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TEN PROPOSITIONS CONCERNING WAR

by Ray C. Stedman 

 

I propose to present to you ten propositions that I feel are involved in the facing of the issues we are discussing
here. We will particularly explore a proper Christian reaction to the nuclear arms race. I want to specify a bit
more narrowly what we're going to be talking about. My plan is not so much to discuss the possibilities of a
nuclear clash or even the terrible results that would follow, but to look at the nuclear issue from a Christian
point of view. Almost every issue that is discussed openly has a presupposition with which it begins, and our
presupposition tonight is that the Bible is the Word of God and that Scripture presents the divine viewpoint of
life. We will take that as our basic starting point as we seek to examine this issue and to arrive at a conclusion
as to what a Christian ought to do, or could do, about the nuclear arms race.

Let me, then, present these ten propositions to you. I'm going to be referring to several passages of scripture,
not in an attempt to exhaustively set forth all the Bible teaches in this regard, for that would be far too
exhausting. There's much in the Bible on the subject of nations, international conflicts, wars, God's
relationship to them and man's participation in them. There is much more than we have time to explore, but I
do offer these, not as proof texts but as examples to show that the Bible does say what I'm seeking to set forth
to you. I deplore the practice of proof-texting. It is very easy to fall into a setting forth of a statement or belief
and then quoting a few verses to leave the impression that this is what the whole Bible teaches. It may be that
the Bible does say what is claimed, but it may not be all the Bible says about the subject. Especially in this area
of international conflict it is very important to understand this point.

I've had several friendly clashes with very devout and godly Christians who adopt a pacifist position with
regard to war and have pages to texts from Scripture to justify their position. My quarrel with them is that they
leave out the very passages which would balance their view. That's the trap that proof-texting allows you to
fall into, so I'm trying to avoid that, and yet recognize that I can't cover all that the Bible says about this
subject, so please don't read these passages as being efforts to prove anything other than that a certain truth is
taught in the Bible. If you can think of other passages that you feel contradict the ones I have chosen, I'll be
glad to have them brought up and examined.

Here is my first proposition: War is an inevitable human event in a fallen world. That's really
saying that it is n;aive and ingenuous to think that any efforts of human beings will eliminate war from the
earth. Bumper sticker theology often presents simplistic ideas like that. I saw a bumper sticker the other day
that said, "Eliminate Hate." Well I'm for that, but how do you do it? True, if we could, it would solve
tremendous problems in the world. There is no question about that. But that's the kind of simplistic answer
that appeals to a lot of people who don't think very deeply about anything. Some will buy such simplistic
statements, and respond by forming a movement and even seek to turn their belief into legislation or other rigid
approaches to the problem. Yet, on the face of it, anyone who understands human life at all knows that it is
naive to try to eliminate hate---men cannot and will not do such things. I think we have to take that position
from the very start with regard to war.

In the Bible (James 4, verses 1 and 2), James says, "From whence come wars and conflicts among you? Do
they not arise out of your own passions?" That's a tremendously helpful verse because it bridges an
individual's world of his own personal life and the social world, extending even to communities, and beyond,
to states and nations in the world.The claim of that verse is simply that conflict and strife with neighbors,
friends, relatives or nations arises out of human passions---anger and feelings of attack or injustice. The same
forces produce world conflicts as well. Wars and strife between individuals or nations spring from the same
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source. It always appears to be naive for various groups to suggest that we eliminate strife on the social level
when the very people who seek to do so haven't succeeded in eliminating conflicts in their own lives. People
who mount protests and demonstrations to eliminate war oftentimes have terrible conflicts in their own homes!
They haven't solved the problem there, even. We must recognize the Bible teaches us that war is inevitable
because of the presence of a fallen nature within us.

Matthew 24, verse 6 is another verse along this line. Here is Jesus' own prediction. In that great twenty-fourth
chapter, uttered while he sat on the Mount of Olives, looking out over the City of Jerusalem on the very night
in which he was betrayed, he revealed the course of history until the day when he would return again. It is an
amazing passage, one of the most startling predictive passages in the Bible. There Jesus said that in the
intervening time (which he saw, I'm sure, to be centuries), there would be wars and rumors of wars, nation
rising against nation and kingdom against kingdom. Jesus thus recognized the inevitability of war.

In II Chronicles, the sixteenth chapter, the ninth verse, the prophet Hananiah speaking to King Asa of Israel,
tells him that because of his unbelief he would have wars in his kingdom. This verse and other passages link
the reactions of individuals to social events and especially social strife.

My second proposition which grows out of the first and relates to it is this: Since war is an
inevitable event in a fallen world, in the scriptures it is peace that is regarded as unusual
among men and a special gift of God. The Christian view of life is (following the teachings of our
Lord, himself) that the world is under satanic control. Jesus called the devil the "prince of this world" and the
"god of this world." The apostles reflect that same view. Jesus said the devil was a strong man who guards his
house and its goods are helpless to do anything to deliver themselves. This indicates that if it were not for the
intervening grace of God, all of life, every moment of it, would be filled with war, struggle, strife, anger and
hostility. We'd be at one another's throats all the time. It's God's intervention in a godless world---a wicked
world (if you want to use the biblical term) that allows any peace at all. Therefore, peace must always be
regarded as a gift of the Spirit of God. We find that directly stated in Psalms 46, verse 9: "He makes wars to
cease unto the ends of the earth." It is God who brings wars to an end. Isaiah, chapter 2, verse 4, is that
famous passage which states that God will cause men to beat their swords into ploughshares and their spears
into pruning hooks, and that man shall learn war no more. Peace is a result of the direct activity of the Spirit of
God. See also Jeremiah 21:4.

The third point is: In his government of earth, God takes responsibility for the outbreak
and conduct of war. Here's where many of you may differ, but the scriptures frequently declare that God
himself assumes responsibility for what happens on earth. Not that he directly causes it all but permits what he
does not cause. If you want a picture of this the opening chapter of the book of Job is an excellent example of
how a personal attack upon a godly man was permitted only after Satan appeared before God and obtained
authority to afflict Job.

I think many Christians have the idea that God and Satan are rival gods of equal power. They believe God has
a slight edge and that God will ultimately win, but it's not very much of an edge. As someone has put it,

"Our race had a wonderful beginning, but man spoiled his chances by sinning.

We hope that the story will end to God's glory, but at present the other side's winning."

But that is never the Biblical view. Satan is a created being who must obtain the power by which he operates
from God---that is the Biblical view of evil. Satan cannot operate beyond the limits which God sets up.

You find this also in the New Testament. Jesus said to Peter on one occasion, "Satan has desired to have you."
Desired from whom? Evidently, either the Father or Jesus. Jesus said, "Satan has desired to have you that he
might sift you like wheat, but I have prayed for you that your faith fail not." The clear implication is that God
is going to let Satan have his way with Peter, and all he guarantees is that Satan will not be able to overthrow
his faith. We also have a direct statement of this in other places, for example, Exodus 15:3, "The Lord is-a
Man of War," from the great song of Moses. In Exodus 17:16, in the clash between Amalek and Israel in the
desert as they're moving out of Egypt towards the promised land, Moses is told that the Lord will have war
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with Amalek forever, i.e., never make peace with him. Deuteronomy 4:33 and 34 is from Moses' great
message to the people as they're about to enter into the promised land. He declares to them, "Has any people
heard the voice of God speaking from the midst of the fire, as you have heard it and survived? Or has a god
tried to take for himself a nation from within another nation by trials, by sign and wonders and by war and by
a mighty hand and by an outstretched arm and by great terrors, as the Lord your God did for you in Egypt
before your very eyes?" Now everyone agrees that the signs and wonders and the miracles which occurred in
Egypt were from the hand of the Lord, but Moses said so was the war! There are hundreds of verses actually
that could be used to show this. I'm quoting but a few representative ones.

Let me give you one more. Ezekiel, chapter 33, verse 2, "Son of man, speak to the sons of your people and
say to them, this is the word of the Lord---if I bring a sword upon a land [there is God taking responsibility for
bringing war to a people] and the people of the land take one man from among them and make him their
watchman and he sees the sword coming upon the land and he blows on the trumpet and warns the people,
then he who hears the sound of the trumpet and does not take warning, and a sword comes and takes him
away, his blood will be on his own head."

Thus God, himself, assumes responsibility for war. One fantastic passage in this regard (which I never have
heard any pacifist ever quote, ever), is found in the prophecy of Joel, declaring the exact opposite of the
famous passage quoted from either Micah or Isaiah about beating the swords into ploughshares. Joel, chapter
3, verse 9, "Proclaim this among the nations, prepare war, rouse the mighty men, let all the soldiers draw
near, let them come up, beat your ploughshares into swords and your pruning hooks into spears." Now it's
not fair to quote only the Isaiah verse and never quote the Joel verse. They both come from the mouth of the
Lord, through an accredited prophet! A balanced treatment of scripture must mean that you deal with both of
these.

I think that that clearly establishes my point, that God himself. throughout the scriptures, takes responsibility
for the outbreak of war. I haven't particularly dealt with the other side of that point---the conduct of war---but
there are passages that indicate that God will allow certain things to happen which he will then judge the nation
for as a violation of the revealed standard of conduct of man, one with another, brother against brother, citizen
against citizen. God not only permits war, he judges the conduct of men in war.

Proposition four: There is no such thing as a just war, for all wars represent a judgment of
God upon all participants therein. That's a very important point. There's no such thing as a just war,
for all wars represent a judgment of God upon the participants. In all the literature that I've read along these
lines, a great deal ofargument is expended on defending just wars. Certain standards are presented (these vary
from writer to writer) as to what constitutes a just war. An attempt is made to justify certain types of wars as
self-defensive, designed to repel an aggressor, or coming to the aid of a small nation being bullied and
assaulted by a large powerful nation. These arguments have certain value to them, I'm not discrediting such
arguments. What I've not seen stated is that there is a sense in which any war, even defensive wars, represent
a judgment of the nations involved, a judgment in fact upon both sides.

This was certainly true, I believe, in the Vietnamese war. That conflict ought to warn us not to naively choose
up sides in a war and defend one side against another. Wars would not break out were there not some
weakness and failure on the part of the nation defending itself, for various passages of scriptures indicate that
God protects a nation from war, and brings about peace on the basis that its people walk in righteousness. In
this regard, Israel is unique among the nations. You often hear today, especially at this time when the Middle
East is in such turmoil and ablaze, reminders that Israel claims to be a chosen nation, a special people. Now it
is that, I don't deny that at all. The scriptures clearly indicate that, but we have to be careful how we
understand that truth. It doesn't mean that God likes Israel better than other nations. He says as much in the
scriptures. In the very passage where it announces that they are a chosen people, he warns them not to get the
wrong idea. "I'm not choosing you because you're smarter than anybody else, nor am I choosing you because
you're bigger than anybody else"---and he lists several other things that are not the basis of his choice; he
simply announces he has set his name upon them and has chosen them for his own. As you read several of
these passages you'll see what it is that he proposes, that they are not a special nation with unusual privileges
which no other nation could have, but that they are a sample nation. That is, they are to be a model nation.
Israel is an example to the world, that if they (who are no more than any other nation, in themselves, with no
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greater abilities and no greater possibilities than any other nation) are given the opportunity to serve God with a
whole heart, they would be blessed by God and protected---guarded and kept in such a way that it would
become evident to all the world that this is what God will do with any nation that will serve him. That's what
Israel's calling means. They failed in that regard, as any other nation would have failed had they been chosen
to such a calling. The scriptures make clear that Israel does not occupy a unique place in any other sense than
that it is a special nation chosen to show what other nations could be like. That means that all the possibilities
of Divine protection---guarding, guiding and delivering---are open to any nation if they will walk in
righteousness before God. Part of that divine oversight includes freedom from conflict and from wars.

2 Chronicles 16:9 is an interesting passage addressed to Asa, the king: "For the eyes of the Lord move to and
fro throughout the earth, that he may strongly support those whose heart is completely his." (Note, that
encompasses the whole earth.) The prophet says to the king, "You have acted foolishly in this, indeed from
now on you will surely have war." Thus when the king---the representative of the nation---acts foolishly, it
brings upon that nation the possibility of war.

I don't think there is any document in the world that more beautifully and explicitly states this idea in national
terms than the magnificent Second Inaugural Address of President Abraham Lincoln. The next time you go to
Washington, go into the Lincoln Memorial. On your left you will find the Gettysburg Address inscribed on the
wall. But on the right is the Second Inaugural Address. It is somewhat longer than the Gettysburg Address and
it will take a little time to read, but read it by all means. If you can't go to Washington, get a copy and read it.
It's one of the most amazing political statements ever made on earth. Lincoln delivered that address just a few
months before his assassination. When the London Spectator---a newspaper in England---received a copy of
it, they printed it in the British papers and made the statement that they had never read a more amazing
statement from any political leader in the history of the world! It includes two direct quotations from the Bible,
refers to God six different times in the message, and is altogether a marvelous theological statement of God's
control of national life. It's a statement born out of the anguish in Lincoln's heart over the clash of the Civil
War.

In it he points out what I want to make my fifth proposition: that there are just and unjust
elements in every nation's conduct of war and Christians must oppose the unjust and
support the just. Lincoln, for instance, recognizes that the Civil War was a judgment upon the north as well
as the south. He infers that the sin of the South in supporting slavery was equaled by the sin of the North in its
materialism and its godlessness, and that the hand of God had come upon the nation to punish both sides. That
is an amazing statement for the leader of one side to make in a time of conflict, but it was born of his
theological convictions.

There are always both just and unjust elements in a nation's conduct of war. For example, self defense is a
justifying element. The protection of a small nation from a bullying and ravishment of a large one is a
justifiable element, and there can be other such elements in a war. But there are also unjust motives. Here's
where we must raise the first question about nuclear arms. Are these nuclear weapons so terrible, so awful in
their power to damage, that they constitute an unjustifiable action of self defense? Can their use be justified by
individuals involved? If it is true that the use of nuclear arms is justified then Christians must oppose that
unjust element as well as support the just reasons involved. We can reduce all these issues to the individual
level. What should an individual citizen or soldier do? Putting a uniform on a man and giving him a rifle does
not give him a license to go out and kill anybody he wants. Soldiers can commit murder in time of war just as
civilians can. The My Lai massacre during the Vietnamese War raised a cry of outrage across this country
because it was an alleged act of outrageous murder on the part of American soldiers against Vietnamese
civilians. It was right that the participants be brought to trial so that those guilty could be punished. But let us
look further at the matter of nuclear warfare.

My sixth proposition is this: Terrible as it is, nuclear war does not represent an exception
to any of the above statements. Nuclear war is simply the ultimate extension of all that we've said,
perhaps to a degree that cannot be exceeded. That is, if it is right to use block-buster bombs, such as those
used in World War 11, or fire-bombs to such a degree that whole cities are eliminated (as in Dresden and
Coventry, where the destruction was as terrible and as widespread as in Hiroshima)---if those things can be
justified to any degree in a war, nuclear bombing does not change the problem any. In no sense does nuclear
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war represent a different kind of war, that is, one beyond the categories that we're used to dealing with in the
affairs of nations. I believe my next proposition will strengthen that argument.

The seventh proposition is a further development of point six: Even the element of genocide
does not put nuclear war in a different category. It is true that with these frightful nuclear weapons
whole cities can be eliminated in one blow. With a rain of such weapons a whole country can be decimated,
whole populations wiped out. Awful as that is (without a doubt it is a terrible thing to contemplate---a whole
population: women, children, everybody, burned in terrible ways) but facing nuclear war at its worst,
nevertheless, it does not introduce a different element to the discussion of war and the relationship of
Christians to it. The reason I say this is because the Bible itself discusses those kinds of wars. As you know,
the armies of Israel were sent against cities with an explicit instruction from God that they were to wipe out the
entire population. They were to kill all women and children as well as all the males, and even the cattle and the
sheep. Admittedly these are hard passages to deal with, they are difficult to square with our concepts of justice,
of mercy and compassion, which we are also taught come from the same God. But here we must deal with
facts as they are, and these facts are there. They are in the scriptures and they appear more than once. One king
of Israel was punished because he failed to obey that command of God. King Saul, you remember, failed to
wipe out the Amalekites and so God punished him, and took his kingdom away from him because he
disobeyed a specific command to completely exterminate that people.

There are elements of this .story that we must take into consideration in dealing with nuclear war. I don't want
to spend a lot of time with this because we could get off on a side issue. I simply point out that we need to
understand the whole picture as the scriptures give it to us. Part of the picture is that these nations, so
designated to be exterminated, were terribly immoral nations. They were people given over to terribly
degrading and hurtful practices. Such genocidal wars have been likened to the surgical removal of a cancer
from a human body. To save the life of a patient, a good surgeon has to cut, hurt, and remove. God, as the
Great Surgeon of history may have to do the same. I'll leave it at that right now. But even genocide, therefore,
does not change the nature of war, for it has been present in history since the beginning.

Now the eighth proposition: The possibility of universal holocaust (by that I mean the
elimination of the human race from the face of the earth) is not outside the Bible's purview.
The Bible deals with that very issue. I say this because I've read articles that claim that when we're dealing
with nuclear war, it is such a completely different war than anything we've ever had before that nothing from
the Bible that we previously used to limit war, can any longer be used. Nuclear war is terrible, but it is not
unthinkable. The Bible considers the possibility of that very thing happening. Among other passages 11 Peter
3 clearly states this. The chapter declares that not only is universal death a possibility for our day or some
future day; it is a disaster that has in fact already happened!

The flood, which wiped out the entire human population except for eight people, was just such a catastrophe.
Exactly how large the world population was before the flood no one knows, but it must have been at least
several million persons. God did allow a watery holocaust to eliminate the entire population of the earth.

Peter clearly refers to the flood. He says, "There are coming scoffers who ask "where is the promise of his
coming: ever since the fathers fell asleep all things have continued as they were from the beginning." (That is
the theory of uniformitarianism). "Now," says Peter, "they deliberately ignore this fact, that an uninterrupted
history is not true. All things have not continued as they were from the beginning of creation. They ignore the
fact that, by the Word of God, heavens existed long ago and a earth formed out of water and by means of
water, through which the world that then existed was deluged with water and perished." So a universal
perishing has already occurred. Then he goes on to say, "But by the same word, the heavens and the earth that
now exist have been stored up for fire, being kept till the day of judgment and destruction of ungodly men."

So, clearly the Bible teaches another world holocaust is going to occur. Peter goes on to describe this
destruction. He speaks about the timing involved and then he says in v. 10, "But the day of the Lord will come
like a thief, and then the heavens will pass away with a loud noise and the elements will be dissolved with fire
and the earth and the works that are upon it will be burned up."

How God accomplishes all that is difficult to determine. It could be done by natural forces, such as the
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outbreak of volcanic eruptions and great earthquakes, tornadoes, or various forces of nature that would release
fire upon the earth. It could be done by sun spots or solar flares that suddenly enlarge, increasing the brilliance
of the sun to such a degree that the earth would shrivel under the heat and everything on it be burned up.
Natural forces could accomplish this. But it also! could be accomplished by God using a nuclear war as a
means of bringing about at least part of such destruction. Certainly, as we read this account of loud noises,
fire, and burning-up of the very elements of the earth, it is remarkably similar to what happens in a nuclear
explosion. Further detail of this is given in verse 12. Peter says, "the heavens will be kindled and dissolved
and the elements will melt with fire." These happenings lie yet in the future. Clearly the Bible does take that
very thing into consideration and faces it as a possibility.

That brings us to the ninth proposition: Ultimately, man can only do what God permits and
must live within the limits of divine sovereignty. To me this is a very encouraging statement because
it indicates that no nation is powerful and voracious enough, no national leaders are insane enough to launch a
nuclear war without divine permission. It isn't only the nations that we fear, we must take God into
consideration.

We tremble at the possibility of some nuclear accident and many people these days are literally terrified by the
fact that someone, somewhere, in a very human way might make a mistake that would trigger a nuclear attack
resulting in immediate retaliation, and we would be plunged into a nuclear holocaust. Knowing human nature,
from that single point of view, it is possible, and as I've just said, it may be that that is the moment which the
Bible has long seen, when God will allow that kind of thing. None of us know. But we do know that nothing
can occur beyond the control of God. Such destruction will occur only when the Judge of all the earth sees that
it is the right thing to happen. That may not be of much comfort to us, whose homes are destroyed and whole
families eliminated, but it still fits within the Christian view of the sovereignty of God. We must remember
again Jesus's words, "Fear not those who can kill the body only, and afterward there is nothing more that they
can do; but rather fear him who is able to cast both body and soul into hell." This is where the Christian view
has to rest.

We come to the tenth proposition which is a conclusion to all of these. I state it this way:
Proclaiming and demonstrating both the truth of the Word of God and the love of God is
the most effective action any Christian can take to avoid nuclear holocaust! If you want to do
something about nuclear war---and it is perfectly understandable that you should---then my advice would be:
don't waste a lot of time joining demonstrations! The same amount of effort put into bearing witness of the
peace and joy that knowledge of the Savior brings, offering comfort and strength in the midst of trials, and
demonstrating Christian love to those who are hurting and suffering around us, as well as defending the
righteous actions of legislators and Christian leaders in politics, is far more effective than negative protest,
especially when protests often involve naive viewpoints, as we have seen. So here are the ten propositions that
I feel we ought to keep in mind as we discuss this issue.

(from A Christian Reaction to the Nuclear Arms Race a discussion paper by Ray C. Stedman, 1982 

Copyright (C) 1995 Discovery Publishing, a ministry of Peninsula Bible Church.
This data file is the sole property of Discovery Publishing, a ministry of Peninsula Bible Church. It may be
copied only in its entirety for circulation freely without charge. All copies of this data file must contain the
above copyright notice.

This data file may not be copied in part, edited, revised, copied for resale or incorporated in any commercial
publications, recordings, broadcasts, performances, displays or other products offered for sale, without the
written permission of Discovery Publishing. Requests for permission should be made in writing and addressed
to Discovery Publishing, 3505 Middlefield Rd. Palo Alto, CA. 94306-3695. 


