MATTHEW

Does the New Testament teach pacifism
or the abolition of capital punishment?

Matthew 26:52 records our Lord
Jesus as saying to Peter, after he had
drawn his sword in defense of his Mas-
ter, “Put your sword back in its place,
for all who draw the sword will die by
the sword” (N1v). This could be inter-
preted as a condemnation of all resis-
tance against crime or aggression by
means of force, especially force lead-
ing to the death of the aggressor.
Those who so interpret it often cite
2 Corinthians 10:4-5, where Paul de-
scribes the battle procedure of the
Christian minister: “The weapons we
fight with are not the weapons of the
world. On the contrary, they have di-
vine power to demolish strongholds.
We demolish arguments and every
pretension that sets itself up against
the knowledge of God, and we take
captive every thought to make it obe-
dient to Christ” (N1v). Unquestionably
this passage describes the weaponry of
Christian evangelism as being far more
effective than any instrument of physi-
cal violence when it comes to capturing
and subduing the souls of men for
God. But the real question is whether
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either of these citations have a bearing
on the question of war or capital
punishment as exercised by the state
government in the defense of society
and in the maintenance of justice.

The Sermon on the Mount sets forth
the wholly different standard of life
that characterizes a true child of God
in his role as a private citizen. His con-
duct is governed by the holy love and
kindness of God. The Christian is to
come to an agreement with his adver-
sary before they actually present their
case in court (Matt. 5:25). When he is
smitten on one cheek, he is to turn to
him the other (v.39), rather than re-
taliating in kind. In general, he is not
to resist evil; that is, he is not to fight
back in the defense of his own personal
rights. He is never to return evil for
evil (Rom. 12:17). By faithfully follow-
ing this policy he will be “walking in
the light,” and that bright testimony of
holy love will draw others to the light
of Christ Himself (Matt. 5:16).

All these directives pertain to the
personal conduct of the Christian as a
citizen of the kingdom of God in the
midst of a depraved and sin-cursed
world. But they have very little bearing
on the duty of the state to preserve law
and order and to protect the rights of
all its citizens. Romans 13 spells this
out very clearly: “The authorities that
exist have been established by God.
... Do you want to be free from fear
of the one in authority? Then do what
is right and he will commend you.
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 wrong-
doer” (vv.1,3-4).

It hardly needs to be pointed out
that “the sword” is not a symbol of im-
prisonment but of capital punishment.
When he appeared before the Sanhe-
drin under the protection of Festus,
Paul said, “If then I am a wrongdoer,
and have committed anything worthy
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of death, I do not refuse to die” (Acts
25:11, NasB). Very clearly this consti-
tutes an acknowledgment on the part
of the inspired apostle that the state
continued to have the power of life
and death in the administration of jus-
tice, just as it did from the days of
Noah, when God solemnly committed
that responsibility to human govern-
ment (Gen. 9:6: “Whoever sheds man’s
blood, by man his blood shall be shed,
for in the image of God He made
man” [NASB]).

If Matthew 5:39 applied to the state
and to human government, then the
principle of “Resist not evil” would
mean the abolition of all law enforce-
ment. There would neither be police
officers nor judges nor prisons of any
kind. All society would immediately
fall prey to the lawless and criminal
elements in society, and the result
would be total anarchy. Nothing could
have been further from Christ’s mind
than such Satan-glorifying savagery
and brutality. In connection with the
parable of the pounds (or minas),
Christ pronounced this judgment on
those who had rebelled against their
king (Luke 19:27): “But these enemies
of mine, who did not want me to reign
over them, bring them here, and slay
them in my presence” (NasB). This
sounds very much like an endorsement
of capital punishment. Again, in Luke
20:14-16, as He concluded the parable
of the wicked husbandmen (or ten-
ants), our Lord said: “But when the
tenants saw him [the son of the land-
lord], they talked the matter over.
‘This is the heir,” they said, ‘Let’s kill
him, and the inheritance will be ours.’
So they threw him out of the vineyard
and killed him. What then will the
owner of the vineyard do to them? He
will come and kill those tenants and
give the vineyard to others.” Thus it is
very clear that neither Christ nor His
apostles intended to abrogate the
God-given responsibility of the gov-
ernment (under Old Testament law) to
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protect its citizens and enforce justice
by capital punishment.

There is nothing in the New Testa-
ment that sets aside the solemn sanc-
tion against unavenged murder con-
tained in Numbers 35:31,33: “You
shall not take ransom [i.e., allow mere
monetary damages] for the life of a
murderer who is guilty of death, but
he shall surely be put to death.... So
you shall not pollute the land in which
you are; for blood pollutes the land
and no expiation can be made for the
land for the blood that is shed on it,
except by the blood of him who shed
it” (NasB). So far as God’s Word is con-
cerned, then, neither life imprison-
ment, nor that brief term of years (with
time off for “good behavior”) that is
usually meted out to murderers in
modern society, nor any kind of mone-
tary damages to the survivors of the
victim can discharge the solemn obliga-
tion of the state to impose capital
punishment on those guilty of first-
degree murder. After the long reign of
unavenged murder in Jerusalem dur-
ing the days of King Manasseh, when
the city was “filled with bloodshed
from one end to the other” (2 Kings
21:16)—as a natural consequence of
abandoning the standards of Scripture
and substituting false idols (or modern
concepts of penology based on hu-
manism)—God pronounced His judg-
ment on the Jewish state and allowed
it to be totally destroyed by Nebuchad-
nezzar of Babylon.

On the related issue of national de-
fense against foreign aggression, does
a “Christian” government—and wheth-
er there are any such today is a matter
of definition—have a right to sum-
mon its citizens to arms in order to
repel an invader? Or may it send an
expeditionary force abroad in order to
crush an invader before he has an op-
portunity to land his troops on our
soil? No one questions whether this
right was accorded to Israel under the
Old Testament; the God-blessed ca-
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reers of Joshua and David are a suf-
ficient demonstration of that right. But
what about the New Testament and
the teaching of Jesus?

We have already seen that Christ’s
dictum to Peter in Matthew 26:52 (“All
they that take the sword shall perish
with the sword”) has to do with the
personal witness of the Christian soul-
winner; it has nothing to do with the
Christian’s obligations as a citizen,
concerned with the protection of soci-
ety or the defense of his country. Jesus
also upheld the right of kings to resort
to warfare if the circumstances warrant
it, for this is certainly implied in Luke
14:31: “What king, going to make war
against another king, does not first sit
down and take counsel as to whether
he is able with ten thousand troops to
meet in battle with one who comes
against him with twenty thousand?”
No pacifist could use such an illustra-
tion as this without appearing to con-
done warfare as a legitimate measure
for a head of state. But even more
clearly is this implied by what Jesus
said to Pilate in John 18:36: “My king-
dom is not of this world. If it were, My
servants would fight to prevent My ar-
rest by the Jews.” It was only because
Christ’s kingdom (prior to the king-
dom age of the end time) was not
of this world that Peter’s resort to
the sword was restrained and Christ
allowed Himself to be arrested by the
Jewish authorities. But the implication
is unavoidable that a kingdom that is
of the world has a perfect right to re-
sort to warfare and the killing of enemy
aggressors.

In the parable of the wedding feast,
Jesus seems to speak approvingly of
the action of the king (who clearly rep-
resented God Himself) when he “sent
forth his armies and destroyed those
murderers and burned up their city.”
The prediction of Jesus in the Olivet
Discourse, that wars will continue to be
fought on earth until He returns in
sovereign power and imposes peace by
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overwhelming force (Matt. 24:5-7,
25:31; Mark 13:7-8), leaves little room
for the dream entertained by pacifistic
socialism of the establishment of a war-
less society that abolishes murder and
violence by doing away with capital
punishment and the use of arms in na-
tional defense.

Nor is there any hint of disapproval
of military service as a legitimate call-
ing for a true believer in Christ. In
fact, our Lord reserved His highest
praise for the faith of the centurion
whose servant He healed at Caper-
naum (Matt. 8:10). There was no
suggestion that he would have to give
up his martial calling in order to be
saved. The same was true of the centur-
ion Cornelius of Caesarea, who was
honored by Peter as the first of the
converts from the Gentiles and was
welcomed into the family of God as a
true believer (Acts 10:47-48). Nothing
was said about his promising to change
to a more peaceful profession as a
condition for his being baptized. Paul
frequently draws analogies from the
obligation, commitment, and self-
giving devotion of a good soldier in his
description of a dedicated Christian
life: “Suffer hardship with me, as a
good soldier of Christ Jesus. No soldier
in active service entangles himself in
the affairs of everyday life, so that he
may please the one who enlisted him as
a soldier” (2 Tim. 2:3-4), NASB).

The military profession is linked up
with the professions of vinedressing
and the raising of livestock in 1
Corinthians 9:7: “Who at any time
serves as a soldier at his own expense?
Who plants a vineyard and does not
eat the fruit of it? Or who tends a flock
and does not use the milk of the
flock?” (NasB). It is hard to see how on
the basis of this verse a pacifist would
not also have to condemn a farmer, for
they are here both put on the same
level of legitimacy.

A pacifist position is impossible to
reconcile with the praise heaped by
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Hebrews 11:32-34 on warriors like
Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah,
Samuel, and David, who along with the
Old Testament prophets “by faith
conquered kingdoms, performed acts
of righteousness, obtained promises,
shut the mouths of lions, quenched the
power of fire, escaped the edge of the
sword, from weakness were made
strong, became mighty in war, put for-
eign armies to flight” (NasB). It would
be quite difficult to imagine the author
of this passage as adding, in agreement
with the pacifist advocate, “Oh yes, all
those who did engage in warfare in
Old Testament times would have to be
condemned as wicked sinners today,
according to the law of Christ.” Of
such a “law of Christ” neither Christ
Himself nor any of His apostles betray
the slightest awareness, according to
the text of the New Testament itself.
We must therefore conclude that
pacifism is completely lacking in sup-
port from the Word of God.
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