. The word “avenge” does not carry with it vigilante justice or anything done inappropriately, out of anger, or outside of the law. The Greek word (Strong’s No. 1556) simply means to vindicate one’s right, to do justice, to protect or defend. It has legal and social justice in mind under the law, not an act of revenge done outside of the law.

b. Conclusions:

i. Paul is teaching that even if the cause is just or has legal merit we should forego reparation. 

ii. Paul does not make exception for just cause, but instead instructs us not to act even when justice is our cause.

2. Instead in verse 19, Paul commands us to leave room for wrath

a. The word for wrath that Paul uses is the Greek word “orge,” which is also used in Romans 13:4

b. In both cases speaks of the role of the government in matters of justice and to have the legal authority to enforce the law and enact punishment upon those who break it.

c. NOTES:

i. It is legal and social justice that he has in mind in this passage of his letter. 

ii. The wrath Paul has in mind is not one that we ourselves are to carry out.

3. Comparison of Romans 12:17-21 and Romans 13:4

a. In both, Paul makes a clear distinction between members of the Church and members of the government, between Christians and those who have the power to make and uphold the laws of a society. 

b. In verses 17-21 of chapter 12 Paul instructs believers not to avenge themselves upon those who do evil to them, but to leave room for wrath, which God is in charge of dispensing. 

c. In verse 4 of chapter 13, Paul informs us that God’s chosen minister to be the avenger who executes wrath upon those who do evil is the state (or civil government). 

4. Conclusions:

a. These two groups then are mutually exclusive and did not overlap in Paul’s view. 

b. The Church is not in charge of carrying out justice in society, but is to stay out of it (Romans 12:17-21). 

c. On the other hand, the state is God’s means of dispensing justice (Romans 13:4). 

d. We must note that Paul’s directions in these chapters inherently depend upon the recognition that Christians are not members of the body that enacts or enforces the laws of a society. 

iii. The avenger of wrath, a theocratic kingdom, and the modern state

1. The avenger of wrath and the theocratic kingdom of Israel

a. Romans 12 and 13 have a connection with Numbers 35:11-29, Deuteronomy 19:1-10, and Joshua 20:1-9.

b. Each of these passages describes a portion of the Jewish theocratic civil code, which provided that a blood relative of a person who was slain could put to death the man responsible for his demise.

c. Numbers 35:12, Dueteronomy 19:6 and Joshua 20:3, 5, and 9, describe a scenario in which a person is killed by accident or without the intention of the other party, when the perpetrator could find sanctuary in the cities of refuge from the avenger of the deceased. 

d. Deuteronomy 19:12 (and Numbers 35:21, 27) includes instructions for when the death is intended by the other party – in this case the man who committed the act is to be turned over to the avenger of blood and is not allowed sanctuary.

2. Contrast between the theocracy of Israel and Gentile government

a. In Israel, God had established a civil code of justice in which His people were in charge of administering justice, avenging themselves, and repaying those who did evil. 

b. On the contrary, Paul’s remarks in Romans 12:17-19 and 13:1-4 clearly indicate that this is no longer the case in the New Testament. 

c. Instead of administering justice through His people in a government that they control, God instead has appointed the heathen governments to be responsible for this duty (at least until the Day of the Lord and the onset of the Jesus’ millennial kingdom).

i. In Deuteronomy 32:43 God takes the role of the avenger of blood upon those who have slain his people. 

ii. In an apocalyptic sense God fulfills this when he avenges the blood of His people upon those who have slain them (Luke 18:7-8, Revelation 6:10, 16:6, 18:20, 19:2).

iv. Conclusions on Romans 12:

1. Romans 12 and 13 does not include a provision for a Christian-run nation since this idea would involve an intermingling of believers, who Paul says are not to avenge wrath, and the state, who Paul says is God’s chosen minister to avenge wrath on those who do evil. 

2. There is no precedent in the Bible for the notion of a pre-millennial Christian government. 

3. There is no provision for Christians to participate as the enforcer of the law through military action or otherwise.

c. Romans 13:1 Let every soul be subject unto the higher powers. For there is no power but of God: the powers that be are ordained of God. 2 Whosoever therefore resisteth the power, resisteth the ordinance of God: and they that resist shall receive to themselves damnation. 3 For rulers are not a terror to good works, but to the evil. Wilt thou then not be afraid of the power? do that which is good, and thou shalt have praise of the same: 4 For he is the minister of God to thee for good. But if thou do that which is evil, be afraid; for he beareth not the sword in vain: for he is the minister of God, a revenger to execute wrath upon him that doeth evil. 5 Wherefore ye must needs be subject, not only for wrath, but also for conscience sake. 6 For for this cause pay ye tribute also: for they are God's ministers, attending continually upon this very thing. 7 Render therefore to all their dues: tribute to whom tribute is due; custom to whom custom; fear to whom fear; honour to whom honour.

i. NOTES: 

1. After instructing the Roman Church to live peacefully, to forego justice, but to leave it to God (Romans 12), Paul proceeds to teach on the role of government in carrying out God’s justice. 

2. Note that Paul continues to distinguish between the higher powers (government) and the believers, which he does not present as wielding political authority, but rather as among those under the dominion of the state.

3. Notice that Paul presupposes Jesus’ words to Pilate that Jesus’ kingdom is not now of this world…and so Paul says that therefore we are not to bear the sword in administering justice – John 18:36.

4. Other important notes:

a. Prior to the coming of the Day of the Lord and Jesus’ millennial reign, God has ordained that there should be rulers of the world, both angelic and human. 

b. Part of the role of these rulers is to carry out justice and to thwart injustice. 

c. Part of the necessity of Jesus’ coming kingdom and the condemnation of these rulers, both angelic and human, is that they have not complied with God’s intentions. 

d. Nevertheless, we can see from Romans 13 that the God-given role of human government is (at least in part) to provide justice and to prevent injustice and anarchy.

ii. Conclusions and Commentary based on Romans 13:

1. The New Testament teaches that human government is responsible to maintain justice in society through the enforcing of the law even by use of force (i.e. war). 

2. Christians are to submit to this authority with one notable exception, when that civil authority requires us to transgress the will of God – as far as civil disobedience is concerned we are limited to either martyrdom or flight in such circumstances.

3. This was the case in the early Church who in the face of Roman persecution to renounce Christ chose either to be executed when that was the punishment (at other times it was exile), or to flee. 

4. Neither in Christian history nor in Paul’s words in Romans can we find any license to resist with violence.

5. Paul instructs us to comply with ruling political powers and places the implementation of justice with them and NOT with believers. 

6. Believers are not part of the political authority and therefore, the concept of a pre-millennial Christian state and how it would or should be administered cannot be supported by Romans 13. 

3. The Supposed Pre-millennial Christian government/state

a. The scenario 

i. civil government is administered by Christians.

ii. since government can and should wage war for the purposes of justice, and since the government would be administered by Christians, Christians would be able to and obligated to wage war for the purposes of justice as an exercise of civil government.

b. Limitations

i. Romans 13 is a discussion of the relationship between the political power and those under its authority. 

ii. It is not a discussion of how various competing or contemporary political states relate to one another. 

iii. Romans 13 presents how a government administers justice, domestically, to the people under its jurisdiction. 

iv. Conclusions: 

1. Romans 13 can only be used to support a government’s divine right to employ military force upon its own citizens in order to uphold justice. 

2. Romans 13 CANNOT in any way be used to support international military action upon another sovereign nation not under its authority.

3. International war is beyond the scope of Romans 13 and, therefore, Romans 13 cannot be used as Biblical supported that a Christian government (if one should exist) could wage war on another nation. 

c. Implications 

i. Any suggestion that a Biblical authorization is provided to any proposed Christian nation to wage war upon another country inherently contains an appeal to the idea of manifest destiny. 

ii. By placing other independent and sovereign nations under the political authority of the Christian state there is the presumption of a divine mandate for imperial conquest such as was conferred upon the nation of Israel regarding the Promised Land. 

iii. No Biblical decree exists for the transfer or sharing of the divine mandate given to Israel in this respect – such a notion is inherently unbiblical and conflicts with an ancient and orthodox Judeo-Christian eschatological perspective. 

IV. Historical Explanations and Perspectives

A. A historical perspective is a key factor in correctly interpreting the implications of Romans 13 and can clearly been seen in Paul’s remarks therein which we have already discussed.

B. The first and second century church was universally Chiliast in its eschatology (see http://www.pfrs.org/pd/index.html for documentation).

C. Overview

i. The Old Testament Perspective, The New Testament Hope

1. The New Testament era opened within the Jewish Messianic expectation of a political hero who would emancipate God’s people from the oppression of the Gentile age. 

a. (This very expectation that contributed heavily to the rejection of Jesus by so many of God’s people at the time.)

b. Luke 1:69-74 – Zecharias speaks of Jesus in this manner.

2. The Old Testament hope was for a theocratic state to be established by the Jewish Messiah, which would bring the times of the Gentiles to a close and replace their dominion once and for all. 

3. There was no room to even conceive of an intervening period to be dominated or controlled by some other godly government. 

4. Conclusion:

a. The Messianic kingdom was the sole political hope available to the ancient Jewish mind anything else would have been beyond foreign to them, it would have been both absurd and impossible. 

ii. Chiliasm of the New Testament church. 

1. Firmly rooted in Judaism, the early Church (through at least 250 A.D.) held fast to the Jewish Messianic beliefs. 

2. In today’s terminology, they were futurist, pre-millennial, and post-tribulational. They expected: 

a. that the Messianic Kingdom was yet to come, 

b. that the Messianic Kingdom would arrive at the onset of a literal 1,000-year reign by Jesus Christ from Jerusalem 

c. (and that the Church would be raptured after the tribulation period).

3. Conclusions regarding the Early Church’s view of pre-millennial Christian state:

a. To the early Christians (like those in Rome to whom Paul wrote his epistle) the suggestion that prior to this Messianic kingdom there would exist a Christian government with either limited or global influence would also have been either ludicrous or completely unimaginable just as it would have been to Old Testament Jews from whom the Church inherited its faith. 

b. The New Testament Church, which saw itself, like the nation of Israel, as separate from the world, not unrecognizably infused with it (and they awaited the coming of the Jewish Messianic Kingdom on earth). 

c. Paul relates in Hebrews 11:8-9 that the Church is to have the mindset of Abraham, who considered himself not a citizen of this world or of his home land, but of the kingdom of God, who was not looking for an earthly country to call his own, but a heavenly one. This heavenly country is the Millennial hope of Israel and the Church.

d. Since one of the primary rules for properly interpreting scripture is to understand a passage as the original audience did, we must reject the insertion of a Christian nation into the instructions of Romans 13.

iii. Where does the idea of a pre-millennial Christian state with divine authority to wage just war come from?

1. Romanization of the Church and Christianized Government

a. At the turn of the fourth century A.D. after almost three centuries of animosity towards Christianity, Constantine, the emperor of Rome, is said to have converted to Christianity after proclaiming that he received a sign from God to conquer in the sign of the cross. 

b. Thereafter, the process of Christianizing the Roman state ensued. Christianity, persecuted relentlessly for almost 300 years, quickly became acceptable in Rome through the Edict of Milan in 313 AD.

c. In 325 A.D. the Councel of Nicaea took place cementing the once outlawed religion of the martyrs as the leading religion of the empire that had for so long fed them to the lions and burned them at the stake. 

d. From this point forward the Church took a dramatic and dangerous turn toward the heretical compromises, which ultimately culminated in the Roman Catholic Church.

2. The Roman Catholic Era and Amillennialism

a. For the next fifteen hundred years or so the Roman Catholic Emperors and Popes wielded tremendous religious and political power over the European and Mediterranean world. 

b. The Pope and the RCC became intertwined and inseparable from the political power of the West.

c. The eschatological views of ancient Judaism and the early Church quickly became out-of-vogue with the developing political prowess of psuedo-Christian Rome. 

d. The doctrines and methods of interpretation of these two predecessors had long since been discarded and replaced with the spiritualization borrowed from Neo-Platonism and the Gnostic mystery schools, which had infiltrated the Church hierarchy. 

i. (Through such as Augustine and Eusebius.)

e. It was this approach of spiritualizing the plain meaning of the text, which characterized and defined Roman Catholic eschatology, which saw itself as the heir to the messianic kingdom, with the Pope ruling the earth as the vicar of Christ over the earth from Rome.

f. In scholarly circles this doctrine became known as Amillennialism. It holds that:

i. there would be no literal millennial reign of Jesus over the earth as the Jews and ancient Christians had expected

ii. that instead God would Christianize the globe through the Church and Christian governance.

iii. this notion no doubt contributed to the colonialism and imperialism of the European powers

3. The Reformation

a. Additional theories, which share some correspondence with Amillennialism in regards to these matters can be found in Preterist and Post-Millennial doctrine. 

i. Preterism holds that Christ returned at the destruction of the Temple in 70 A.D.  

ii. Post-Millennialism believes that Christ will return after the Millennium, which will be established by the efforts of the Church rather than by Jesus’ return. 

iii. All three school share some overlap on various eschatological issues.

b. The Reformation and the birth of Protestantism

i. initiated a long overdue return to the bounds of literal hermeneutic (interpretive) methods. 

ii. Reform Theologians did not abandon the Roman Catholic interpretive spiritualization entirely, but kept with Catholic precedent concerning eschatological issues of theology. 

iii. Their approach, called historicism, viewed the Roman Church as the empire of the beast. 

iv. Like the RCC, the Reformers sought to establish Christian governance and usher in either the return of Christ or the millennium by instituting Christian government on earth.

v. The most prominent of the continued impact of Catholic political Christianity can be seen in Geneva where John Calvin, a major figure in Reform Theology, was one of the key players.

4. Into the modern era

a. Amillennialism, Post-millennialism, Historicism, and Preterism enjoyed continued popularity in the period prior to the World Wars of the twentieth century. 

b. Due in part to the wars that characterized that century and the continued determination to return to a more consistently literal hermeneutic, these schools of doctrine have since waned in prevalence.

c. The sole exception to this decline can be found in scholarly and ecclesiastic circles of Calvinist persuasion (for example, Presbyterians) where they have of late, experienced some level of resurgence. 

d. Outside of these camps, however, there has been a significant revival of the first and second century Chiliasm of the early, orthodox Church, though today it is simply known as premillennial futurism. 

i. (The sole area of exception is the popular acceptance of pretribulationalism rather than the post-tribulational view of the early Church’s Chiliasm.)

D. Historical Conclusions

i. Differences and Contrasts between Premillennial Futurism (Chiliasm) and Amillennial-Postmillennial-Preterist 

1. Premillennial Futurism (Chiliasm) 

a. apostolic authenticity

b. orthodoxy

c. antiquity

d. emphasis on a return to early, and therefore truly, orthodox Church doctrine, 

e. precludes the notion of some pre-millennial Church state or Christian state.

2. Amillennial-Postmillennial-Preterist 

a. Roman Catholicism

b. Heresy

c. Novelty

d. Necessitates the notion of some pre-millennial Church state or Christian state.

ii. Continued belief in a pre-millennial Christian government is:

1. An inconsistent commitment to the literal hermeneutic (the Grammatical-Historical Method). 

2. A failure to fully discard the Roman Catholic influence in favor of a purer and more ancient and orthodox Christian faith.

V. Additional Problems with advocating Christian participation in Just War.

a. Attempts to define which wars are just and which are not would be an insurmountable and completely subjective task. 

i. This is especially true for Christians for whom such a discussion would be largely without direct Biblical guidance.

b. Even if a suitable definition of just war could be accomplished, it would be impossible for Christians ever to know for certain if the wars they waged were truly for just reasons. 

i. If a just cause was claimed, we would have to investigate to be certain that no unjust factors were really involved in motivating the government’s decisions.

c. Examples:

i. Iraq

1. Potential Causes:

a. Just Cause - the suffering of the Iraqi people under an oppressive regime would seem to be a just cause for military action against Iraq

b. Unjust Cause - the acquisition of Iraqi oil revenue would not be. 

2. Problems:

a. When both just and unjust causes were possible we would not be able to know with certainty, which was the true motivation for our nation’s military action. 

b. Such uncertainty is unacceptable when the justness of the cause is essential to its permissibility within a Christian perspective. 

3. Additional issues:

a. the war on Iraq would constitute military action upon another sovereign nation and would therefore fall completely outside of Paul’s comments in Romans 13, which speaks to a political power and the citizens under its own jurisdiction.

b. Therefore, military action against Iraq would be completely outside of Biblical mandate.

VI. Study Conclusions:

a. Those of us who wish to remain grounded in the teaching that was given to the early Church by the apostles themselves must relinquish any idea of a pre-millennial Christian government and decline the infusion of such a notion (so foreign to authentic Christianity) into our interpretation of Romans 13.

b. Violent means on both an individual or corporately exercised level must be seen as outside the bounds of the Christian faith, even if the cause is just or great injury threatened. 

i. Christian participation in civil government (the state) is also prohibited in the New Testament until Jesus brings His kingdom to earth.

c. The testimony of the martyrs is harmonious with the available statements made in the New Testament on the matter and both lead to this same conclusion.

d. The last 20 centuries contain no shortage of wars waged in the name of Christianity by those who claimed to be Christians. 

i. We may question whether those who engaged in such actions were truly Christians or whether their claims were truly representative of the Christian faith (for example Constantine). 

ii. One thing we should not do is be quick to join them by pledging our support of various wars fought by the nations we as Christians just happen to reside in during this life. 

e. Further reason to remain pacifist comes from a need to distinguish the Christian Faith from others, like Islam for example, which demand and openly embraces violence and warfare as a means to accomplish God’s will.

f. Final disclaimer:

i. Christian pacifism should not be misunderstood as solely an aversion to violence on the grounds that it is morally inappropriate. 

ii. It must also be seen as an objection that is also formed by an absence of purpose for violence within the confines of the pre-millennial Christian paradigm. 

iii. War has its place within Christianity, but it is limited to the millennial reign of Christ, which will both be initiated by war and maintained through “an iron rod.”

g. A specific objection:

i. Isn’t America founded by Christian men to be and, in fact historically hasn’t it been, a Christian nation?

1. Any claim that America is a Christian nation must account for the fact that many or most of the founding fathers of the United States were Freemasons.

2. A Biblical Dilemma for a Christian America

a. How can America be considered a “Christian nation” if the entire founding of the country was in violation of Paul’s instructions in Romans 12-13, wherein the apostle most certainly does not allow for Christians to wage military revolt against the appointed secular governments.

b. The American Revolution would also violate:
i. 1 Peter 2:13-17, wherein we are told to submit to the ordinances of man and to submit to and honor the king and those in government.
ii. Matthew 22:17-21, Matthew 17:24-27, Mark 12:14-17, Luke 20:25, and Romans 13:7 – where we are told to pay taxes to those who require them of us.
X. Addendum: Two Party  System – How does the NT model work?

a. How it should work – a separation of Church and State (on Biblical grounds) would function this way.

b. There would 2 systems simultaneously at work both prohibiting injustice:

c. The secular state run by unbelievers.

i. The secular state has authority to enact laws and exercise justice (including punishment) over all those under its jurisdiction

ii. Acts of injustice are defined by the state and prohibited by its authority

iii. When someone is wronged under this system they appeal to the state for justice and the state carries out that justice in accordance with its laws.

iv. Violations and violators are punished in accordance with the legal and civic code set forth by the secular state as defined by its rulers – whatever form of governance they should choose

1. NOTE” The Biblical mode of God’s rule is monarchy (under the Messiah) – there is absolutely no Biblical preference toward rule by the people (democracy) – this is an entirely foreign concept to Judeo-
Christianity. 

v. Believers are to submit to the laws of the secular state government except where such laws require us to disobey God’s commands – such as emperor worship, for example.

d. The Church is run by believers.

i. Believers are prohibited from acts of ungodliness (includes injustice) and are to love one another.

ii. Believers who are wronged by an outsider (unbeliever) should accept the injustice as a part of the suffering of this world.

iii. Believers who are wronged by a fellow believer should go through the process of excommunication.

1. Approach the offender privately.

2. Take two or three witnesses and approach the offender.

3. Take the offender before the church.

4. Expel them = excommunicate them from the body of believers (the church) into the world system.

e. Conclusions:

i. Bottom line: the Church has no need of a law code because:

1. believers should not be acting unjustly toward one another 

2. believers who do act unjustly with either stop or be removed from the body of believers (treated as unbelievers) 

3. injustice from unbelievers is accepted by Christians as a part of this life

4. wrongs done by unbelievers upon other unbelievers are governed by the secular state

5. Christians should be in obedience to the state laws and so will not require the action of the state regarding infractions of the law
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