Christ Followers In The Time Of War

Ecclesiastes 3:1 To every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven: 8 (b) a time of war, and a time of peace.

The Bible states a grim reality that no person of conscience rejoices in, but any person of intellectual honesty must acknowledge.  There are times of war.  Unfortunately it seems we will experience a time of war.  The reality is that even as we stand in this place it is not only possible but it is probable that bombs are falling in Iraq, troops are on the move, and violent conflict is ensuing.  

This war has caused and will continue to cause many debates.  There are deep divisions about it; there has been much heated rhetoric.  We have a greater challenge than most when it comes to dealing with this war, discussing this war, and choosing a position about this campaign.  Because not only are we Americans who cherish freedom, democracy, and revile oppression and tyranny.   Not only are we family members who want to know that everything possible has been done to make our world safe for our loved ones.  Not only are we decent humans who empathize and feel compassion for innocent Iraqis that are about to be caught between two armies and that undoubtedly will suffer.  In addition to all of that we are followers of Jesus Christ.  We are followers of Christ in a time of war.  How we feel about war, how we choose to support our nation, the humanitarian efforts we may engage in all should spring not from our national identity, but from our spiritual identity.  We are Christians, in a time of war.  

I am not going to address the justness or morality of this current engagement.  I do not think it would be fair of me to do so for a lot of reasons.  I do have an opinion.  I will not shrink from telling you what it is if you ask me.  

But I want you to think for a few moments about being a follower of Christ in a time of war.  Issues have been raised by this conflict.  There are mixed feelings and conflicting arguments in each of us.  

If there is not a real reluctance and grief inside of you because we feel we must resort to violence then you need to check your heart.   

If you cannot see that there are circumstances that compel action you need to check your head.   

I want the next few moments to serve as that heart/head check for you.  We need to know how to be Christ followers in a time of war…

Without destroying our witness.
Without violating the principles of Christ. 

And still be good citizens as we are taught to be in the word of God. 

And not check out of the ethical and moral debate about that war.  

Because dark days provide the very best setting for the light of our witness to shine and bring peace to frightened people, clarity to confused people, and healing to hurting people.
I want you to walk out of here with real clarity in your heart and mind knowing that you can be a Christ follower and your witness can be powerful and your voice influential in this time of war. 

We have all known for weeks that we were headed toward this moment.  I felt weeks ago that the moment would come when I would need to stand here and have this discussion with you.  It is not an easy discussion to have.  This is a complex issue.  This is a divisive issue.  I have really stretched myself to make sure what I deliver to you is not my own opinion dressed up in a text.  Like I said, we need a heart check and a head check so I have pursued both aggressively.   I have read extensively the writings of pacifist and proponents of absolute non-violence like Johann Cristoph Arnold, Ronald Daniels, Julie Ryan, and others.   I find parts of me wanting to believe them so very badly.   I read the writings of those that support what is called the just war doctrine.  They believe there is a criteria which once it is met makes a war just.  Unfortunately no one can decide exactly what that criteria is.  I listened to people who have no qualms whatsoever and wish I had their assurance.  

Current theologians and church leaders are deeply divided about the concept of war, and this war in particular.  Charles Colson and Bill Bright believe it is just and we should be doing it.  Ron Snider and Tony Campolo are adamant in their opposition. 

It is tough following the Christ who said to turn the other cheek when they are torturing innocents and we have the capacity to stop them.
It is tough being a follower of Christ when you know intellectually there are things worth fighting for yet everyone tells you Christ was a pacifist and taught absolute non-violence. 

It is tough being a follower of Christ when are dealing with ethical dilemmas that have the entire world in an uproar.
There are some tough questions we have to answer when we are Christ followers in a time of war. 

Is war always wrong?

According to the singer Cheryl Crow, yes.  But Cheryl Crow is not preaching here tonight.  All the little Hollywood types are spouting off about how all war is bad, wrong, and evil.  (Ms. Crow suggested we just not have enemies.  Sounds great but not real realistic.)  There is a rising crescendo of voices in the world who stridently argue that all war is always wrong and that any decent person would denounce it.  

War is never to be desired.
War is never to be the first choice.

War should always be the last reluctant, resort. 

But it is not always wrong.  Some times it is simply necessary.  There are times when there truly is no other way.  Hitler was not going to walk away from a heinous dream of world dominion if someone did not stop him.  The enslavement of people of color had to end when it did, indeed it should have happened sooner.  We all desire peace but sometimes before you can have true peace an aggressor must be destroyed.  If all war is wrong what should I tell my sons about the brave men who secured freedom for this country, fought against the evil of slavery, or gave their life to put down the demonic malignancy of the Third Reich? 

There will come a day when according to the word of God we will beat our swords into plowshares, we will not war anymore, the lion will lay down with the lamb.  That day will come.  But do you know what it is going to take to get there.  Jesus Christ is coming the Bible says with His saints and His mighty angels and there will be a battle like this world has never seen in its darkest day because before there can be true peace the true opponents of peace must be dealt with.  God understands this.  No one is more long suffering than God.  No one’s grace stretches further.  No one possesses more patience than God.  Yet the day will come that God will go to war with rebellious humanity.  Not all war is bad, some times it is a grim necessity.   As bad as war is there are worse things.  

Living in oppression without freedom or hope. 

Living in terror and fear.

Being subject to unrelenting cruelty and viciousness.
A war that brings an end to such things when nothing else can bring an end to them may be terrible, it may be heart wrenching, it may grieve us, but it is not always wrong.   What would be worse for people of conscience is to know they could have stopped it and did not. 

Was Christ a pacifist that taught absolute non-violence?

The peace movement has deep roots in Christianity.  Some of the most eloquent, passionate, and ardent pacifist come from a Bible base.  (BTW- Be very careful who you listen to in these arguments.  A lot of “pacifists” are simply anti-American.  They protest a war to remove a tyrant but never one time protested the outrageous, well-documented, (Amnesty International) human rights violations perpetrated by that tyrant.  They are hypocrites of the worst order.)  That having been said, there are numerous good people of sincere conscience who hold to a position of absolute non-violence.  No matter what.  These pacifist beliefs find their genesis in the teachings of Christ. 

”I say unto you, do not resist an evil doer. If anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also.”

“I say unto you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be children of your Father in heaven.”  

In the Garden of Gethsemane, according to Matthew Jesus even rebuked Peter for drawing his sword to cut off the ear of a slave of the high priest.  

“Put your sword back into it’s place, for all who take the sword will perish by the sword.” 

These verses are very straightforward.  They have a clarion purity.  But as with much else in the Bible, they are not the only or the last words on the matter.   They are not even Jesus’ own last words on the matter.  

Jesus praised the faith of a Roman centurion, a man of war and violence.  Clearly Jesus did not regard a belief in His own teachings to be inconsistent with taking up arms.  

Then there is the famous passage where Jesus said, “I did not come to bring peace, but I sword.”  Pacifists say He was not speaking literally, but then they claim a literal interpretation of the passage where Christ commanded us to turn the other cheek.  (He also said that if we know to do something and we do not do it then we have sinned) 

Do not forget that Christ picked up a whip and cleaned out the temple.  The Bible says He physically threw them out of the temple. 

And that story in Gethsemane is not so cut and dried.  According to John the reason Jesus told Peter to put his sword away was because he was interfering with the divine plan of God.  “Am I not to drink from the cup that the Father has given me?”  

Clearly the Bible record teaches us to avoid violence whenever possible, but that there are things that compel us to confrontation.  The rest of the New Testament bears this out. 

Romans 12:17 Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everybody. 18 If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, (Sometimes it is not possible and sometimes it does not depend on you) live at peace with everyone. 19 Do not take revenge, (There is a difference in justice, and pre-emption) my friends, but leave room for God's wrath, for it is written: "It is mine to avenge; I will repay," says the Lord. 

Romans 13:1 Everyone must submit himself to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which God has established. The authorities that exist have been established by God. 2  Consequently, he who rebels against the authority is rebelling against what God has instituted, and those who do so will bring judgment on themselves. 3  For rulers hold no terror for those who do right, but for those who do wrong. Do you want to be free from fear of the one in authority? Then do what is right and he will commend you. 4  For he is God's servant to do you good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword for nothing. He is God's servant, an agent of wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer. 5  Therefore, it is necessary to submit to the authorities, not only because of possible punishment but also because of conscience.

Can an unjust nation wage a just war?

America is morally bankrupt.  America has committed it’s own share of atrocities.  America has been motivated in the past by greed.  America has sought to impose it’s own values and will on unwilling people.  Given the deep flaws in our culture how can we wage a just war?  

Before I really dig into this let me say that with all of it’s flaws, with due recognition given to mistakes made America is absolutely amazing in what it offers the people of the world.  I still believe that Lincoln was right and is I still correct to call America the “The last, best hope of earth.”   This is the only country on the planet where the purpose of our border guards is to keep people from coming in, not to keep out own populace from fleeing.  There is a reason that people from all over the globe want to come here.  It is amazing and we are absolutely right to say God Bless America.  Our values and our way of life are vastly superior to what is experienced by the vast majority of the world.  

But are we being hypocritical when we go to war as an instrument of justice and morality?   According to the text in Romans the authority that executes judgment is an instrument in the hand of God.  A gun is amoral.  It has no morality.  The one who holds the gun and directs it’s fire is the moral agent.  When the dentist ran over her husband they did not put her Mercedes on trial, it was the instrument she used.  Can America be an instrument of justice?  Absolutely, if the cause in which she engages is just and right.  

Communism is a wicked system.  But the French resistance who fought so long and hard against the Third Reich and the Vichy government was made up of communist.  Berlin fell to the Red Army.  

Over and over God used nations to bring justice to other nations.  Ancient Egypt and Babylon were wicked places full of satanic rituals and evil.  Yet God used them against His own people.  They were simply instruments in the hands of a just God.  

BTW – We are certainly not a bastion of morality but as a nation I think we have shown remarkable restraint in Afghanistan, and if one American soldier dies in Iraq it will be because we are doing everything we can to protect innocent civilians. 

I hope these understanding help you be a Christ follower in a time of war, to be a good citizen in the time of war, to have a reasoned position in the time of war.  But you need to do even more than that.  You need to pray.  We need to pray.  As our nation goes to war Christians need to go to their knees.  

We need to pray for our leaders, that they be guided by divine wisdom. 

We need to pray for our military, that they be kept safe, that they be a sword of justice, that they bring liberty to oppressed people. 

We need to pray for innocent Iraqi citizens who are about to be caught in this conflict.  That God protect them and spare their life. 

We need to pray for our brothers and sisters in Iraq.  Iraq has a huge Christian population that has absolutely suffered under this regime.  

We need to pray for a quick resolution to this conflict.
We need to pray for the Iraqi military.  That God give them divine wisdom and that they throw down their arms and surrender.  (God does not will that any should perish)   Most of them do not want to fight.  They have guns at their back forcing them into battle.  

Who knows how your prayers may impact this war. 

In 1936, before the outbreak of World War II, the great intercessor Rees Thomas saw that Hitler was a major threat to world evangelization. He urged the Bible College of Wales family to pray against Hitler's success. After England joined the war, prayer at the Bible College of Wales and all over England increased dramatically. At the end of May 1940, with the British Expeditionary Force stranded in France, believers at the Bible College of Wales locked themselves in the chapel and vowed to stay and intercede for their countrymen until God answered their prayer. The story of the "Miracle of Dunkirk" is now well known: how a strangely calm sea and a mysterious fog allowed the safe evacuation of 338,000 British troops by fishing boats and other craft hardly suited to the purpose.

