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History is a mesmeric temptress. She often offers more than she can 
deliver, and our best attempts to understand her and read between her lines 
can leave us unsatisfied and even misled. History is not a science; there are 
too many variables. We recognize this truth when we try to make sense of 
what people did and thought twenty years ago, and the challenge grows 
exponentially when we grapple with the thoughts of those who lived more 
than seventeen hundred years ago. While we will argue that we can know 
something about the early Christian views of military participation prior to the 
reign of Constantine, no claim of absoluteness can be made. Not only are we 
dealing with partial and incomplete evidence, but we find that the settings of 
those writings that are extant are sometimes obscured by time and culture, 
making the interpretative task all the more tenuous.1 

Even though as historians we must work with what we know is partial 
evidence, we do have enough evidence to argue that there was not a univer
sally shared Christian opinion of military participation in the two centuries 
prior to the reign of Constantine.2 However, the weight of evidences points 
toward a rejection of military participation by Christian writers even though 
there were Christians voluntarily engaged in Roman military service. The 

1 For a helpful overview of the political and social setting within which the early 
Fathers wrote about military participation, see Jean-Michel Homus, It Is Not Lawful 
for Me to Fight: Early Christian Attitudes toward War, Violence, and the State (trans. 
Alan Kreider and Oliver Cobum, rev. ed.; Scottsdaie, PA: Herald, 1980), 17-51. See 
also Frances Young, "The Early Church: Military Service, War and Peace," Theology 
92 (Nov. 1989): 491-503. 

2 in principle, this is in agreement with John Helgeland, Robert J. Daly, and 
J. Patout Bums, Christian and the Military: The Early Experience (ed. Robert J. Daly; 
Philadephia: Fortress, 1985), 15-16; David G. Hunter, "A Decade of Research on 
Early Christians and Military Service," Religious Studies Review 18 (April 1992): 93; 
and J. Daryl Charles, Between Pacifismjand Jihad: Just War and Christian Tradition 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2005), 36-37. 
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church as a whole did not seem to have a unified position of theology and 
practice that invalidated all others. The resultant diversity makes this a 
fascinating study. 

In an important work published in 1960, Roland Bainton wrote, "Until 
the time of Constantine . . . no extant Christian writing countenanced Chris
tian participation in warfare."3 Such a view was based on the commonly held 
belief that it was not until the rise of Constantine in the early fourth century 
that many Christian leaders began to fully embrace military participation. Not 
everyone, however, agrees with this interpretation of the evidence. In an 
important book published just months after the terrorist attacks of September 
11, 2001, Darrell Cole argued, "Such a viewpoint is historically inaccurate 
and cannot be held with any integrity, given what we know about early 
Christian practices."4 A carefiil reading of these assertions by Bainton and 
Cole highlights a significant detail within this issue—the difference between 
orthodoxy and orthopraxy. 

When we evaluate the writings of the early church fathers, we find an 
overwhelming aversion to Christian participation in military service, but we 
also find evidence that some Christians at least as early as the late second 
century were becoming volunteers in the Roman military.5 We even know of a 
number of Christians who served in the military until they were martyred, 
mostly during the reign of Diocletian (284-305).6 No detailed answer has 
been given that fully explains the reason for this contradiction between theory 
and practice. The difficulty of living the ethical teachings of Jesus in a pagan 
society almost certainly contributed to this disparity. It is also possible that we 
simply do not have access to some of the thoughts and writings that may have 
been produced by those who disagreed with the pacifists.7 An argument from 
silence, however, is hollow. We must rely on the written evidence that 
remains, and it strongly suggests that the early church fathers were opposed to 
Christian participation in the military. Christians in the second and third 

3 Roland H. Bainton, Christian Attitudes toward War and Peace: A Historical 
Survey and Critical Re-evaluation (New York: Abingdon, 1960), 53. 

4 Darrell Cole, When God Says War Is Right: The Christian 's Perspective on 
When and How to Fight (Colorado Springs: WaterBrook: 2002), 8. 

5 Homus, It Is Not Lawful, 118-57, deals extensively with the historicity of 
accounts of early Christians in the military. 

6 See Helgeland et al., Christian and the Military, 56-66. 
7 Hornus, It Is Not Lawful, 14, suggests another possibility. He believes that this 

silence may be explained by the evidence that "for social and political reasons, the 
Christians were rarely confronted by the problem of military service." Hans von 
Campenhausen writes, "Till about A.D. 175 there were, as far as we can tell, no 
Christian soldiers, and, therefore, no actual question about military service arose." 
Hans von Campenhausen, Tradition and Life in the Church: Essays and Lectures in 
Church History (trans. A. V. Littledale; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1968), 162. 
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centuries "seem to have rejected military service in the Roman empire for 
theological, political, and pragmatic reasons."8 

One of the earliest extant Christian writings that addressed the issue of 
military participation was authored by Justin Martyr in the mid second cen
tury. In his First Apology and again in his Dialogue with Trypho, Justin 
implies that Christian practices of nonviolence and nonresistance are 
examples of the fulfillment of biblical prophecy. According to Justin, 
Christians are those of whom Isaiah spoke who would exchange then-
weapons of war for peaceful implements.9 This important reason for the 
Christian rejection of violence and, by implication, military participation is 
echoed more explicitly by Irenaeus, who wrote Against Heresies around 180, 
and Tertullian, who wrote An Answer to the Jews around 197. After quoting 
from Isa 2:2-3, Tertullian writes, 

Who else, therefore, are understood but we, who, fully taught by the new law, 
observe these practices? . . . For the wont of the old law was to avenge itself by 
the vengeance of the glaive, and to pluck out "eye for eye," and to inflict 
retaliatory revenge for injury. But the new law's wont was to point to clemency, 
and to convert to tranquility the pristine ferocity of "glaives" and "lances," and to 
remodel the pristine execution of "war" upon the rivals and foes of the law into 
the pacific actions of "ploughing" and "tilling" the land.... [T]he new law and 
the spiritual circumcision has shone out into the voluntary obediences of peace.10 

In each of the cases mentioned to this point, the authors were writing 
apologetically to show that their abandonment of violence and retaliation was 
evidence that they were faithful participants in God's new covenant. Military 
participation was not the central theme being discussed, but it was implicitly 
incorporated into the argument, and it seems likely in these cases that these 
authors would deny military participation if it called for violence in or out of 
combat. If these men would not fight under the banner of God, they would 
also abstain from warring under the banner of Caesar. 

These examples point to an important difference between Christians and 
non-Christians in the ways they understood their allegiance to authorities. In 
the context of Justin Martyr's earlier reference to the Christian fulfillment of 
prophecy, he wrote, 

[W]e who formerly used to murder one another do not only now refrain from 
making war upon our enemies, but also, that we may not lie nor deceive our 

8 Mark Elrod, "The Churches of Christ and the 'War Question': The Influence of 
Church Journals" (PhD diss., Vanderbilt University, 1995), 30. For a list of eight major 
Christian objections to military participation, see Adolf Harnack, Militia Christi: The 
Christian Religion and the Military in the First Three Centuries (trans. David Mclnnes 
Gracie; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1981), 65. 

9 Justin Martyr, / Apology 39; Dialogue with Trypho 110. 
10 Tertullian, An Answer to the Jews 3. Ten years later, in his Five Books against 

Marcion 3.21, Tertullian makes this same argument. (The archaisms within the quota
tions from the Ante-Nicene Fathers have been retained throughout this paper.) 
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examiners, willingly die confessing Christ. For that saying, "The tongue has 
sworn, but the mind is unsworn," might be imitated by us in this matter. But if the 
soldiers enrolled by you, who have taken the military oath prefer their allegiance 
to their own life, and parents, and country, and all kindred, though you can offer 
them nothing incorruptible, it were verily ridiculous if we, who earnestly long for 
incorruption, should not endure all things, in order to obtain what we desire from 
Him who is able to grant it11 

In Justin's view, it would be better to die than to murder, make war, or lie 
because the Christian looks forward to the promise of eternal life from God. 
The Christian is unlike the Roman soldier in perspective and worldview, but is 
similar to the Roman soldier in matters of endurance and steadfastness. The 
Christian's loyalty to Christ and his peace should be greater than the loyalty of 
the Roman soldier to the emperor, even if that meant that the Christian would 
have to die for his or her beliefs. As mentioned, there were military martyrs 
who chose to place their obedience to God above their obedience to the 
emperor even when that meant death. According to what we can glean from 
Justin, Irenaeus, and Tertullian, the early church fathers believed that the 
Christian worldview called for non-retaliation and an exchange of hostility for 
peace. 

This worldview was echoed by Athenagorus and Clement of Alexandria. 
Although neither of these men directly addressed whether Christians should 
participate in military service, they both argued for a counter-cultural ethic 
based on Jesus' Sermon on the Mount. In A Plea for the Christians, written 
around 177, Athenagoras wrote, 

[F]or we have learned, not only not to return blow for blow, nor to go to law with 
those who plunder and rob us, but to those who smite us on one side of the face to 
offer the other side also, and to those who take away our coat to give likewise our 
cloak.12 

Here Athenagoras explained to Emperor Marcus Aurelius and his son 
Commodus that Christians were people who went out of their way to maintain 
peace and were undeserving of the persecution they were enduring. 

In a quite different context, Clement of Alexandria explains that Chris
tians are to live a simple life of self-sufficiency rather than of ambition and 
accumulation of luxuries. Clement eschews the lifestyle associated with those 
who participate in war and writes, "For it is not in war, but in peace, that we 
are trained. War needs great preparation, and luxury craves profusion; but 
peace and love, simple and quiet sisters, require no arms nor excessive 
preparation. The Word is their sustenance."13 We find here another example of 
the way war was discussed in the mid to late second century by Christian 
authors. They did not usually attack military participation or warfare directly; 
rather, their objections to war were generally implied. Because military 

11 Justin Martyr, / Apology 39. 
12 Athenagoras, A Plea for the Christians 1. 
13 Clement of Alexandria, The Instructor 1.12. 
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participation is not the primary issue in these texts, we must use them with 
caution when investigating the early Christian attitude toward war. It is impor
tant that we deal honestly with the writings of these early Fathers and not do 
violence to their texts through eisegetic readings.14 

Louis J. Swift, a modern author who deals fairly with the patristic texts, 
says that Tertullian "is the first Church writer to wrestle with the issue of 
military service in a concrete way. . . . It is fair to say that he is the first 
articulate spokesman for pacifism in the Christian Church."15 Swift's point is 
important since, as mentioned earlier, Tertullian wrote his Apology around 
197. From this point through the end of the third century, Christian writers 
acknowledge that there are Christians in the Roman military, and their 
objections become more focused and direct. In addition to Tertulliano 
argument regarding the Christian fulfillment of OT prophecies of peace, his 
writings contain strong arguments against Christian participation in the 
military on the basis of ethics found in the Sermon on the Mount, idolatrous 
practices of the military, Jesus' disarming of Peter in the garden of 
Gethsemane, and a concern about unintended consequences of warfare. 

Based on his applications, it appears that Tertullian interprets Jesus' 
teachings about loving your enemies and turning the other cheek to be literal 
commands that prohibit acts of violence and retribution in the life of 
Christians. In Apology 37 he argues that the Roman authorities should 
recognize their debt to Christians for being friendly to the empire. He says 
that Christians are numerous and their beneficence toward the empire should 
gain for them a more favorable treatment. If the Christians were a murderous, 
vengeful people, the Romans in power would be in real trouble. As it is, 
however, Tertullian writes, 

If we are enjoined, then, to love our enemies . . . whom have we to hate? If 
injured, we ourselves are forbidden to retaliate, lest we become as bad ourselves. 
Who can suffer injury at our hands? . . . For what wars should we not be fit, not 
eager, even with unequal forces, we who so willingly yield ourselves to the 
sword, if in our religion it were not counted better to be slain than to slay?16 

This is an awkward argument if Tertullian is anything other than a pacifist 
whose practices are informed by his theology. 

14 Some modem authors writing from a pacifist perspective have overstated the 
evidence from the writings of Athenagoras and Clement of Alexandria. For example, 
see Bainton, 72, who sees in these late second century sources "a number of more or 
less explicit condemnations of military service." See also C. John Cadoux, The Early 
Christian Attitude toward War: A Contribution to the History of Christian Ethics 
(London: Headley Bros., 1919), 50. 

15 Louis J. Swift, The Early Fathers on War and Military Service (Wilmington, 
DE: Michael Glazier, 1983), 38. David Hunter is correct in his assessment that, unlike 
the writings of most authors in this field, "Swift's work shows no trace of a polemical 
intent." See Hunter, "A Decade of Research," 91. 

16 Tertullian, Apology 37. 
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In his work On Idolatry, Tertullian gives his most famous retort to those 
who claim there are biblical examples that seem to allow God's people to 
fight. Tertulliano response is an interesting piece of evidence for many 
reasons. It shows that some of his arguments are polemical; he is responding 
to and answering challenges from people who are not pacifists. Tertullian, in 
this example, is directly addressing the questions of whether a Christian can 
enter the military or whether someone already in the military can become a 
Christian. His answer is not as direct as the question, but the implications of 
his answer strongly attest to his belief that the Christian life and military life 
are wholly incompatible: 

There is no agreement between the divine and the human sacrament, the standard 
of Christ and the standard of the devil, the camp of light and the camp of 
darkness. One soul cannot be due to two masters—God and Caesar.... But how 
will a Christian man war, nay, how will he serve even in peace, without a sword, 
which the Lord has taken away? For albeit soldiers had come unto John, and had 
received the formula of their rule; albeit, likewise, a centurion had believed; still 
the Lord afterward, in disarming Peter, unbelted every soldier. No dress is lawful 
among us if assigned to any unlawful action.17 

It is significant that in this text, Tertullian relies on both the teachings and 
actions of Christ, and he believes that they are instilled with instruction that 
remain normative for all Christians. 

We find similar but expanded reasoning from Tertullian in a document 
written in 211, The Chaplet: 

I think we must first inquire whether warfare is proper at all for Christians. What 
sense is there in discussing the merely accidental, when that on which it rests is to 
be condemned? Do we believe it lawful for a human to be superadded to one 
divine, for a man to come under promise to another master after Christ, and to 
abjure father, mother, and all nearest kinsfolk, whom even the law has com
manded us to honour and love next to God Himself, to whom the gospel, too, 
holding them only of less account than Christ, has in like manner rendered 
honour? Shall it be held lawful to make an occupation of the sword, when the 
Lord proclaims that he who uses the sword shall perish by the sword? And shall 
the son of peace take part in the battle when it does not become him even to sue at 
law? And shall he apply the chain, and the prison, and the torture, and the 
punishment, who is not the avenger even of his own wrongs?18 

This section comes in the midst of a discussion on why it is not proper for 
Christians to wear the military crown, or laurel wreath. It consists of another 
collection of both theological and pragmatic reasons that Christians should not 
be engaged in military participation. Many modern authors have found in 
these arguments a heavy emphasis against the paganism and idolatry associ
ated with the Roman military. 

17 Tertullian, On Idolatry 19. 
18 Tertullian, The Chaplet 11. 
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The evidence makes clear that Tertullian was adamantly opposed to the 
paganism of the military. Some authors, however, go too far by claiming that a 
reaction against paganism was Tertulliano primary reason for arguing against 
a Christian presence in the military.19 A thorough reading of Tertullian and 
attention to the contexts of his comments supports the argument that 
Tertulliano rejection of military service for Christians was based on numerous 
theological, ethical, and pragmatic reasons. 

If Christians chose to participate in the Roman military, they knew that 
they might be called upon to kill the enemies of Rome in combat. If they were 
fighting against pagans who were threatening the peace and security of lands 
potentially inhabited by Roman Christians, they might make the argument that 
their fighting—even the killing of the enemy—was justified. Tertullian, how
ever, attempts to outflank this argument with a sobering reminder of the 
potentially unintended consequences of war: "Is the laurel of the triumph 
made of leaves, or of corpses? Is it adorned with ribbons, or with tombs? Is it 
bedewed with ointments, or with the tears of wives and mothers? It may be of 
some Christians too; for Christ is also among the barbarians."20 

For those who do not interpret the ethical instructions of the Sermon on 
the Mount literally with reference to their enemies, Tertullian's assertion that 
they may be fighting against brothers in Christ becomes a serious point to 
consider. All this evidence in Tertulliano writings would lead to his convic
tion if we were to place Tertullian on trial for his alleged pacifistic leanings. 
This is not the same thing as saying that Tertullian believed that everyone 
must be a pacifist; different standards might apply for Christians and non-
Christians. Concessions would also have to be made for those who were 
already in the military before their conversions.21 

Hippolytus argued that Christians who were already in the military must 
refuse military actions that were not fit for a Christian. These actions included 
executing people, taking the military oath, and wearing the symbols of 
paganism. While Hippolytus did not mention the pagan sacrifices that military 
officers were sometimes required to offer, it can be safely assumed that he 
would have objected to those as well. It was not, however, impossible for a 
soldier to become a Christian and remain a soldier, it was completely 
improper for a Christian to enter the military: "If a catechumen or a baptized 
Christian wishes to become a soldier, let him be cast out. For he has despised 
God."22 This quotation offers evidence of the seriousness of the issue for some 

19 For examples of this overstated view, see Helgeland et al., Christian and the 
Military,23-25; and Robert J. Daly, "The Early Christian Tradition on Peace and 
Conflict Resolution," in Blessed Are the Peacemakers: Biblical Perspectives on Peace 
and Its Social Foundations (ed. Anthony J. Tambasco; New York: Paulist, 1989), 141. 

20 Tertullian, The Chaplet 12. 
21 For a helpful discussion of this issue, see Swift, The Early Fathers on War, 4 5 -

47. 
22 Hippolytus, Apostolic Tradition 19. 
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early Christians while showing that many mitigating factors became elements 
of the discussion.23 

Clement of Alexandria suggested that people should fulfill their God-
given purposes in life. Whatever their role, they should perform their duties in 
ways that honor God. Tertullian would likely have argued that a Christian 
could not perform military duties in a way that honored God; however, 
Clement seems to come short of such a claim. The following statement must 
be understood in context: 

Practice husbandry, we say, if you are a husbandman; but while you till your 
fields, know God. Sail the sea, you who are devoted to navigation, yet call the 
whilst on the heavenly Pilot. Has knowledge taken hold of you while engaged in 
military service? Listen to the commander, who orders what is right.24 

In the larger context, Clement is arguing against idolatry and for the piety for 
which God has created humanity. His examples are interesting because he 
seems to parallel military service with the benign professions of farming and 
sailing. He does not say that the soldier should change occupations. It is 
difficult, however, to build a case on opaque evidence such as this. The 
context is not about warfare, and the use of a military example is not 
uncommon in the early Fathers. What that says about their views of Chris
tians' participation in the military is a matter of conjecture. 

Origen, a pupil of Clement, seems to imply that there is a place for the 
existence of armies who fight for the empire, but that place is not appropriate 
for Christians. According to Origen's Against Celsus, Celsus has accused the 
Christians of avoiding their duty to the empire. Origen's interaction with that 
charge is illuminating: 

In the next place, Celsus urges us "to help the king with all our might, and to 
labour with him in the maintenance of justice, to fight for him; and if he requires 
it, to fight under him, or lead an army along with him." To this our answer is, that 
we do, when occasion requires, give help to kings, and that, so to say, a divine 
help, "putting on the whole armour of God." And this we do in obedience to the 
injunction of the apostle, "I exhort, therefore, that first of all, supplications, 
prayers, intercessions, and giving of thanks, be made for ail men; for kings, and 
for all that are in authority;" and the more any one excels in piety, the more 
effective help does he render to kings, even more than is given by soldiers, who 
go forth to fight and slay as many of the enemy as they can. And to those enemies 
of our faith who require us to bear arms for the commonwealth, and to slay men, 
we can reply: "Do not those who are priests at certain shrines, and those who 
attend on certain gods, as you account them, keep their hands free from blood, 
that they may with hands unstained and free from human blood offer the 

Helgeland et al., Christian and the Military, 36-37, argues that this small 
section in Hippolytus is not enough for interpreters to argue that Hippolytus was a 
pacifist, especially since there is no condemnation of killing in combat. Helgeland 
believes that Hipplytus is opposed to Christians' serving in the military strictly because 
of immorality and idolatry. 

24 Clement of Alexandria, Exhortation to the Heathen 10. 
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appointed sacrifices to your gods; and even when war is upon you, you never 
enlist the priests in the army. If that, then, is a laudable custom, how much more 
so, that while others are engaged in battle, these too should engage as the priests 
and ministers of God, keeping their hands pure, and wrestling in prayers to God 
on behalf of those who are fighting in a righteous cause, and for the king who 
reigns righteously, that whatever is opposed to those who act righteously may be 
destroyed!" And as we by our prayers vanquish all demons who stir up war, and 
lead to the violation of oaths, and disturb the peace, we in this way are much more 
helpful to the kings than those who go into the field to fight for them. . . . And 
none fight better for the king than we do. We do not indeed fight under him, 
although he require it; but we fight on his behalf, forming a special army—an 
army of piety—by offering our prayers to God,25 

A definite double standard appears here. According to Origen, who wrote this 
treatise around 248, Christians cannot fight. There is, however, an implied 
acknowledgement that some wars are just and some warriors are righteous.26 

Darrell Cole, a proponent of the doctrine of just war, correctly says that Origen 
was not a pure pacifist: "[Origen] opposed military service for Christians, but 
he did not oppose war, and he suggested the acceptance of the just war. He did 
not reject violence but put it in the hands of others; whatever force was 
needed for order and protection could be provided by Rome.27 Origen does 
not deny the practical importance that an empire defend its borders and pro
tect its citizens, yet the pragmatics of warfare do not outweigh the theological 
and ethical imperatives of peace that all Christians must obey. This is a critical 
element of the war question in the early centuries of Christianity. 

Origen believed that Christians owed their citizenship first to God's 
kingdom. While that did not mean that Christians were freed from respon
sibilities to the temporal empire, it did mean that God's people worked for 
God's will according to God's principles and in God's ways. Later in Against 
Celsus, Origen attests that there are practical and ethical reasons for Christians 
to avoid military participation: 

Celsus also urges us to "take office in the government of the country, if that is 
required for the maintenance of the laws and the support of religion." But we 
recognise in each state the existence of another national organization, founded by 
the Word of God, and we exhort those who are mighty in word and of blameless 
life to rule over Churches. . . . And it is not for the purpose of escaping public 
duties that Christians decline public offices, but that they may reserve themselves 
for a diviner and more necessary service in the Church of God—for the salvation 
of men. And this service is at once necessary and right.28 

Christian duties and responsibilities are not commensurate with the duties 
of the state, and allegiance to earthly governments is not equivalent to allegiance 

25 Origen, Against Celsus 8.73. 
26 Swift, The Early Fathers on War, 55-56, suggests that Origen had already 

alluded to the possibility of just wars in Against Celsus 4.82. 
27 Cole, When God Says War Is Right, 12. 
28 Origen, Against Celsus 8.75. 
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to God. For Origen, the salvation of humankind is a priority for Christians. 
Christians choose to save rather than kill because their service is according to 
the directives of God. Said service is, in addition, a great value to the state. 

Even though Origen, like Tertullian and others before him, argued that 
there were practical and ethical reasons for Christians to avoid military parti
cipation, they were challenged with trying to explain away the examples of 
Jewish total war in the OT. Origen responded to this issue by arguing that God 
gave the Jews a nation and land along with the responsibility to keep and 
defend it. The gospel of Christ, however, overthrew the old way along with 
the destruction of the Jewish state and system. Since Christians did not com
prise a particular nation, Origen argued that there was no longer a reason for 
God's people to make use of military power. While this argument may have 
swayed some minds when Against Celsus was written in the mid third century, 
it would lose its efficacy by the time of Constantine.29 

Constantine became emperor of Rome in 306 and attributed his great 
victory over Maxentius at the Milvian Bridge in 312 to divine aid. In 
approximately this same span of years, Lactantius was writing his Divine 
Institutes, in which he vigorously decried all forms of violence. In the context 
of condemning the gladiatorial games, he wrote: 

It is not therefore befitting that those who strive to keep to the path of justice 
should be companions and sharers in this public homicide. For when God forbids 
us to kill, He not only prohibits us from open violence, which is not even allowed 
by the public laws, but He warns us against the commission of those things which 
are esteemed lawful among men. Thus it will be neither lawful for a just man to 
engage in warfare, since his warfare is justice itself, nor to accuse any one of a 
capital charge, because it makes no difference whether you put a man to death by 
word, or rather by the sword, since it is the act of putting to death itself which is 
prohibited. Therefore, with regard to this precept of God, there ought to be no 
exception at all; but that it is always unlawful to put to death a man, whom God 
willed to be a sacred animal.30 

This is as pacifistic as anything we find written by Christians in the two cen
turies leading to the reign of Constantine. His arguments are not always based 
on Scripture; indeed, they often sound more like Roman philosophical 
treatises. Virtue, justice, and piety are very important to Lactantius. He writes, 
"For how can a man be just who injures, who hates, who despoils, who puts to 
death? And they who strive to be serviceable to their country do all these 
things."31 Lactantius argues that virtue cannot be maintained by those in the 

Ibid., 3.8, 5.33, 7.26. For a more detailed explanation of Origen's interaction 
with this issue, see Swift, 57-60. For a helpful description of how Origen's allegorical 
interpretation of Scripture impacted his view of military participation, see Lisa Sowie 
Canili, Love Your Enemies: Discipleship, Pacifism, and Just War Theory, (Minne
apolis: Fortress, 1994), 48-54. 

30 Lactantius, Divine Institutes 6.20. 
31 Ibid., 6.6. 
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military because their actions are unjust and without virtue. The military, 
therefore, is no place for a believer in the one true God. 

Lactantius's views seem to have changed drastically in later years.32 Not 
only does Lactantius praise Constantine, his victories, and his military prow
ess in later works, but he also became the tutor of Crispus, Contantine's oldest 
son, around 317.33 It is remarkable that "the last great pacifist Church Father 
in the pre-Constantinian era of the Church" would undergo a transformation 
that would "lead him past the justifiable war trajectory to the edge of the holy 
war position, so enamored was he of St. Constantine and his conquests for 
Christ."34 

We can see in these church fathers some tension between their theology 
of war and the pragmatic issues enveloped in the discussion. As mentioned 
earlier, there were Christians in the military by the late second century. The 
story of Marcus Aurelius' thundering legion, comprised largely of Christians, 
is attested by Christian and pagan authors. According to the story as told by 
Eusebius, in 173 the Legio XII Fulminata was saved in battle by the prayers of 
its Christian soldiers.35 Whether the entire legion was comprised of Christians 
is unimportant. The assertion that some were Christians is enough to provide, 
at minimum, the latest early date for Christian participation in the Roman 
military. By the early fourth century, we find that Rome has an emperor who 
fights his wars in the name of Christ. 

In spite of these practices of some Christians, we find numerous Christian 
authors in the second, third, and early fourth centuries arguing in chorus 
against Christian participation in the military for a variety of reasons. The 
pagan rituals and general immorality of the Roman military was an important 
concern. An interpretation of the NT that decried all greed, violence, and 
vengeance was another central factor in the Christian rejection of military 
participation. So, too, was the idea that Christians are citizens of a new spiri
tual kingdom whose devotion is to God rather than the emperor. When we 
look at all the evidence that is available, we can only say that the Christian 
authors who wrote about warfare were opposed to Christian participation in 
nearly every case. Not all of the reasons for objection in the first few centuries 
apply today, however. Different contexts may call for different conclusions 
regarding military participation. 

According to Everett Ferguson, the theologians of the first few centuries 
based their writings on the belief that military participation, for a variety of 

For discussion and examples of Lactantius's evolving attitude toward warfare, 
see Swift, The Early Fathers on War, 65-68. 

33 Michael P. McHugh, "Lactantius," in Encyclopedia of Early Christianity (2d 
ed., ed. Everett Ferguson; New York: Garland, 1998), 660. 

34 Alexander F. C. Webster, The Pacifist Option: The Moral Argument against 
War in Eastern Orthodox Moral Theology (San Francisco: International Scholars 
Publications, 1998), 156. 

35 Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 5.5. See a good summary of the historicity of 
this story in Helgeland et al., Christian and the Military, 3.1-34. 
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reasons, was contrary to Jesus' teachings; however, "The ones who did serve 
tended to be the ones confronted with the concrete issue, and they decided on 
pragmatic rather than theoretical grounds what should be done."36 As is true 
with most doctrines, however, there were a few exceptions brought about by 
the realities of life in the Roman Empire. We find that the issue of Christian 
involvement in the military prior to Constantine was much like the issue of 
divorce in churches today. Most people agree on an ethical ideal, but once 
human fallibility engages that ideal, the resultant divergence of practice is to 
be expected. Theology, ethics, and pragmatic actions were not always in 
harmony in the lives of the early Christians, and they often reverberate in 
warring chords today. 

3 Everett Ferguson, Early Christians Speak: Faith and Life in the First Three 
Centuries (3d ed.: Abilene: ACU Press, 1999), 222. 
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