Christianity and the Military
Questions for thought:
Is it okay for a disciple of Jesus to be in the military—in a position where he or she may be required to take the life of a morally innocent person from the other side in a military conflict?
What about a Ukranian Christian enrolling to defend the sovereignty of his country or, especially, a Russian soldier to invade and conquer Ukraine?
What about North vs. South in the US Civil War?
Does the Bible not say that “the authorities that exist have been established by God.”?  How does this apply to the Christian believer?
What about living in a country with compulsory military service?  Should a Christian refuse, and therefore break the law?
Warning:  Although there are biblical passages which address this issue, this will remain mostly a grey area, and we will have to allow for opposing views on Christianity and the military!
Remember that in these “Hot Issues” there are three levels of addressing the issues.
Our approach:
1. What can we say for sure, based on the Bible?
2. What can we infer or reasonably conclude, based on biblical principles?
3. What are some gray areas in which we ought to have our opinion, but have grace toward those who disagree.

Jesus:    All of his statements fall on the pacifist side of this issue, without exception..
Matthew 5:43-44 “You have heard it said, ‘Love you neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I tell you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.”
BTW, the former is a quote from the OT (Leviticus 19:18), the latter is not!
How can one kill a person that one loves—even in warfare.
Matthew 5:39 But I tell you, do not resist an evil person. If anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to them the other cheek as well.
This passage is about defending ourselves, not about defending the innocent or a nation or a government under attack, but…
Matthew 26:52 “Put your sword back in its place, for all who draw the sword will die by the sword.”      (but Jesus told them to bring a sword: response, yes, so that he could teach them this lesson)
Illustration from the debate with Jacoby, Shmuley Boteach and Shabir Ally:
They oppose the idea that Christianity is the legacy of Abraham because Jesus was a pacifist.
In fact, every reasonable person will agree that Jesus himself was a pacifist.
Jesus: “My kingdom is not of this world.”   John 18:36
Conclusion: Jesus was a pacifist who would in no way encourage a disciple of his to engage in armed conflict is some sort of morally just war.
Objection:   But Jesus used warfare as an illustration in his parables, proving that he considered warfare inevitable and even justifiable.
“Or what king, going out to wage war against another king, will not sit down first and consider whether he is able with ten thousand to oppose the one who comes against him with twenty thousand?” (Lk. 14:31).
Response: By this measure, Jesus also said “I will come like a thief in the night” (Rev 3:3) means that Jesus thinks it is OK to be a thief.
Outside of the gospels, there is Paul:
Our weapons are not the weapons of the world.  2 Corinthians 10:3-4.  “For though we live in the world, we do not wage war as the world does.  The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world.  On the contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds.”   
Conclusion: We do not defend his kingdom using military force.  Full stop.
Whether or not a Christian can be voluntarily involved in the military is to be decided, but a war for the sake of spreading or guarding Christianity (such as the Crusades) is absolutely ruled out.
This is the only conclusion we can make from category 1 (things which we can say for sure, based on the Bible)
The Crusades (many of which were against fellow believers) were NOT Christian!!!
The Inquisition was NOT Christian!!!
Question #2.  But what about Christians being involved in the military of a legitimate state, but not for the purpose of spreading Christianity?
On the one hand:  When interacting with the centurion, he, notably, did not tell him to resign his post.  Luke 7:9  “I tell you, I have not found such great faith even in Israel.”  It is notable that Jesus never commanded soldiers to resign their commission.
On the other hand, church history is on the side of Christian pacifism.
The early church fathers were unanimous in advising Christians not to join the military.  All were pacifists.   However, they did not demand those serving to immediately go AWOL, but rather to serve out their commission.
Early church fathers unanimously opposed Christians serving in the military.  For example, Clement of Alexandria (AD 150-215) Tertullian (AD 170-240), Hippolytus (also about AD 200) , Origen (AD 185-250) and Lactantius (AD 240-320)  all wrote opposing Christian involvement in the military.  Catachumens who wanted to join the military were rejected for baptism, and soldiers were forbidden to kill or to swear military oaths.  Those already serving were allowed to continue, but with severe restrictions.  
Objection:  True, but the Roman military required participation in pagan rites, which may be one (or even the principle?) reason Christian leaders refused to condone involvement in the military.
All this changed after the Edict of Toleration of Constantine, when Christians began to enter into government service, and especially after Augustine supported the joining of Church and State.
The doctrine of the just Christian war was developed by Augustine, of course, relies on the assumption that the state and the Church are to work in harmony to enforce Christian belief.
Augustine argued that grave forms of evil may only be preventable through use of warfare.  He also defended the right of self-defense or to defend the innocent is acceptable, especially if authorized by the governing authorities.
On the other hand:
1. God not only allowed for, but he commanded just war for Israel.
Response: This was in the case of a theocracy (a religion-based government), and for a theocracy, the just war theory must hold.  Jesus said, without ambiguity, “My kingdom is not of this world.”   And “The kingdom of God is within (or among) you” Luke 17:21
2. In a fallen world, it is literally impossible for a stable government to exist in safety without a military defense.
3. All Christians will agree that in the world we live in, all, including the pacifists, rely on some sort of military for their own safety.
4. Paul clearly defends the right of governing authorities to enforce their decisions.    Romans 13:1-7.
God, through Paul, acknowledges that “governing authorities” must make and enforce laws to protect their citizens and to prevent “rebellion.”
v. 4  “They do not bear the “sword” for no reason.”
Paul legitimizes their ability and right to be “agents of wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer.”
Here are the questions for us to consider:
1. Ought a Christian believer consider voluntarily joining the military, given that in this position they may either be put in a position to kill others or to support those who do so as their chosen career?
2. (Assuming no to the first question) Ought a disciple of Jesus be willing to join the military in a country with obliged military service (Israel, Russia, Singapore)?  If so, ought they declare themselves conscientious objectors (if that is a possibility).
Story:  Hacksaw Ridge.  Pfc Desmond Doss who claimed conscious objector status in WWII and became a medic, whose job was to save, not to take lives.
My personal conclusion:  Given Romans 13, this is a matter of personal conviction and individual conscience.
3. What about the right of self-defense, or, more easily justifiable (in light of Jesus’ statements) the right of defense of the innocent or of one’s family?   Should a Christian have a gun whose purpose is other than target practice or for hunting—to possibly kill an intruder?
4. What about a Christian serving in the police?
My personal answer:  The stated objective of police work is to protect and to serve the public.  It is not to make offensive war or to take life, except in the extreme of protecting the life of another.  Therefore, whether police work is a desirable career for a Christian, it is certainly acceptable and honorable to do so, at least in countries where police are not required to participate in corruption.

Conclusions:
1. Jesus was, without qualification, pacifist, who would not use violence, either for military purposes, or even to defend himself, and, most likely, even to defend another.
2. Warfare for any “Christian” objective is absolutely and without reservation ruled out.
3. Given the Scripture, and given Christian history, it seems plausible that a Christian ought not to voluntarily choose the military as their career objective.  The likelihood of finding oneself in a morally-questionable position outweighs any possible good of this career.
4. (Given Romans 13) The case of people who are converted after already serving in the military or who are obligated to military service by their nation is a gray area, and ought to be left to individual conscience.
4. The case of use of deadly force in self-defense or in defense of one’s family or innocents is a grey area, and should be left to individual conscience.
5. Service in the police is not a grey area, unless one can reasonably predict that such participation is almost certain to lead to issues around corruption.
1. Do you agree with the statement that Jesus is, without qualification, a pacifist?  Might he have made an exception, personally for himself?
2. Where do you find yourself in the area of using lethal force for self-defense or to defend the life of another?
3. Do you think that Pfc Desmond Doss ought to have been willing to bear arms to serve his country?
4. Has this lesson affected how you think about these questions?
