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Gordon L. Heath. Christians, the State, and War: An Ancient Tradition for 
the Modern World. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2022.

Is pacifism or the Just War tradition the more faithful Christian response to 
the challenge of living in a fallen world? In Christians, the State, and War: 
An Ancient Tradition for the Modern World, Gordon L. Heath rejects this 
binary, pointing instead to what he calls an “often-overlooked uniform tradi-
tion of the early church on matters related to the state and its use of violence.” 
Heath suggests that this ancient tradition provides a standard against which 
subsequent Christian responses to state violence should be appraised. “The 
best of the church’s response to violence has been shaped by a faithfulness to 
that early tradition,” he contends, “and the worst of the church’s conduct has 
been when Christians departed from it” (5). This ancient consensus is thus 
presented as a way forward that should shape Christian views on the ethics 
of war and peace today. 

The early Christian consensus proposed by Heath is comprised of five 
interrelated convictions about which, he claims, “there was complete una-
nimity in the early church” (4): 

o	 The state is God-ordained to use the sword for justice
o	 Supreme loyalty is to Jesus, not Caesar
o	 All human life is valuable
o	 Creation is fallen, but not forever
o	 Christians are to engage the state to ensure a just use of the sword

 
Each of the five points are briefly discussed in chapter two. Chapters three to 
seven trace the influence of each point and of the consensus in turn, demon-
strating how Christians in different times and places followed—or departed 
from—this early Christian tradition. Instances where Christians were com-
plicit in abuses of state violence are attributed to its straying from the wis-
dom of the early tradition. In the eighth and concluding chapter, Heath reit-
erates his plea that Christians “stop doubling-down on one side or the other 
of a supposed pacifist-just war binary and start thinking about the issue of 
violence by first being faithful to that early theological consensus” (209–10). 

At the outset of chapter two, Heath writes, “the argument of this book 
rises or falls on the reality of a common tradition in the early church on 
matters related to the church, the state, and the sword” (21). By insisting 
that this common tradition was held “everywhere, always, and by all” Heath 
sets a precipitously high evidentiary bar for his thesis that he cannot clear. 
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While he acknowledges that “there are issues related to primary sources,” 
Heath does not seem to fully appreciate the magnitude of the challenge they 
pose. Briefly stated, the literature that survives from the first three centuries 
of Christianity cannot be taken as representative of the views of all early 
Christians. The skills required to produce literary texts were available only to 
a small proportion of the overall Christian population drawn from the social 
elite. Of the texts that were written, only those that were deemed worthy of 
being kept and copied by Christians in later centuries have survived to the 
present day. Texts that were judged heretical by later church authorities were 
at times intentionally suppressed; many more were lost due to lack of interest 
in their preservation. The upshot is that it is not possible to determine what 
was believed “everywhere, always, and by all” early Christians based on the 
corpus of texts that survive from the “Church Fathers.” The evidence simply 
cannot bear the weight of Heath’s thesis.

Even on the basis of the extant literature, which Heath consults only in 
English translation, his claims raise problems. No attempt is made to sys-
tematically survey the surviving works of the “Church Fathers” regarding 
the state and its violence. Rather, for each of the five points of his consensus, 
Heath cites only a handful of short quotations. His interpretation of these 
decontextualized texts is frequently questionable. For example, Heath claims 
as a fifth point of his consensus that “Christians are to engage the state to 
ensure a just use of the sword.” But the texts he cites in support of this claim, 
Justin Martyr’s First Apology and Tertullian’s Ad Scapulam and Apologeticus, 
are not pleas for justice in general but specific appeals that Christians be 
spared imperial punishment. Similarly, none of the texts Heath cites clearly 
articulate his third point of consensus, the principle that “all human life is 
valuable,” a sentiment which he leaves under-defined. This is a problem be-
cause one characteristic idea of early Christian writings is the conviction 
that the eternal life that awaits the Christian after physical death is of more 
value than the life lived in the earthly body. The devaluation of temporal 
human life vis-à-vis eternal life is frequently reiterated in early Christian 
writings, it was remarked upon by outside observers.1 Tertullian records 
the Roman proconsul C. Arrius Antoninus’s exasperation at Christians who 
voluntarily surrendered themselves with the goal of being executed, com-
plaining, “You wretches, if you want to die, you have cliffs to leap from and 
ropes to hang by.”2 This willingness to sacrifice temporal life in exchange 
for eternal rewards reverberates throughout Christian history, motivating 

1  See Origen’s Exhortation to Martyrdom for a treatise-length example.
2  Tertullian, Ad Scapulam, 5.
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both praiseworthy resistance to oppressive state power and the catastrophic 
abuses of the Crusades, the Inquisition, and colonialism. Heath’s claim that 
“the best of the church’s response to issues of violence were when it remained 
faithful to the early church consensus, and the worst was when it drifted far 
afield from it” seems to blind him to the possibility that widely held ancient 
Christian convictions can induce both laudable responses to injustice and 
egregious harms (41). 

In Christians, the State, and War, Heath argues that the Church Fathers 
articulated an approach to state violence that Christians should emulate to-
day. One of Heath’s most frequent claims is that Christians historically have 
affirmed the state’s right to use “the sword” for the purpose of justice. Heath 
does not clearly say what he interprets “the sword” to mean, but he seems to 
understand the term as a euphemism for the state’s power to kill legitimately 
in war. In the early Christian context, however, “the sword” more clearly 
refers to the literal weapon used to inflict corporal punishment, including 
execution. I concur with Heath that, for most of Christian history, most 
Christians—even before Constantine—accepted the legitimacy of capital 
punishment.3 But today it is condemned by both the Vatican and the World 
Council of Churches. Is this an example of Christians “drifting far afield” 
from the early Church consensus? Ought Christians to support a return to 
corporal punishment? Or might it be an advance on early Christian ethics 
that we now reject the use of the sword for deterrence and correction, advo-
cating that the state not use “the sword for justice” but find nonviolent means 
to address the root causes of crime and conflict? 

Jennifer Otto, Assistant Professor of Religious Studies, University of Leth-
bridge, Lethbridge, Alberta.

3  For a sermon illustration that takes for granted the necessity of capital punishment, see 
Origen, Homily on Jeremiah, 12.5.1–3.


