Questions about War

Preached by Pastor Chris Chia to Adam Road Presbyterian Centre on 22-23 September 2001.

For those who have been following our preaching series, you would know I was scheduled to preach on “Questions about the Resurrection”. But in the light of the terrorist attacks in America and in the face of war, I thought it more appropriate to address “Questions of War” with the resurrection of Jesus as a central theme.

We live in troubled times. Perhaps the most troubling times this MTV generation has known to date. And in these troubling times, the questions mount by the hour. For life seems to change now not by the years or the seasons or the months but by the hour as catastrophic events unfold, as rousing speeches are made, as difficult decisions are taken, as drastic actions are embarked on. As the prospects of war increases by the hour, so also the value of our wealth, shares, properties decreases … by the hour. As the war drums sound, our heart beats louder. What do we do in a time like this? And when we add “Christian” to that question, does it change our answers? It must. It should. Why? Because a Christian is a follower of the man Jesus who is the Christ or Messiah - God’s chosen king to save and rule the world. In the past two thousand years, Christians have taken three main approaches to the complex issue of war: total pacifism, the just war approach and relative pacifism.

1. Humanity’s War: Three approaches

Total Pacifism (Isaiah 53, Matthew 5:38-48, Luke 6:27-36)

In total pacifism, Christians are committed to total non-violence and non-retaliation. So Christians are not to serve in the police and armed forces. The Biblical basis for this position is the interpretation and application of what Jesus taught in the Sermon on the Mount. We are not to resist an evil person. Instead, if he strikes us on the right cheek, we are to turn to him the other cheek also. We are to love our enemies, do good to those who hate us and pray for those who persecute us. These are the virtues of the people of the kingdom. The way of the world is to love those who love us and hate those who hate us. The way of Jesus is, however, to love those who hate us.

Pacifists would say that it is not just what Jesus taught, it is what he practised. It is how he lived. Jesus’ whole life was one of non-resistance. Jesus resisted neither betrayal nor arrest, neither trial nor sentence, neither torture nor crucifixion. He was the innocent, suffering Servant of the Lord.  “He was led like a lamb to the slaughter and as a sheep before her shearers is silent, so he did not open his mouth" (Isaiah 53:7).  Jesus loved those who despised and rejected him.  He even prayed for the forgiveness of those who nailed him to the Cross. In practical terms, if a thief broke into a pacifist's house, he would allow the thief to steal, pillage, harm those in his household, while he sat there and prayed that no one would come to harm.

Thus, pacifists conclude, that both the teaching and example of Jesus commits us as his people to total non-resistance and non-violence. For this is the way of the Cross and Jesus calls us to take up our Cross and follow him. The pacifist position was adopted by the “Radical Reformers” of the 16th century (the various Anabaptist groups) and is preserved by the Quakers, Mennonites and United Brethren in some countries. 

Just War (Romans 12:17-21 vs Romans 13:1-7)

The concept of “Just War" can be traced back to the "holy wars" of the Old Testament and to some Greek and Roman ethical teaching. The theory was Christianised by Augustine in the 4th century and systematised by Thomas Aquinas in the 13th century. It was endorsed by most of the Reformers. It is now held by the majority of Protestants today.

“Just War” has seven aspects to it (as you see in the table). These can be further simplified to three: the beginning, the conduct and the end of war.

The Beginning of War
The Conduct of War
The Ending of War

Just Cause
Formal declaration
Last resort
Right Intention
Proportionate Force
Civilian Immunity
Reasonable Expectation

There are four conditions to begin a just war. First, is “just cause”. The cause must be righteous. It must be to secure justice or to remedy injustice, to protect the innocent or champion human rights. Second, there must be a “formal declaration” of war by a legitimate authority after an ultimatum has been given. War cannot be declared by individuals or groups. It must be a legitimate authority (a king or government) who we as Christians under God should submit to. Thirdly, just war must be taken as a “last resort” after all efforts in negotiation and reconciliation have failed. Fourthly, the intention must be as righteous as the cause. There must be no hatred, animosity or thirst for revenge. It is believed that the USA has historically held on to this concept of Just War.

There are two conditions for the conduct of war. First, is proportionate force, that the ultimate gain will outweigh the ultimate losses. The second condition for the prosecution of “just war” is the distinction between soldiers/military targets and civilians. In that sense, terrorist attacks are always wrong because they are cruelly intended to kill civilians and cowardly not face soldiers. In a “just war”, this distinction must be deliberately preserved. There must NOT be the intentional killing of civilians, even though total immunity of civilians in war is an impossibility. Civilian immunity was adopted in the Geneva Convention in 1949 and reaffirmed by the General Assembly of the UN in 1970.

Finally, there must be reasonable expectation of success and of achieving the just cause for which the war was begun. In summary, a “just war” is fought for a righteous purpose, it is by controlled means and with reasonable expectation of success.

What is the Biblical basis for “just war”? Some find it in the holy wars commanded and directed by Yahweh (God himself) in the Old Testament. But this is precarious. Why? The “holy wars” were specific to Old Testament Israel to accomplish God’s specific purpose in a specific time. The holy wars, if they can be called that at all, were to signal that the whole earth rightfully belongs to God. And God has a plan to rid the world of all rebellion against his rightful kingship and kingdom. The “holy wars” pointed to the true and titanic war between God and man instigated by Satan. Jesus would bring this war to a decisive end when he came as a man to die on the Cross. It has always been a clash between two kings and two kingdoms. When Jesus proclaimed the kingdom of God is at hand, he was serving notice that kingdom of Satan and man against God was coming to a decisive end. But Jesus prosecuted this mother of all wars not by military might but by majestic meekness, not by brute strength but by submissive suffering. And so the New Testament does not advocate force - let alone wars - as a way to extend God’s kingdom. The Crusades of the 11th century and the Spanish Inquisitions in Latin America then were a serious misrepresentation of Jesus and his kingdom. We cannot appeal to the holy wars to rationalise “just war”.

The issue is about our personal responsibility and our societal responsibility in facing evil. Romans 12-13 try to address this. The whole passage is about what it means to worship God and what it means to love our neighbours. The end of Romans 12 and the beginning of Romans 13 appear to be in conflict with one another. Romans 12:17-21, echoing the Sermon on the Mount, forbids us to repay evil for evil. Romans 13:1-7, echoing the Old Testament, describes the “state” or authorities as God's agent for the punishment of evil doers. How then should we resolve the apparent discrepancy between Romans 12:17-21, with its call for the loving service of enemies, and Romans 13:1-7, with its call for the punishment of evildoers?

It is better, to see the end of Romans 12 and the beginning of Romans 13 as complementary to one another. Members of God's new community can be both private individuals and state officials. In the former role we are never to take personal revenge or repay evil for evil. Rather we are to bless our persecutors (12:14), serve our enemies (12:20) and seek to overcome evil with good (12:21). In the latter, if we as Christians serve as judges, magistrates, soldiers, policemen, civil defence and prison officers, we are God’s agents in the punishment of evil doers.

True, vengeance and judgement belong to God. But one way in which God exercises his judgement on evil doers here on earth, while we wait for his return, is through the authorities. “To leave room for God’s wrath” (Romans 12:19) then is to allow the authorities to be “God’s servant to do good” (Romans 13:4). In short, if evil is to be punished (as it deserves to be), then the punishment must be administered by the authorities and its officials - not by individuals who take the law into their own hands (like the hate crimes based on race and religion). Paul the apostle asserts that the governing authorities have been established by God. That God has delegated his authority to them, that therefore in submitting to them we are submitting to God. And in rebelling against authorities, we are rebelling against God. Further, “the one in authority” (any official of the state) is “God's servant” to reward the good citizen and punish the evil-doer. In fact, three times Paul repeats that the state's “authority” is God's authority and three times that the state's ministry is God’s ministry (Romans 13:4a, 4b and 6). For example, if there was that same thief in your house, you would try as best as possible to overpower him and then you would CALL THE AUTHORITIES!

But Romans 13:1-7 is not justification for oppressive and evil authorities to use tyranny to preserve “law and order”. “Law and order” is not the highest good. Justice is. The “law and order” of tyrants and evil authorities like Hitler in Germany, the emperor in Japan, Idi Amin in Uganda and Pol Pot in Cambodia are devoid of God’s justice and must be opposed. Romans 13 says the state is God's agent to execute his wrath on evil doers. So when the state itself becomes evil, we must have the God-given wisdom to get rid of them.

Relative Pacifist

We now live in a world where technology has changed the whole morality of war. Technology seriously challenges the “Just War” approach. Why? The devastating powers of our conventional bombs, biological weapons and nuclear arsenal make it very difficult, if not impossible, to start a war with just cause, to control a war with proportionate force and uphold civilian immunity and to end a war with any success. We must all know that a nuclear war is not winnable. If a nuclear war were ever to be unleashed, the casualties would be numbered in hundreds of millions.

We do not even have to think of nuclear weapons that blurs civilians and armed forces. In World War II, the Nazis began bombing cities. British and American leaders (Churchill and Roosevelt) denounced the Nazi bombings of cities as inhuman and shocking. The British government publicly announced that it would NEVER bomb non-military targets whatever the Nazis might do. But the Allies went back on their word when Germany continued to do so. Allied bombs created an unimaginable “fire storm”. About 135,000 people, many civilian, died in just two days of bombing on the city of Dresden in February 1945. (135K – 130K more than the current WTC). This was more than the immediate, not prolonged radiation, deaths caused by the atomic bombs dropped on both Nagasaki and Hiroshima. The Church of England rightly condemned it. Unlike total pacifism, relative pacifism takes part in the maintenance of justice and punishment of evil. But we must seriously question the justice of any war since we cannot distinguish between civilian immunity and armed casualties that neatly.

In practice, relative pacifism would also react to that thief differently. They would overcome the thief, overpower him, call the authorities and as John Stott himself suggests, would share Christ or even visit him in goal or minister to his family.

God’s War: One Way (1 Corinthians 15)

In the end we must realize that all our human wars achieve only partial justice and temporary goodness. After punishing and destroying our human enemies, we realize we are sleeping with the enemy. We realise that the enemy lurks within me and you. In our hearts, in our heartlands, in our lives, in us. We are at war with God and hence with our neighbours. We need to realise that the wars which rage within our hearts and within the four walls of our homes are no different from the wars we wage beyond our national borders. They are wars that flow from being out of sync with God. We have sinned against God by rebelling against Him. And God alone has prosecuted that war to its just end. He has satisfied his own justice by allowing Jesus to take our sin and death. He has defeated our enmity with him by making us new persons. Something no human can do. For we cannot satisfy our justice fully – let alone God’s justice - and take away the venom in our enemies’ hearts. God has done both through the death and resurrection of Jesus.

1 Corinthians 15

New Persons

The resurrection is not the immortality of the soul, where our spirits leave this body to join with the divine. The resurrection is not reincarnation where the soul goes from one body to another, and continues through the cycle of birth and death. Resurrection is not annihilation where the person disintegrates and no longer exists in people’s memory. Jesus died fully as a man. He rose fully as a man. He is the first man to be fully acceptable to God by his sinless life and his sacrificial death. The message of the resurrection is this: There is a MAN, A PERSON who is fully pleasing and acceptable to God. It is Jesus. He is now risen and sitting at God’s right hand. And in doing so, he is the first and head of a whole new people who are no more at war with God.

New World

The resurrection is also about God’s judgement. And a whole new age, a whole new world, a whole new humanity because he has come to die and rise. When the first strike begins, terrorists around the world are being served notice. Their days are numbered. They are under judgement. A whole new way to run the world has begun. With Jesus’ resurrection, God is putting the whole world on notice. You are either for my Son or you are against Son and me. God has promised this - the resurrection in the Old Testament (in Ezekiel 37, Daniel 12 and Hosea 6). Our days are numbered. We are under judgement. Why? A whole new way to run the world has begun. God will rule the world and man under Jesus. We either choose to live under God’s rule forever or face his judgement forever. Why? It is because God has given us a new king.

New Lord

With this king and this Kingdom, we “will beat their swords into ploughshares and their spears into pruning hooks", for nation will not take up sword against nation, nor will they train for war any more" (Isaiah 2:4). Jesus himself died and won this war this way – when “they hurled insults at him”, not only “did not retaliate” but he “entrusted himself to God who judges justly” (1 Peter 2:23).

We have always lived in troubled times. What we need to ask ourselves is - "What is our response to God's Son?"

If you are ready to respond to him, you can pray this prayer in your heart:

"Dear God, I know I am not worthy to be accepted by you. I don’t deserve your gift of eternal life. I am guilty of rebelling against you. I need forgiveness. Thank you for sending your Son, Jesus, to die for me that I may be forgiven. Thank you that he rose from the dead to give me new life. Please forgive me and change me by your Spirit that I may live with Jesus as my ruler. Amen."
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