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Why I Witness to Christ’s Lordship in War Tax Resistance

September, 2005

Willard M. Swartley, Prof. Emeritus of New Testament, Associated Mennonite Biblical Seminary

1. Scripture’s Sixth Commandment, You shall not kill, means that it is God’s prerogative to take life, not ours.  As a disciple of Jesus Christ, I cannot kill or approve killing one for whom Christ died.

Wilma Bailey’s forthcoming book, “You Shall Not Kill”or “You Shall not Murder: The Assault on a Biblical Text” (Liturgical Press, 2005) contends rightly that the Hebrew word here (tatsoah) more likely means kill, not murder. Her conclusion is based on a contextual study of the thirteen uses of the word in OT.  The change, from the RSV kill to murder in the NRSV is unwarranted.

2. OT prophets, beginning with Moses, called for trust in the Lord as the true and adequate defense.  They criticized the build-up and use of military power.

-see Isaiah 2, which begins with “beating swords into plowshares.” The chapter later condemns Israel for the nation’s idolatries in running after other gods and for reliance on military might.  For these, judgment will come.

3. OT examples of those who refused to obey orders of kings are:

i. the Hebrew midwives:  Shiprah and Puah (Exod. 1:5-22)

ii. Moses’s mother and Pharaoh’s daughter (Exod. 2:10)

iii. Daniel and Esther (see books of that name)

iv. Jeremiah, in speaking against the king’s policies, and counseling subjection to God’s imminent judgment through enemy invasion.

4. Jesus commanded, “Love your enemies, pray for those who persecute you.”  Also, he said, “Blessed are the peacemakers.”  Both are linked to being “children of God.”  Peacemaking is thus the identity mark of God’s children.

5. Jesus taught, “Give to Caesar’s what is his, and give to God what is God’s.”  The two are not equal.  God’s due stands above, and prior to Caesar’s.

-see argument of longer paper, as time allows (MCC Peace Packet)

6. Jesus, even as king, repudiated domination over others, refused use of the sword for self-protection, and chose the way of the cross.  We are called in the NT to imitate Jesus in this regard.

7. Both Daniel’s and the Apostle’s testimony concur with this model, “We ought to obey God rather than human authority” (Acts 5:29)

8. The NT Epistles speak of God as “God of Peace” eight times.  Nowhere in the NT is God designated “God of war.”  This bold innovation from Paul’s writings is most significant.  The point has been overlooked in most textbooks on NT Theology and NT Ethics.  My forthcoming book from Eerdmans, Jesus, Covenant of Peace, seeks to correct this.

9. The church, composed of former enemy peoples, is now at peace in one Christ-body.  This peace-union, God’s new creation in Christ Jesus, manifests to the principalities and powers the manifold wisdom of God (Eph. 3:9-10).

10. Jesus’ Lordship extends over both the church and the powers (Col. 2:10, 15).  

The NT witnesses to three different stances toward government.  


See Diagram A, below, showing these three strands:  What I call “negative” Walter Pilgrim (in Uneasy Neighbors: Church and State in the New Testament; Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1999) refers to as “Critical Distancing;” and what I call “Positive” he refers to as “Loyalty Traditions.”  He speaks of another view:  resistance and patient endurance as in 1 Peter and Revelation.  Since he is focusing on “types of response” he does not address what I call the “Normative View” of the Powers.  Romans 13:1-7 is the most widely known text and belongs to Swartley’s “Positive” view or Pilgrim’s “Loyalty Tradition.” It tells us to be subordinate to the governing powers, and to pay taxes that are due (both “poll” and “commission” in v. 7).  The context of this text is Romans 12–13, which sets forth eight qualifying criteria for Christian conduct.  These criteria bear on the enduring meaning of Romans 13:1-7 for Christian believers  

1. Do not be conformed to this world (i.e., the evils of the world), but present your body as a living sacrifice, not to the nation, but to God (12:1-2).

2. Repay no one evil for evil (12:17).

3. If possible, in so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all people (12:18).

4. Never avenge yourselves, but leave it to God’s wrath, for vengeance is mine, says the Lord (12:19).

5. If your enemy is hungry, feed him/her; if thirsty, give them drink (12:20).

6. Do not be overcome with evil, but overcome evil with good (12:21).

7. Then note that in 13:1-7 the authorities serve in God’s “wrath dept.”  They are God’s servants when (v. 6 participle proskarterountes) they attend to this very thing, i.e., approving the good and punishing the evil.  This puts a qualifier on what it is they are to do, implying also they are not to do the opposite.

8. Owe no one anything except love.

These qualifying criteria guide us in our discernment of response to 13:7, the payment of taxes.  When taxes are used so massively for military build-up and war, our complicity in ready payment violates these criteria and also the basic ten points above.  

Further, the USA military domination and targeted wars in several countries have a negative effect on the church’s international identity as a peace-body, as well as on all Christian mission presence and witness.  A key issue is:  will support for an ever-expanding military budget or some type of war tax resistance serve better Christ’s gospel, God’s kingdom, and show love for all people?

Personal Response to the Issue

In an effort to follow the ten basic moral principles of Scripture and the eight qualifying criteria in Romans 12-13, Mary and I have engaged in tax resistance over the years, since the Vietnam war days.

We have in many years redirected about one-third of our annual tax as a means to witness against the government’s use of tax money for exorbitant military budgets. Our aim is to witness to the gospel’s call to peace, to trust in God, to express concern for the poor, love for the enemy, and to point toward the model of Jesus Christ. 

While in the most recent years we have been tax free, in earlier years when Mary and I had greater income and tax to pay, we’ve written two checks along with letters to Internal Revenue Service, our representative and senators, the House Ways and Means Committee, and in earlier years to my telephone company regarding the telephone tax, to express our position and the peace church’s concern on this matter. 

In paying the FIT tax, we have often, but not always, made a second check payable to Public Health Service (formerly Health, Education, and Welfare) and ask IRS to forward it to PHS in the enclosed addressed and stamped envelope. Responses have been courteous, but firm in the requirement to pay. Two times in the 1980s the second check (to PHS) was actually sent on to a specific public health organization.  One Monday morning we received a phone call from St. Elizabeth’s Hospital in Bethesda, MD.  The woman calling us thanked us for our generous contribution to the Hospital, and informed us they were using it to improve services for their senior longer term residents in the hospital.  However, several years later IRS levied our bank account and collected the amount sent to PHS for at least one of the two times the check was sent to PHS. Thus, in principle, they did not accept the earlier PHS check as a bona fide IRS payment.  In most years, earlier and more recently, IRS simply endorses and cashes both checks. 

Our hope and prayer is that the witness given through the letters and phone conversations accompanying such action have spoken a word faithful to the gospel and sensitized others to kingdom values and the gospel’s critique of national priorities.

We welcome Christian discernment and counsel to test this way of Christian faithful response to God’s peace for humans.

Diagram A.  Three NT Views of the Powers

NEGATIVE

Matt. 4:8-10 (Luke 4:6-8):  SATAN OVER KINGDOMS

Eph. 6:11-12:  WORLD RULERS OF PRESENT DARKNESS

Rev. 13:  "BEAST," SERVANT OF THE DRAGON (12:9)

1 Cor. 2:6-8:  RULERS IGNORANT OF JESUS

1 Cor. 6:4:  LEAST ESTEEMED BY THE CHURCH

Mark 10:42: RULER OF THIS WORLD "LORD IT OVER"

Luke 13:1-3:  (PILATE'’S MASSACRE)

Luke 13:31-33 HEROD--FOX

MARK 13:9-13: PERSECUTION OF CHRISTIANS, MARTYRDOM OF APOSTLES

POSITIVE
Romans 13:1-7: ORDAINED-ORDERED BY GOD; SERVANT OF GOD'S WRATH, REWARD GOOD, PUNISH EVIL

1 Tim. 2:1-4:  PRAYER FOR KINGS, PEACE ABOUND, ENABLE GOSPEL TO SPREAD

Titus 3:1: BE SUBMISSIVE, OBEDIENT FOR GOOD WORK

1 Peter 2:13-17: BE SUBJECT TO AND HONOR EMPEROR. IN ALL ABOVE, CHRISTIANS ARE TO BE SUBJECT TO THE AUTHORITIES.   FURTHER, ROMAN LAW IS FRIEND TO PAUL (Acts 18:12-17; 22:22-29; 25:23-27; 26:32)

NORMATIVE
Col. 2:15:  GOD IN JESUS DISARMED, MADE PUBLIC DISPLAY OF, TRIUMPHED OVER THE POWERS

Eph. 1:19-23: BY RESURRECTION POWER JESUS REIGNS OVER ALL RULE, AUTHORITY, POWER, AND DOMINION

Eph. 3:10:  CHURCH WITNESSES TO THE POWERS 

1 Peter 3:22:  POWERS UNDER FEET OF EXALTED JESUS

1 Cor. 15:24-26: POWERS RENDERED POWERLESS 

Romans 8:35-39:  NO POWER CAN SEPARATE US FROM GOD’S LOVE IN JESUS CHRIST

Eph. 6:12-18: BELIEVERS’ WARFARE IS AGAINST THE POWERS

Col. 2:10: CHRIST IS HEAD OVER ALL RULE, AUTHORITY

