
Biblical Ethics of Life and Death 

Session #5:Biblical Ethics of Warfare 

 

I. Why a study on the ethics of war? 

A. Our views of warfare must be consistent with a biblical worldview. 

B. There seems to be no better time in history than now to be thinking critically about the 

ethical nature of warfare. 

C. A biblical worldview should transcend any presidential administration. 

D. We seem to have forgotten the last verse of our national anthem. 

Oh! thus be it ever, when freemen shall stand 

Between their loved home and the war's desolation! 

Blest with victory and peace, may the heav'n rescued land 

Praise the Power that hath made and preserved us a nation. 

Then conquer we must, when our cause it is just, 

And this be our motto: "In God is our trust." 

And the star-spangled banner in triumph shall wave 

O'er the land of the free and the home of the brave! 

- Francis Scott Key 

 

II. Biblical Considerations 

A. Luke 10:30-37. What would/should the Good Samaritan have done had he arrived just a 

few minutes earlier? 

B. Old Testament 

1. Exodus 20:13 

2. Deuteronomy 7:1-6 

3. Two types of warfare in the Old Testament: 

a. Unlimited Holy War (Joshua 6:1-21; 8:24-25; 10:2-40; 11:10-30) 

b. Limited Warfare (Deuteronomy 20:19-20) 

C. New Testament 

1. Jesus’ own example of non-violent resistance. 

a. Matthew 5:9 

b. Matthew 5:21-22a 

c. Matthew 5:38-39 

2. But Jesus (and others) also taught… 

a. Matthew 10:34 

b. Romans 13:1-7 

c. Revelation 19 

 

III. A Spectrum of Christian Positions of War: 

A. Non-Resistance: Primary weapons of warfare are spiritual weapons since the most real 

battles we face are spiritual battles. (This view held by Mennonites). See Ephesians 

6:12 



B. Non-Violent Resistance: Physical violence is not condoned, but using your physical 

body to resist is preferred. (Yoder, MLK, Ghandi)  

C. Violence within deontological limits: Can you use violence to be a peacemaker? This 

view will examine the ethical reasons behind going to war as well as looking at the 

motives over and above the consequences for deciding on a particular course of action. 

Other considerations: methods, results and outcomes. 

D. Violence limited by Proportionality (Niebuhr): “Fight fire with fire.” Method of 

warfare that considers certain actions if it would be also be done by the enemy. Critical 

question to ask, then, would be: Who does it first?  

E. Unlimited Warfare: All is fair. For the Christian, this would only be applicable if God 

says it is applicable. It is highly impossible for that circumstance to arise now. 

 

IV. Three Common Positions of War: 

A. Pacifism: (4 Kinds) 

1. Deontological:Asks, “is it the right thing to do?” This view realizes that there is 

something inherently bad about killing (no matter the reason). This view confesses 

that war may not be the best option, but the necessary one. 

2. Consequentialism: This view is a pragmatic view of warfare. Since the 

consequences of war are more negative than positive, then it would be best not to 

even go to war. This view espouses that humanity will get better and better over 

time.  

3. Redemptive Witness: This view is a combination of the previous two: the right 

thing to do because God commanded us to “turn the other cheek.” 

4. “Technological Pacifism”: Just war theories and criteria are valid, but modern 

weapons and warfare cannot be conducted in a manner that is both discriminate and 

proportional.   

B. Crusades: 

1. Crusades treat war as an unconditional effort of good versus evil. 

2. Crusades treat war as a matter of religion. 

3. Crusades have little or no place for moral restraint in actions taken against enemies. 

4. Crusades have little or no pace for surrender of any kind. 

5. Crusades are fought for the purpose of imposing, achieving, or expanding ideals 

usually conceived on a universal or cosmological scale.  

6. Crusades oppose the social order and value system of the enemy. In a crusade, no 

one can be exempted. 

7. In a crusade, soldiers participate with zeal. 

8. Crusades require no declaration of war. Anyone willing to do anything and 

everything for the purpose of their “ideal” may strike a blow to their enemy without 

requiring or desiring any approval from a human authority. 

9. Crusades tend to extend the state of war into a permanent condition. 



C. Just War: 

1. Initial moral presumption against the use of armed force because of the prima facia 

duty of non-malfeasance or the duty not to kill or injure others. “I don’t want to do 

this, but the cause is so just that there is a duty to act.” 

2. Because this duty is a prima facia duty, it can be overridden by other prima facia 

duties…to protect the innocent. Jus ad bellum: “Just to go to war.”How or why to 

go to war. 

3. The prima faciaduty not to injure or kill leaves “moral traces” even when it is 

acceptable to go to war. Jus in bellum: “Just in war.” How you behave in warfare. 

4. Therefore, “just war” criteria includes both Jus ad bellum and Jus in bellum. 

 

V. Just War Criteria: 

A. The criteria ensuring that the reasons for going to war are just: 

1. Legitimate authority: How do you know that the cause is great enough?  

2. Just Cause: Is there a defacement of injustice or mercy that can be clearly defined? 

3. Right intention: What is the desired outcome? 

4. Last resort: Have other considerations or actions failed (sanctions, coalitions, 

diplomacy)? 

5. Proportionality: What will it take to achieve the goals of the conflict?  

6. Reasonable chance of success: The weakest argument, but must be considered. The 

injustice may be so bad that action must be taken. 

7. Minimizing negative effects: What do we do after the war is over? What rebuilding 

or revitalizing efforts must take place? 

B. A balance between pacifism and just warriors must be considered.  

 

VI. Just War Characteristics: 

A. Legitimate authority. 

B. Proportionality.  

C. Discrimination: Asks questions such as, “who, how and when may the enemy be 

attacked.” Also considers rules of engagement and treatment of those who are 

combatants, non-combatants, belligerents, and ex-combatants (POW’s, wounded 

soldiers). 

D. Collateral damage: The proper way to deal with collateral damage is asking questions 

of “how” and “what,” not “if.” 

E. Rules of Double Effect: Using evil to combat evil. 

1. If ___________ is inherently evil and does more than what it claims, don’t use it. 

2. What tactic or measure is overkill? What really ended WWII? 

3. The ends do not justify the means. 

 

 



VII. Jus in Bello and the use of Nuclear Weapons 

A. Nuclear Deterrence: 

1. Definition: The stockpiling of nuclear weapons for the purpose of threat and 

intimidation of opposing forces in the hopes of avoiding any (or furthering) conflict. 

2. Pro: 

a. Pragmatic utilitarianism: “Nothing else will work.” 

b. Utilitarian proof: Historical “success”? 

c. Deontological concerns of neighbor-love. The value of life is so high, that any 

measures ought to be used to protect it. 

3. Con: 

a. Golden rule. 

b. “Whatever is wrong to do is wrong to threaten.” (Richard Niebuhr, Michael 

Walzer) 

c. Arguing that life is so valuable that any measures are warranted could lead to 

vigilantism. 

d. The psychological and political harm to communities and countries is 

disproportionate to the desired outcome. 

e. Leads to an arms race. 

f. “Might makes right.” “Bully-ism.” 

B. Four penetrating questions: 

1. Does the use meet the requirements of proportionality? 

2. Do the benefits outweigh the costs? 

3. What about rules of discrimination? (non-combatants, collateral damage, perfidy?) 

4. Does the use of nuclear weapons as a form of deterrence constitute a form or 

terrorism? 

C. Should Christians be “Nuclear Pacifists” (Within deontological limits?) 

1. Recognize that this position is not total pacifism. 

2. Based on the nature of the weapon. 

3. What about “self-defensive” deterrence? 

4. What about “low-yield” nuclear weapons? 

 

 

 

 


