Matters of Life and Death #3

“Is War Ever Justified?”

selected Scriptures
Warfare between states has always been a feature of human society.
 More people were killed in wars in the 20th century than in any other previous century in the history of the world. In World War I, 39 million (30 million of whom were civilians) died. In World War II another 51 million (including 34 million civilians) lost their lives. Since 1945, in approximately 150 more wars of varying sizes in assorted places, an estimated additional 16 million people have perished as a result of these scattered wars, such as in Korea in the 1950s and in Vietnam in the 1960s and 70s.

The 21st century is no better. According to one online source, there are fourteen active conflicts around the world, from the highly publicized clashes in Iran, Ukraine, and Israel to the less known civil wars in Sudan and Myanmar to cartel violence in Mexico and gang violence in Haiti.
 What these all have in common is the destruction of lives and property.
Let me say, first and unequivocally, that I hate war. In fact, every right-minded person hates war. War is a great evil. Only tyrants, aggressors, madmen, and the devil love war. Millions of people have lost their lives in the thunderous inferno that is war.
 As one Christian author wrote,

War is evil. Its causes are evil, whether they be deliberate aggression, unbridled greed, lust for power, fear and distrust, an exaggerated national pride, a perverted sense of honor or some form of social injustice. Its consequences are evil, for it produces ghastly loss of life and limb; it orphans and widows and horribly maims the innocent both physically and emotionally; it cheapens life and morality; it destroys the means people count on to sustain their existence, and it produces economic disaster. Modern weaponry could decimate and even destroy the human race. And wars that are intended to arrest violence and injustice seem only in the long run to breed further injustice and conflict… To call war anything less than evil would be self-deception.

Or, as Civil War general William Tecumseh Sherman bluntly put it, “War is hell.”
In our series on Matters of Life and Death, we come to the subject of war. The Bible clearly teaches, “You shall not murder,” but is war an exception? Are some wars okay and not others? Should Christians ever be involved in war?

Is war ever justified?

Basically there are three major positions for Christians to choose from on the subject of war and military intervention.

1. Activism, which holds that Christians are to support every military effort whenever their country declares war. Since Scripture says in Romans 13:1–7 that we are to submit to the political leaders that are governing us, we assume that these leaders have access to better information than we do; therefore, in this scenario we trust the government’s judgment and follow its lead.

2. Pacifism, which holds that it is never right to participate in a war as a Christian, since, as disciples of Christ, we must live as he lived—in a nonviolent way. The way of the world is the way of the sword, but the way of the cross is altogether different. The conduct of wars in the Old Testament has no bearing on how we as Christians should act, nor should we resist an evil person (Matt. 5:39), but instead we are to love our enemies (Matt. 5:44).

3. Selectivism, which holds that Christians may participate and fight in some wars, when those wars are based on morally defensible causes described in the “Just War” guidelines.
 We will delineate the “Just War” guidelines below.

The Challenges of Ancient Wars

We begin with the challenge of ancient wars. Quite a few readers of the Bible, especially some of the younger postmodern ones, declare that the Old Testament is not for them since it is a book full of wars, violence, and divinely authorized genocide. How can such a state of affairs exist when the God of the New Testament is a God of peace and love? God cannot be both loving and genocidal at the same time, can he? The fact that the Old Testament records such an excessive amount of wars and violence seems to be contrary to the love principle taught in that same Bible, especially as God is presented in the New Testament. Is God’s manner and attitude in the Old Testament, then, just the opposite of his depiction as a God of love, mercy, and grace in the New Testament? Some objectors go so far as to protest: wasn’t this Canaanite invasion simply another instance of “ethnic cleansing” and “genocide?” Richard Dawkins, the contemporary neo-atheist, argues for this conclusion, claiming that these acts of war carried out by Israel were done with a “xenophobic relish.”
 What do we say to such challenges?

To begin with, even though the issue of whether war is, in principle, “right” or “wrong” is never by itself directly addressed in the Bible, it is incorrect to assume that all wars in the Old Testament were events that the Lord gave His approval.
 

Furthermore, wars occurred in the Old Testament other than the conquest of Canaan. The first war recorded in Scripture is found in Genesis 14:8-20, when a trio of Canaanite kings attacked a number of cities, including Sodom and Gomorrah. They took Lot and his family captive. Abraham immediately armed his 318 servants and started out on a forced march. They overcame the kings in confederacy with Amraphel somewhere in Dan, in the northern area of Israel.
 Abraham went to war to defend innocent lives.
Yet how are we to justify what appears to be instances of “ethnic cleansing” or “genocide” carried out against the nations who occupied the land of Canaan prior to Israel’s invasion of the land? 

First, the conquest of Canaan was not “ethnic cleansing” or “genocide.” The Canaanite peoples (and there were a number of nations within that label) were targeted not for the ethnicity but for their evil. This was an act of God’s judging people who deserved it. In some ways it was no different than the flood and the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah; the only difference in the case of the conquest of Canaan was that human beings were the agents of destruction.
 In the case of the Canaanites, we know that the Lord has waited for four hundred years until the sins of the Canaanites finally mounted up so that the Canaanites filled the cup of judgment. God had been watching all those years to see if the Canaanites would repent and turn from their evil.

Even in judging the Canaanites, God was gracious and patient. His justice demanded that their sinfulness be punished, but by His grace the punishment could not come until there was no other alternative. God was not willing that any should perish. But when the fullness of their iniquity had come, the armies of Israel were the tool God used to enact judgment.

Some try to justify war today on the basis of the wars commanded and directed by Yahweh in the Old Testament. But this is a precarious procedure, since these were expressly sanctioned, and no nation can claim today to enjoy Israel’s privileged position as a “holy nation”, God’s special covenant people, a unique theocracy.
 Yahweh was the Commander in Chief of the army of Israel; they were following His direct orders. No army can claim that today. We may say that these actions foreshadow the final judgment when the world will be cleansed from all evil, but we cannot lay claim to such “holy war” today.
 In fact, there is no justification for what is called “holy war” or jihad in the Bible. Instead, believers must sharply distinguish between “Yahweh Wars” and so-called Islamic “holy wars.” They represent two different genres of war.

One thing is clear: We are not called to involve ourselves in the total removal of a people or nation as the sons of Israel were divinely commanded on selected occasions to do so. When the final day of the Lord comes, then God once will once again demonstrate his wrath in terrible and ominous ways. But then that will be God’s option and not ours.

The Concept of Acceptable Wars

Let’s move on to the concept of acceptable wars. This is often called the “Just War” theory. This idea has developed over more than two thousand years, and it did not originate in Christian thought. Plato (427–347 bc) asserted that war requires many laws, including that only a governing authority can declare war. Plato also affirms something akin to noncombatant immunity and proportionate objectives, where the enemy’s property ought not to be ravaged or unnecessarily destroyed. Aristotle (384–322 bc) stated that many reasons for going to war are not justified, but war may be justified under certain circumstances, such as self-defense, the defense of a neighbor, to correct a previous injustice, when the goal is to achieve a lasting peace. The Roman Stoic Cicero (106–43 bc) develops something of the idea of war as a “last resort,” after exhausting all reasonable diplomatic efforts. He also asserts that there must be a just cause, such as self-preservation, and war must be declared by a proper authority. These are all significant contributions to thinking about a just war, during an era when wars of aggression to obtain territory and wealth and power were common.

In the 4th century ad, it was Christianized by Augustine. In the 13th century Thomas Aquinas placed it in a systematic framework, and it was further developed by Francisco de Vitoria in the 16th century and endorsed by most of the Reformers. It is held by a majority of Roman Catholics and Protestants today.

Under the “Just War” criteria, waging war is justifiable:

1. when it is in response to the perpetration of a real injury (just cause);

2. when it is declared by legitimate public authority (legitimate authority);

3. when the legitimate authority prosecuting the war has righteous intentions (right intention);

4. when the goal of waging war is to restore a situation of peace with justice (goal of peace);

5. when war is undertaken only after exhausting other reasonable means of peaceful settlement (last resort);

6. when the overall damage caused by war will not exceed the original injury suffered (proportionality of ends);

7. when there is a reasonable hope that the purpose for going to war can be successfully accomplished (probability of success);

8. when there is a public declaration of the reasons for waging war (public declaration).

The conduct of war is justifiable:

1. when war does not target noncombatants (noncombatant discrimination);

2. when war uses only means proportional to the value of the target (proportionality of means).

How, then, can we judge whether a war is “just” or not? To sum up, a “just war” is one fought for a righteous cause, by controlled means, with a reasonable expectation of success.
 This does not mean, of course, that all warfare is justifiable. The savage subjugation of peoples by greedy aggressors is in no way sanctioned. Throughout the centuries it has been acknowledged that there is such a thing as a just war and that this is the only kind of war that can be approved.

There are Christians, however, who have felt unable in conscience to accept this conclusion and who as conscientious objectors have refused to involve themselves in warfare. They are called “passivists” and they promote “passivism.” They claim that violence, viewed as intrinsically evil, must never be met by violence; indeed, passivists believe that violence can ultimately be overcome by nonviolence. They base this on Jesus words in Matthew 5:39, “Do not resist one who is evil. But if any one strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also.” They take Christ’s passive endurance of the violence He received at the hands of those who assaulted Him and put Him to death as the model for their own nonresistance (cf. 1 Peter 2:23), and they seek to follow the apostolic precepts to repay no one evil for evil and, instead of being overcome by evil, to overcome evil with good (Rom. 12:17, 21). The use of violence, accordingly, for any purpose whatsoever is abjured, including of course the violence of military action.

Such idealism, however, though prompted by the best of intentions, is hopelessly inappropriate in view of the realities of the human situation. It totally lacks the dimension of justice and judgment, and therefore of moral responsibility. Strictly applied, it requires that a disobedient child not be punished, that assault against one’s own person not be resisted, and that no force be used to restrain the thug who is attacking one’s wife or kidnapping one’s daughter, for the difference between all such countermeasures and the violence of warfare is only one of degree. If consistent with itself, it must demand the abolition not only of national armies but also of police forces, courts of law, and prisons and jails.
 Jesus’ command to turn the other cheek refers to a personal insult (like a slap in the face), not to bodily harm. Indeed, even Jesus refused to turn His cheek when smitten unjustly. The exhortation to love our enemies does not preclude the use of force to restrain them from killing us (as in Paul’s use of government intervention for his protection in Acts 23).

A more secure biblical basis is provided in Romans 13:1–7. Paul asserts that God established the governing authorities, and He has delegated his authority to them. Therefore, in submitting to them we are submitting to Him and in rebelling against them we are rebelling against Him (unless, of course, the government is compelling us to do what is clearly prohibited in His Word). Further, “the one in authority” (any official of the state) is “God’s servant” to reward the good citizen and punish the evildoer. 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 (vv. 4a, 4b, 6). If we are called by God to serve as police or prison officers or judges, we are God’s agents in the punishment of evildoers. True, “vengeance” and “wrath” belong to God, but one way in which he executes his judgment on evil-doers today is through the state. To “leave room for God’s wrath” (12:19) means to allow the state to be “an agent of wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer” (13:4). The same principles have to be applied to soldiers as to the police.

War is a great evil, but it is not the only evil. War is a tragic thing. All Christians should abhor it and do what they can to prevent it. We are to live at peace with all others, as much as the possibility lies within us. However, there are times when we must fight.

The Complications of Advanced Warfare

But what about the complications of advanced warfare? War is no longer restricted to an engagement between armed forces on a battlefield. On the one hand, nation states have steadily developed weapons of mass destruction that have the capacity to eradicate whole societies and indeed to destroy human civilization. On the other, we are seeing the growth of terrorist groups, committing powerful and symbolic acts of violence before the eyes of the watching world. At the outset of the 21st century we are apprehensive lest the two come together and weapons of mass destruction, whether nuclear, biological or chemical, fall into the hands of terrorists or “rogue states” who will use them to further their own cause with horrific results.

If modern weapons could be targeted accurately, if the force used is the minimum necessary to achieve the goal of immobilizing an aggressor, and if the distinction between combatants and noncombatants can be maintained (recognizing the inevitable accidental loss of some noncombatant life), then the Just War theory accepts that, as a last resort, defensive and limited action against unjust aggression can be justified. This was true in the case of President Truman’s decision to drop atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki to end World War II, saving an estimated one million lives.

How does this apply to nuclear weapons? The question of the use of strategic weapons that are indiscriminate by design is much clearer. Lewis Smedes wrote, “No one could justify pushing the button, no matter who pushes it or for what reason.” There are no circumstances in which it could be regarded as permissible to launch an indiscriminate nuclear attack.
 While the presence of nuclear weapons act as a deterrent to other nations the use of such weapons falls into a different category entirely.

Christians do not fully agree about problems associated with war. Yet it is important not to exaggerate our differences, nor understate our substantial areas of agreement. All Christians affirm that the kingdom of God is about righteousness and peace. We believe that the conduct of Jesus was a perfect example of the ideals of the kingdom he proclaimed. We are called as the kingdom community to hunger for righteousness, to pursue peace, to forbear revenge, to love enemies—in other words, to be marked by the cross. We look forward to the consummated kingdom in which “they 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).

All this must mean that, as Christians, we are primarily committed to peace and righteousness. This quest for peace with justice is much more costly than appeasement, as many Christian martyrs have found. We also admire the loyalty, self-sacrifice and courage of serving soldiers. Yet we must not glamorize or glorify war in itself, however just we may perceive its cause to be. Some Christians believe that in some circumstances it may be defended as the lesser of two evils, but it should never be regarded by the Christian mind as more than a painful necessity in a fallen world.
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