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To answer the question 
11 \/hat is the Christian attitude 
to war? 11 r- we must make up 
minds first of all as to 

our 
what 

we believe about revelation , 
Do we believe that God h; 
revealed His mind to us and iu 
he Bible has {jven us a pattern 

!'or our thinking so that our 
task is to seek to understand 
that revelationr seek to verify 
it, seek to correct our inter­
pretation of it but nevertheless 
to stand firm on revelation, 
This has always been the Christ­
ian point of vie~ because apart 
from revelation, we have only 
our own innate judgment as sole 
guide, though garnering ideas 
from Confucius or from Christ, 
or from whomever it may be~ on 
which to base that judgment~ 

The Christian attitude to 
war means an attitude informe 
- nd based on revelation; becaus~ 
__ ne fact of revelation is the 
basic concept of Christianity, 
so that we must make up our 
minds on this question of reva... 
ation first of all because if 
there is disagreement here~ our A 
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ment~ which he said reflected a 
God of love ~ Are we to be 
modern Marcionites and say ~hat 
the Old Testarr.ent has been 
superseded by the revelation of 
a God of love; that the 01 
~estament is antiquateq so tha~ 

,e do not accept its point of 
vie~ nor regard it as Christian 
revelation and thus as part of 
the source from which we obtain 
our Christian attitude to war; 
or do we try to understa.,d the 
Old Testament in the light of 
the New Testament and as unity 
with it since all has been 
inspired by the one Spirit of 
God? 

These basic questions must 
first be faced if we are to 
ascertain the Christian atutude 
to war~ 

In other words do w 
tccept the revelaticn as Chris~ 

accepted it, trying to under­
stand it, trying to in te grate 
i~ trying to correct our inter­
pretation of it OR are we going 
to be modern Marcionite~ people 
who toss over the Old Testament 
and pick out from the New the 

attitudes will raerely touch like 
a tangent every now and again o 

Now the second thing we 
must make up our mind about is 
~he Old Testament~ whether it 
~s part of the revelation~ 

l er all) the Old Testament 
forms by far the grea t-. ~ r bulk 
of the Bible and it is the only 
Bible that Jesus had, When, 
for example, Jesus said to the 
Sadducees (Mt 0 22 • J:.) ';Havo you 
never read what was spoken to 
you by God"? He showed that He 
took the written word of the 
Old Testament (the word you 
read) to be a contemporary word 
from God to the Sadducee~ That 
was our Lord ' s attitude to the 
Old Testament~ and Sto Paul's 
attitude was similarp as was 
also that of the other writers 
of the New Tcstamentc 

~ What then :.s to be our 
a_citude to the Old Testament? 
In the early church there was a 
heretic named Marcion who 
rejected the Old Testament~ 

which he said was the product 
of a God of justice, and con­
fined himself to the New Testa-
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concepts we like ~nd model our 
religion en thnt7 For this is 
a p :'")pular point 01~ view which 
goes under the narae of Christ­
ian to· Qday ~ 

The Old Tes~~ment is not 
_Je:rsedcd b; the Uew; it is 

fulfilled by the Ne:w T r 3tament. 
but not superseded,. The New 
Tes ta11ent as sumos the o::.d Test .. 
a.ment _. It docs not go over the 
ground again wrure a doctrine 
has been clearly tuught in the 
OldD It is sometimes said that 
Jesus corrected and superseded 
some of the Cld Testament teach-· 
ing in His sermon on the mount. 
Let us look at the passagea It 
is Matthew chapter 5: verse 17 
c::-:.wards, Jesus :Ls speaking in 
the co.:-;. text of endorsing the 
Old Tes tamon t ·,,,rhich He refers to 
under its con to;nporary title 
"The law and the propho ts ;i" He 

'.id "Do not th.ink that I came 
~u des 't.:-oy the law or the 
prophetss I cn.ne not to destro~ 
but to fulfil~ For verily I 
say unto you~ till heaven and 
earth pass awayc one jot or one 
tittle shall in no wise pass 
away from the Jaw~ till all 



things be accomplished3 Whoso­
ever therefore shaJ_l break one 
of these least commandments . 
and shall teach men so: shall 
be called least in the kingdom 
of heavenr but whosoever shal~ 

. .. do and teach them~ he shall b 
alled great in the kingdom of 

heaven. For I say unto you, 
that except your righteousness 
shall exceed the righteousness 
of the scribes and Pharisees; 
ye shall in no wise enter into 
the kingdom of' heaven. :i A 
hasty judgment by Jesus1 hearers 
might have le~ them to think 
that He was contradicting the 
Old, But Jesus is emphatic 
that He is not doing that , But 
he says that our conformity to 
the will of' God in the Old ~est­
ament (i.e:'our righteousness' ) 
must be more genuine than the 
shallow formal righteousne~s of 
the scribes and Pharisees, whr 
~ere content to observe th 
~erely outward letter of' the 
law. Then in v~21 Jesus goes 
on to amplify the Old Testamen~ 
He quotes the sixth commandment 
"You have heard it said in old 
time 1 thou shalt not kill'" and 
He adds the phrase "I say unto 
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wh.=tJ1er Jes~._:: by :i::......: .,tn-:.0u1 .... nt: 
11 I say un-.;o you l~-/...: y ou.:- er.em~­
i es ;, is a!).:-0ga ting -1::~'8 cc1;Jma.-id 
co!!tained in the Old 
Testament '1T:i.ov .:;ha.}_: h a "':-'0 ( 
...... h:inc encn-.y I':ic! .tn.sw2r rm..:s t: 

~e that He is no~ doing th~s 1f 
His words at the be~i~ning of 
the passage ere to be g ive n 
their full val~e ub0ut not one 
jot or enc titt.le passing away 
from the Law; o~ if the r es t of 
these similarly "1:.:;:·uctured 
paragraphs are tc i..>e a g, li de: 
for in none cf ~he~ doe8 ~e 
abrogate the Old ':'es-::aml)nt com~ 
mand which Ho qu0tes and ampli­
fies ., 

Wl:.a t -:;bGn docs He :11c an 
when He savs wa are tu lo7e our 
ene?nies whil e sL.J l <:r~dor f' i.ng 
the injunc tio-:-• to h:=i. te t~iem? 
For it is exe~etically out of 

b t . _;, ...... J . 1- ' _e quee :.on :-.::':?...., esns ~ auro.~ 
gat:.ug the OJ.d. Testament.. .So 
then the principle sti~ remcins 
nyou shall hate your enemy" = 
But obviously i~ l:nd been mis­
understood and had been given 
an unchristian meanin& and that 
is why Christ says r;I say unto 
you love your enen!ies"o We must 

' 

you o, "i: . By t~i ::; ad:F.·:;ion is 
our Lord Clbr oga ti:!.1. ,; i!l.e command ... 
ment ';Thou shalt not kill 1: ? O:f 
course He is _!!Ot d0ing anything 
of the sort ~ That commandment 

emains; but He is deepening 
o··~ unders trlndi.ng cf the spirit 
o. tli.e Old Tes tarncr.t by remov­
i n g s hallow in~erpretations 

which regards t h e sin as merely 
.:'..:n the external act and not in 
the attitude of tho heart, The 
same is true in verses 27~ JJ 
and J6, who:?:"e the same :formula 
is repeated , The same consider­
ation applios to verse Jl; which 
shows that our Lord was not 
annulling the Old Testament 
pre.vision for d.~vorce resulting 
:from hardness of heart. but 
rather d~·nwing out its implic­
ations . 

Ue then cc me to the 
uestion thrown ~p in v 0 4J~ 
'hou shalt lcv e thy neighbour 

and hate thine enemy 11
0 These 

words ;'Thou shalt hate thine 
enemy" are not an actual quote 
taken from the O~d Testament 
but a deduction :from the action 
o:f going to wa~ against your 
enemy~) Now the question is 
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context shows that this sentence 
certainly does not abro­
gate the Old Testament , 
In -' :he 0}.d Testament and 
in the New God who is unfailing 
love acts :in judgment on sinne1 
ha way that could be constru~u 
as hatred. And Jesus instructs 
us that our "Hating our enemies" 
is to be confined to acts of 
hostility, n.nd is not to spread 
over into an attitude of vindic­
tiveness and hatred 0 But even 
so, it remains true of course 
that such acts of hostility ~re 
to be undertaken only for the 
gravest reasons and are legiti­
mate only:in the cause of right­
eousness. 

The Old Tes~ament des­
cribes the people of God engag­
ing in war as an instrument of 
righteousnesso Of course: the 
sovereign God is able to Uf 

3very event that takes placb 
for His purposes of righteous­
ness and is able even to use 
the cruel and horrible wars of 
the Chaldeans as the rod of His 
anger (Is. 10), for nothing 
happens outside God's control. 
But I am speaking of the people 

.. 

love them at the same time as 
acting towards them in a way 
that could be construed as hat­
red. There is to be no vindic­
tiveness in any action we are 
bliged to take towards them • 

N~~ is there to b e any personal 
c Ation in their suffering and 
defeat. We are helped to under­
stand wh.a t :is to be our attitude 
to our enemies when we recall 
that in Malachi 112 God said He 
hated Esau, we read "Jacob I 
lovedg Esau I hated11

8 This 
verse occurs not only in the 
Old Testament but is quoted and 
endorsed in the New Testament 
(Romo 9). 

The statement that the 
God of love hated Esau can only 
mean that God's actions toward 
Esau were those which men would 
attribute to hatred. But to 
tssurne that God had feelings of 
·.ndictiveness or dislike 

~owards Esau, would be a denial 
of the known character of God. 
This command of' our Lord "Love 
your enemies" must not be quot­
ed out of context to bolster up 
a pncif'ist position already 
adopted on other grounds. The 
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an agressor (Exodus 17:8) and 
to throw off the bonds of the 
oppressor~ then when they 
repented and prayed to God~ God 
raised up a servant of His~ a , 
Judge to deliver then by lead 

ng victoriously in battle, 

Thus the Old Testament 
shows us the people of God, 
under the direction of God; 
engaging in war; not against 
anyone, as in an expansionist 
war, but for certain specific 
purposes. Indeedr the Old 
Testament describes God as "a 
man of war" (Exodus l51J)a 

Tho Now Testament also 
speaks of tho sword being God's 
instrument. In this c~5e the 
referenc8 is to ~e sword of the 
civil magistrateo The magist­
rate is said to be the minister 
of God to pllllish the wrong-doe' 
ith death (Rom~ lJ:4)e 

A passion for righteous­
ness is something we have 
largely lost sight of in our 
modern societyc The Old Testa­
ment, and the New, are full of 
a passion for righteousness, 

;, 
I 

~ 

J 

' 

of God receiving a direct com-· 
mand of God to go to war. For 
example~ the Israelites were 
coamandod to fight against the 

.Anoritcs in Cnnaan and to des­
. ~<Jy then comple toly e 1vhy? 
1 ..:ause the iniquity of the 
Amoritos was now f'ull (Gen~l5: 
16~ Amos 2~10)~ The instrument 
of war was used as righteous 
judgment to bring on the Amor­
i tes what their sins deserved. 
Had they not received their 
deserts justice would have gone 
astray., 

Notice that the Children 
of Israel did not destroy all 
the neighbouring tribes in this 
way (Deut,, 2~5, 9~ 19) ,, They 
were conmanded not to attack 
tho Edomites or the Moabites or 
the A.nunonites, but they ~ 
told to externinate the Amorites, 

causu of the iniquity of 
~nese Canaanite nationso The 
Israelites were the instruments 
of God:s righteous judgment& 
They engaged in war to carry 
this OU to 

In the Old Testaocntr war 
is also waged as defense against 
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lovee Sentimental lovo which 
does not differentiate - a love 
which has no principles - is 
the curse of our modern sodoty~ 
This is absolutely foreign to 
the New Testament and the Old 
..... od is love and God is righteous J· 
vhere is no contradiction 
between the two? Love must 
always be righteouso Godls 
love~ His holy love 7 is seen in 
His holy righteousness on the 
cross o "Ho spared not his own 
son but delivered him uµ for us 
all". At Calvary pain and 
sUffo.ring and death was accept:ct, 
indeed inflicted~ by God to 
achieve righteousness ; and it 
was action or levee But it was 
holy love, no~ senti~ent~l love 
which does not differer.tiate 
between right and wren~. justice:: 
and injustice~ good and ~vil. 
This latter so called love is 
the thing to beware of, and i 

.s this which is played upon 
to-day with regard to the Viet-
nam war. Every sensible~ 
responsible adult regards war 
as horrid, but undifferentiated 
dislike of war is not the 
Christian attitude 0 The Christ­
ian must hate with an intense 

I 
• 

f'or right rola t' -i.onships, for 
right dealings" 

A passion for righteous­
ness may call us to war

0 

?ighteousness r:iay well involve 
lgcr~ but it never involves 

the hating of your enemy in a 
vindictive sense 0 Regard for 
righteousness involves anger 
against unrighteousnesso In 
Romo 1:18 wo read of the anger 
of God revealed against all 
unrighteousness of men

0 

Anger is compatible with 
lover but only with holy love: 
that is : a love which hates 
unrighteousness~ hates iniquity 
and which shrinks from it with 
that instantaneous reaction 
Christ hnd when He said to His 
friendi ''Get thee behind me, 
Satan~ thou savourest not the 
'hings of' God •• ,,".., This intense 

dnd holy passion for righteous­
ness has nowadays been largely 
lost amongst Christians., We 
need to ask the Spirit of God 
to teach us the nind of God 
with regard to righteousness 
because othcrw~se we fall into 
the quagmire of sentimental 
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h.ings of God •• ,,"., This intense 
and holy passion for righteous­
ness has nowadays been largely 
lost amongst Christians., We 
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e.g~ parents have a duty to 
judge the behaviour of their 
childreno Private persons have 
received from God no right or 
duty to judge one another, and 
we are not to usurp this of:flce 
God is ultimately the on1y judg~ 
for He alone has the right to 
judge, for He is our creator 
and we are all created as it 
were ten~nts-in-chief to God. 
Through God's nature of long­
suffering, He has postponed 
judgment for our sins for the 
time being, to provide us with 
the opportunity for salvation. 
Otherwise, if God entered into 
judgment with us, we would all 
be condemned and finished, 
Meanwhile, in the lon~suffering 
of Go~ and for the preservation 
of society~ He has delegated to 
persons holding institutional 
positions His right of judgment 
which then becomes their dut 
~o discharge conscientiouslyo 
~t is no mere optiono That is 
why St. Paul says in Rom. 13 
that the magistrate is the 
minister of God. In this the 
apostle was echoing the Old 
Testament "The judgment is 
God's" (Deut. lsl7); "He said 

• 
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hatred unrighteousness and 
accept, if necessary~ suffering 
and indeed inflict it as God 
inflicted it on His Son" in 
vindication of righteousness. 

' To think that freedom from 
ain and injury is the great 

aim in life is to have lost all 
sense of the supernatural 
dimension of life and indeed 
all sense of moral values. This 
is, of courser what our modern 
society has donee It ignores, 
if not denies. that man is a 
being of two worlds, the super­
natural as well as the natural, 
and that he lives by values 
which transcend the natural 
ordero Typical modern thought 
cannot avoid wrong conclusions 
because it abstracts from the 
whole merely a part and bases 
its judgments on this part, 
ignoring the rest of reality. 

War is only to be under­
taken as an act of righteous­
ness and judgment~ God dele­
gates to men His supreme right 
to judge in certain circum­
stances. We have not all got 
the duty to judger but this 
office is delegated to some$ 
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f c.,, r ut~n bt! t 
1 2 C' " < ' \ .1ror. >, L' J , 
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fo .;_-
judge not 
the Lord" 

un:.:)s.-:; f'.1'.c m·igistrate is 
•. c ting a s God 1 s d e : .)ga tc he has 

.io ri.gh 1~ even ~o l~~.r an arrest­
ing r:and on a pc:::s en 1 a fellow 
man t. r c accd i.:;, Gcd~s image~ 

Nor h8.ve \10 any right to judge 
one another unless we are act­
ing in Goct=s name 0 Now of 
~oursa judgment a~~inistered by 
men mc:y be very inoxac~ because 
of their sin nnd blindness and 
ignorance , nevertheless the 
administrator 0f justice is 
ul ti:-:1a tcly ac t.l.ng in God's 
bcha.l.f ~ TLa t i;, why the police­
man ::-:ay arrest ycu .) 

Th•2 ulti!:latc S.'.lnction of 
the mngi G tra te in the community 
s the sv~rd, that is to say~ 

rce 9 .'.lnd tho u-1 ti;;.::.::'" sanction 
of in~orn0tionnl ju.stice is waro 
We a:l ho~2 that through the 
establishn2nt of other less 
draatic m~thods of internation­
al justicu , the time may soon 
r.;omo wh~n t,ha aword of war will 
very sc.::.dom L2.ve to be unshea th­
ed~ but at p~osont it is the 
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only method I t may ~all be 
thnt a n at i Jn h::!.s .... n obligation 
to vindicate righteousn es s in 
the communi~y of nations and it 
may be only able to do so by 
war at the pre3en"':: juncture -: 

It is not ~ight f0r the 
. magistrate to let iadi vi duals 

do as they like ir. t he com:nun.­
i ty; and it is als o not right, 
if it i s the duty of a partic-

. ular nation to e n ter into an 
obligation to fight for righ t 
relations amongst nations ,. to 
neglect to do so. The que~tion 
of when there is a duty to enter 
into a war is a difficult one 
and it w~ll b 0 resolved for any 
nation by a ~onsiderati on of 
such things a s its c on~i~ments ~ 

its obligati cnc and its abi:ity 
to help~ ~ut basically, under­
lying all :· is the fact that if 
your brother :ir_; :.;ufferj ng wrong 
~ully and needs your help and 
fCU are in a position to give 
it; it is your duty to help o 
So in quarrel s between the 
nations you must ask where does 
the right lie ~ if anywhere? 
What is my obligation to that 
right? The painfulness of war 
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In seeking the Christian 

attitude to war: we need to as~ 
is righteousness something God 
maintains and does He call on 
us to maintain it also; does He 
call upon us to react tr 
unrighteousness? We are to 
have a hostility in our own 
nearts to unrighteousness so 
that we hate it in the same 
severe way that God does. A 
passion for righteousness has 
no place for vindictiveness 
against the person, but it does 
make you hate the unjust action 
and it may require you to act 
in a way that other people say 
you hate the person because it 
may require you to engage in 
horrible war against himo 

The questions that must 
be asked about Vietnam are 
these: Where does the right 
lie? Does it lie on any sid~ 
at all? Where does our du't.. 
lie if a right lies in a certain 
place? These are the questions 
to be asked~ Not how many 
innocent people are involved. 
The :fnvdvement of the relatively 
innocent with the guilty is 
inseparable from war and 

is not an ultimate reason for 
refraining from i~~ A nation 
may have to engage in it until 
we can develop better forms of 
international tribunals~ 

There is~ however: this 
,ifference between the magis­
~ra te 's use of the swo~d, and 
war, in that war is not primar­
ily an act of retributive just­
ice though ultimately it must 
be grounded on this principleo 
The conquest of Canaan by 
Israelites was an exception in 
that retribution was not only 
its grou.~d but also its object­
ivee The extermination of the 
Amorites was retribution for 
their iniquity and the Israel­
ites received a clear command 
to this effect~ But normally 
war: when undertaken · i ·n the 
cause of righteousness~ is not 
·ndertaken primarily to kill 
eoplee It is taldertaken to 
3ter natlons from actions they 

ought not to be doing 0 If a 
person is doing an unjust act 
it may be your duty to restrain 
him~ This is the question to 
be faced; r.ot how painful it is 
to him or youo 
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inseparable from war and 



dis tine t questions. In the dis­
cussion of the \5etnam war these 
two questions are constantly 
confusede Moreover, the oblig­
ation to maintain righteousness 
is omitted. All war is horri · 
So is an execution; so is lif _ 
~onfinement in Grafton gaol. 
~ut it may become our duty to 
inflict these judgments. If 
anyone delights in war he is 
sinning against God and i5 doing 
the very thing Christ corrected 
when He told His disciples 
"Love your enemies 11 • If we are 
to engage in war without sin we 
must strengthen our belief in 
the supernatural God. 

We must answer the quest­
ion of Vietnam conscious of our 
relationship to our revealed 
God who is judge of all. If we 
think of God only as the ground 
of our own being we will have 
lost the key of God's revela tio._ 
~s the guide to ultimate values 
in morality. Everything will 
be relative, and our judgment 
will be swamped by undiffercnt­
i ating sentimental "love". 
Love in the Scripture is holy 
love, which goes out to all 

~ r 

although this should prompt us 
to energetic striving to 
achi.cve more e fficient inter­
national tri.bunals .' it is not a 
reason for embracing passivism 

r declining to 'fight in the 
cau s e of righte ou~ncss : 

In the national sphere we 
have advanced considerably in 
efficiency in the administrat­
ion of justice compared to tho 
early days when it was left to 
~the avenger of bloodo b vindi­
cate righteousnessc But force 
still remains the final sanct­
iono In the international 
spherer we have not made much 
progress at allo But the way 
of prog.::::: ss :is not by the denial 
of the rightness of war when it 
is the only way of vindicating 
righteo~sness~ but by improv­
ing international institutions 
.o that war~ though remaining 

ihe final sanction 0 need be 
seldom~ if ever ~ resorted to, 
and then limited war rather 
than total war~ 

The rightness of any 
particular war and rightness of' 
the way it is waged are two 



distinct questions. In the dis­
cussion of the \actnam war these 
two questions are constantly 
confusede Moreover, the oblig­
ation to maintain righteousness 
is omitted. All war is horri · 
So is an exccuti on; so is lif _ 
~onfinement in Grafton gaol. 
~ut it may become our duty to 
inflict these judgments. If 
anyone delights in war he is 
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the very thing Christ corrected 
when He told His disciples 
"Love your enemies". If we are 
to engage in war without sin we 
must strengthen our belief in 
the supernatural God. 

We must answer the quest­
ion of Vietnam conscious of our 
relationship to our revealed 
God who is judge of all. If we 
think of God only as the grotmd 
of our own being we will have 
lost the key of God's revela tio._ 
~s the guide to ultimate values 
in morality. Everything will 
be relative, and our judgment 
will be swamped by undiffercnt­
ia ting sentimental "love". 
Love in the Scripture is holy 
love 1 which goes out to all 



people and treats all people as 
persons. But the very fact of 
treating them as persons, 
honouring them as persons, may 
mean you have the aweful 
responsibility delegated to you 

y God to give them what they 
deserve. For at the lastp ~5 
the Scriptures constantly 
reaffirm~ God the righteous 
judge will give to every man 
according to his works~ 
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people and treats all people as 
persons. But the very fact of' 
treating them as persons, 
honouring them as persons, may 
mean you have the awef'ul 
responsibility delegated to you 

y God to give them what they 
deserve. For at the last, ~5 
the Scriptures constantly 
reaffirm~ God the righteous 
judge will give to every man 
according to his works~ 


