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Sermon Notes  
St Mark's Anglican Church  

South Hurstville 

22nd Sunday after Pentecost 

13 November 2011 

Preacher 

Dr Douglas Golding 

Readings:  Judges 4.1-10;  Psalm 123;  I Thessalonians 5.1-11;  Matthew 25. 14-30 
 

Remembrance Sunday 
 
Today, on Remembrance Sunday, we look back to an event which happened before any of us were 
born, the armistice which ended the fighting in the Great War of 1914-1818, the war which many 
people on both sides hoped and prayed would be the war to end all wars.   
 
At five o’clock in the morning of the 11th day of the 11th month in 1918, German leaders signed an 
armistice agreement with the Allies in a railway carriage outside Compiégne in France.   At 11 
o’clock the guns fell silent on most fronts, and the world was at peace, for a time.   
 
The war had cost the lives of nine million soldiers, 21 million more were wounded.   As well, at 
least five million civilians died from disease, starvation, or exposure because of the war.    
 
The war was the most costly in Australian history, 60 000 of our soldiers were killed and 156,000 
were wounded, gassed, or taken prisoner.   Just figures for most people, unless one of your own 
family was killed or wounded. Then it became a personal tragedy. 
 
In all the combatant countries, most Christians supported the war.  They believed they were fighting 
for the right. They believed God was on their side.  In some countries, those who did not support the 
war were deported or jailed.    The German soldier who killed my grandfather in the battle for 
Moquet Farm on the Somme in 1916 would have had buttons on his uniform that said GOTT MIT 
UNS – God is with us.   
 
And the war memorials around this country and in New Zealand and Britain and Canada and India 
and so many other combatant countries proudly list the names of those who died during the Great 
War, proclaiming that they died for ‘God, King and Empire’. 
 
Bob Dylan wrote one of his powerful songs about war – God’s on our side.  Here are two of the 
verses (they are in  Connections on page ...) 
 
Oh my name it is nothin' 
My age it means less 
The country I come from 
Is called the Midwest 
I's taught and brought up there 
The laws to abide 
And the land that I live in 
Has God on its side. 
 
The First World War, boys 
It came and it went 
The reason for fighting 
I never did get 
But I learned to accept it 
Accept it with pride 
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For you don't count the dead 
When God's on your side. 
 
You don’t count the dead, when God’s on your side. 
 
Most religious traditions have conflicting teachings about war.  The first council of the Christian 
church in Jerusalem, which is recorded in the book of Acts, apparently said nothing about a 
Christian response to war, and many later statements are simply in tune with the prevailing 
sentiment of the time.   
 
So, in the 19th C, during the build-up of the British empire, Christianity, too, became imperialistic, 
Christians sang about soldiers of the Cross, as we did this morning and Onward Christian Soldiers 
became the marching song of the newly-formed Salvation Army.   
 
This hymn was originally written by a gentle English vicar for the children in his congregation to 
sing as they walked from village to village.  We heard it again during the last war, in the closing 
credits of that great propaganda movie, Mrs Miniver.  And it is in the soundtrack of many later war 
movies, including not-so-serious ones like M *A* S* H and The Russians are Coming. 
 
Some believers are pacifists.   Killing is always wrong, even in self-defence.  War is contrary to the 
will of God.  It is the peace-makers who are blessed, not the war-mongers.   Most of the early 
Church fathers were pacifists. 
 
At the other extreme are the believers who preach holy war ...God commands us to fight those who 
do not accept our religion and those who are a threat to those who do.  So we had the Crusades, and 
we had 9-11.   
 
Most believers, if they think about the issue at all, will accept taking part in a ‘Just War':  some 
wars are right because there is no alternative, we must fight, for the sake of justice and human 
rights, but we must fight according to just rules.  This became the majority view of the Church after 
Christianity became the State religion of the Roman Empire.  It is the majority view in the 
Scriptures of Christianity and Islam.  Judaism is more problematic.   
 
Christians who oppose war and Christians who support a just war can both find a text or two to 
support  their position, especially if they take the text out of context.   
 
So, I am against war under any circumstances.  Remember, Jesus said   all who draw the sword will 
die by the sword.   Sounds conclusive, but read the text in context, in Matthew chapter 26.  Scholars 
tell us that Jesus was quoting a well-known proverb and just telling Peter  ‘don’t use force to defend 
me’.   He was not condemning war at all times and in all circumstances. 
 
So, I believe in a just war.  No-one wants war, war is dangerous, war brings out the worst in some 
people, but sometimes you have to fight to protect a just cause.  Remember, Jesus said  Do not 
suppose that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I did not come to bring peace, but a sword.   
Sounds conclusive, but, read the text in context, in Matthew chapter 10 and you see that Jesus is 
warning his first disciples that they might become victims of violence, if they could not defend 
themselves.     
 
Again, in the gospel of Luke, Jesus is recorded as telling his disciples  if you have a purse, take it, 
and also a bag; and if you don't have a sword, sell your cloak and buy one.  Here Jesus is 
reminding them that, when they went out to preach his new gospel, they might be attacked, and they 
needed to be prepared.  In Jesus’ time, even on the Sabbath, Jews were allowed to carry their short-



 3 

handled swords, more like a dagger than a sword.   Even the peace-loving Essenes carried these 
swords to protect themselves against animals and robbers. 
 
So, we get no direct help from the surviving records of Jesus’ example and his teaching.  Here is 
Bob Dylan again: 
 
In a many dark hour 
I've been thinkin' about this 
That Jesus Christ 
Was betrayed by a kiss 
But I can't think for you 
You'll have to decide 
Whether Judas Iscariot 
Had God on his side. 
 
So now as I'm leavin' 
I'm weary as Hell 
The confusion I'm feelin' 
Ain't no tongue can tell 
The words fill my head 
And fall to the floor 
If God's on our side 
He'll stop the next war. 
 
When war threatens, our God is not on one side or the other, but he is on the side of those who work 
hard to prevent war.   Our God does not stop war, but he inspires God’s people to work for peace.  
Our God is not on any side in any war, he grieves with the families and the friends of the victims on 
all sides, even in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
 
 In 2002, the chief chaplain to the Australian Defence Force, the Anglican Bishop Tom Frame, told 
students at the University of New South Wales that the old religious distinction between determined 
pacifism and reluctant participation in a just war had become largely obsolete, almost irrelevant, 
because of the new causes of war and the new all-embracing technology of war.   
 
Then he became specific and said  
 
On this basis, I believe there was a right – if not a responsibility – on the international community 
and on us Anglicans (as citizens of a politically stable and materially affluent nation) to insist on 
intervention to stop the slaughter in Rwanda, Somalia, Cambodia, Sierra Leone, and East Timor.   
By contrast, I am yet to be convinced that there was (or is) any obvious right or duty to intervene in 
Afghanistan (when, for instance, no such right was even considered in relation to the Russian 
army’s campaign in Chechnya) ... or in Iraq. 
 
The speech attracted plenty of publicity, most of it hostile.   Much later, when we had all learned 
more about the causes of the wars in all these places, Tom Frame changed his mind  about his 
specific examples– saying that the rights and the wrongs are so confused today that no-one can be 
certain whether we are being called to engage in a just war or not.   
 
By coincidence, we had a war story in our readings today.  In the days of the Judges, in the early 
years after the Hebrew tribes moved into Canaan, or moved back, the country was in chaos, and 
easy prey for an invader.  The only woman among the judges, Deborah, stirred up her people to 
fight against an invading king.   
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That’s where our reading ended, but read on to the end of the chapter.... In response to Deborah’s 
call, one of the women of her clan went into the tent of the invading king, pretending she was an 
ally.  He asked for water, she gave him milk, which was even more precious, and he fell asleep.  
Then she took a hammer and drove a tentpeg into his forehead as he slept, and he died.  As Deborah 
had prophesied, the king had died at the hands of a woman. 
 
A few weeks ago, our minister for defence decided to allow women to serve in combat roles in the 
Australian army.  It was a controversial decision.  Some people are worried about what might 
happen to them if they are captured.  But, when you read this story, it is the enemy who should be 
worried. 
 
Christians may not be able to tell whether this war or that war is a just war. The politicians make 
sure of that.  But we do know we are called to work and pray for peace, because in war there are no 
real winners.  That is important to remember, and not just today.     
 

╬ 


