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God at War, Gregory Boyd (1997) 
  
The fact that a warfare worldview is a central com-

ponent on Scripture’s understanding of God and the cosmos 
should sure inspire us to do so, even if the nearly universal 
intuition of cosmic conflict does not call our own naturalism 
into question. The way classical-philosophical Christian the-
ists have approached the problem of evil has generally been to 
frame evil as a problem of God’s providence and thus of 
God’s character. Assuming (rightly) that God is perfectly lov-
ing and good, and assuming (wrongly, I hold) that divine om-
nipotence entails meticulous control, the problem of evil has 
been formulated within the classical-philosophical theist tradi-
tion as the problem of locating a loving and good purpose be-
hind evil events.  

In contrast, the warfare worldview is predicated on 
the assumption that divine goodness does not completely con-
trol or will evil; rather good and evil are at war with one an-
other. There is no single, all-determinative divine will that 
coercively steers all things, and hence there is no supposition 
that evil agents and events have a secret divine motive behind 
them. Only when we reject the warfare worldview in favor of 
one in which one sovereign will governs all are we saddled 
with an understanding of God and his relationship with the 
world in which evil becomes impenetrably mysterious. The 
assumption that a mysterious, loving, sovereign, divine plan 
lies behind even evil events in our world encourages an ap-
proach to evil that defines it as an intellectual problem to be 
solved rather than a spiritual opponent to be overcome. If all 
evil is believed to serve a higher divine purpose, then one’s 
sense of urgency in fighting it is compromised, while one’s 
ability to render it intelligible is diminished.  

Within a warfare worldview particular evils are their 
own ultimate explanation: they flow from the will of creatures, 
hence there need be no higher “good” divine reason for their 
occurring. Thus evil is understood as being what God is 
against and what God’s people must also be against. The Au-
gustine perspective attributes pain and suffering to the myste-
rious “good” purposes of God. The problem of evil that the 
New Testament authors grappled with was simply the problem 
of overcoming it. They saw little need to wrestle with the in-
tellectual problem of evil and did not wonder why God al-
lowed a person to be crippled; they simply attributed it to Sa-
tan and exercised spiritual authority in coming against it (Lk 
13:10-17; Acts 10:38).  

Radical evil against the innocent and little ones can-
not be captured in abstract definitions and can be known only 
when incarnated and experienced concretely, History is awash 
with such unimaginable nightmares. According to the classi-
cal-philosophical portrait that though events may occur against 

God’s will, they can never occur “outside” God’s will. This 
presumes omnipotence as omni-control; believing in God 
means accepting all things as coming “from the Father’s 
hand”. Christian orthodoxy has always taught that God is om-
nipotent; Scripture is unequivocal on this point. But does this 
necessarily entail that God is all-controlling? 

There comes a point when such an overarching 
“good” scheme becomes as cruel as it is ridiculous—if we 
continue to think concretely about the reality of evil. No single 
theological problem has occupied more intellectual energy, 
time and ink than this one. This way of posing the problem 
seems to render it logically unsolvable. Scripture shows no 
awareness of this problem, which seems to lie in the classical-
philosophical equation of power with control. Since God has 
delegated power, it follows that omnipotence cannot be equat-
ed with meticulous omnicontrol.   

Hitler and most Nazis believed that the extermination 
of the Jews was “good” in the sense that it was a necessary 
step toward “the greatest good.” However, evil is evil precise-
ly because God hates it--even more than we do.  In this view, 
blame for evil attaches to the morally responsible creature, 
though all events follow a divine blueprint credited to an im-
mutable, timeless God. However, these latter attributes derive 
more from Hellenistic philosophy than from the Bible.   

Whenever Jesus identifies a spiritual agenda behind 
an evil in the world, he identifies it as Satan’s, not God’s. Bib-
lical authors seem largely unaware of any discord between 
their faith in an all-good and all-powerful God and the reality 
of intense suffering in the world. The earliest post-apostolic 
fathers seemed to think that evil was precisely what one 
should expect in this world. How could the later church be-
come so obsessed with something that the New Testament 
virually ignores? Neither Jesus nor his disciples seemed to 
understand God’s absolute power as absolute control. The 
early post-apostolic church almost unanimously locates the 
ultimate reason for evil in the world in the evil will of Satan, 
while the post-Augustine church with the tradition following 
him tend to locate it within the mysterious, omni-benevolent, 
all-encompassing will of the Creator. The later church thereby 
acquires an intellectual problem with evil that the New Testa-
ment simply does not have. From Plato, Aristotle and the sub-
sequent Hellenistic tradition, the church arrived at the notion 
that God was altogether unmoved, impassible, immutable, 
nontemporal. 

Satan is portrayed in the New Testament as being the 
“god of this world.” Jesus defines himself and his ministry in 
terms of aggressively warring against this Satanic kingdom. 
The early church assumed that free beings provide their own 
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ultimate explanation for their behavior. From a biblical and 
early church perspective, evil “fits” in the cosmos only by 
constituting that which God is unequivocally against and shall 
someday ultimately overcome. Power to affect things is not 
imposed by God but is, by God’s own design, a shared com-
modity throughout his creation.  

If the cosmos is meticulously controlled by an all-
loving God, one must question either the genuineness of 
God’s love or the genuineness of the evil. But if one views 
suffering against a canvas that depicts the world as a veritable 
battlefield, it makes sense, for this is what war looks like. The 
worldview in the New Testament sees the earth as having been 
thoroughly seized by demonic forces. While the cosmos was 
originally created good, something went profoundly wrong at 
a structural level. Only God’s fighting on our behalf preserves 
the order of the world.  

Yahweh’s lordship is understood to be great precisely 
because his foes are understood to be formidable. The convic-
tion that the Creator is all-holy and thus does not will evil, 
leads inexorably to the conclusion that these cosmic forces 
have made themselves evil. Humans are charged with carrying 
on God’s creational work of bringing order to chaos (Gen 
1:26-28). Yahweh consults with “sons of god” or “gods” with 
some frequency (Gen 3:22, 11:7; 1 Kings 22:20; Is 6:1-8; Jer 
23:18; Ps 82l; 89:7) when he comes to the climaxing act of his 
warfare against anticreational forces: the creation of humans 
to subdue the earth.  

Since God’s supremacy is of a moral character, it 
must be freely chosen. When humanity rejected Yahweh’s 
lordship, we accepted a new “god of this world.” The Lord’s 
goal has been to reestablish his lordship upon the earth 
through the viceregency of humans and to ultimately vanquish 
his cosmic foes in the process. Even more remarkably, this 
goal was achieved by the Lord himself freeing humanity—and 
thus creation from the dominion of Satan.  

Old Testament authors everywhere assume tdhe ex-
istence of gods other than the God of Israel and that they have 
a good deal of autonomous power, but the very power of his 
rivals to resist him was given by him. Job 1 is the most exten-
sive reference to Satan in the Old Testament. Also Zachariah 
2:1-10 and 1 Chronicles 21:1. The identification of the “sons 
of God” with divine beings is present in the New Testament 
and the dominant view of the early church.  

Yahweh’s various commands that the Israelites go to 
war against other nations must be understood against the 
backdrop of his own cosmic warfare. What is at stake in such 
wars is not simply earthly territories, but the rule of the one 
true God. The struggle of nations to dominate or resist Israel is 
a struggle of other gods with whom these nations are in league 
to resist Yahweh. There are apparently no boundaries of im-

munity; where a people turn from the Creator God to serve 
other gods, they and their gods become inextricably linked 
together as Yahweh enacts judgment against this earth-
ly/cosmic rebellion and chaos.  

Almost everything that Jesus and the early church 
were about is decisively colored by the central conviction that 
the world is caught in the crossfire of a cosmic battle between 
the Lord and the angelic army and Satan and his demonic ar-
my. Jesus’ teaching, his exorcisms, his healings and other mir-
acles, as well as his work on the cross, all remain somewhat 
incoherent until we interpret them within their context as acts 
of war. Jesus’ general response to people when they came to 
him with their ailments was compassion, revealing his convic-
tion that what was afflicting them ought not to be there. He 
simply viewed these unfortunate people as casualties of war.  

The Kingdom of God was something the New Tes-
tament authors prayed for, not something they considered al-
ready accomplished. They and Jesus assumed that both Satan 
and those influenced by him are responsible for the evil they 
bring about. In a warfare worldview, things genuinely hang 
upon what morally responsible beings do or do not do. In 
terms of building the kingdom, the main thing we do, as Jesus 
both teaches and demonstrates, is to exercise prayer and faith.  

In John 9, what matters concerning the man’s blind-
ness is that God can overcome it and thus be glorified through 
it. The disciples’ questions, like the many assertions of Job’s 
friends, were based on the false assumption that God is behind 
everything. Satan was not an agent of God, but the enemy 
against God. The “buck stops” with the evil beings, human or 
otherwise, who perpetrate evil. 

From a New Testament perspective, the significance 
of Christ’s work on the cross far outruns what it accomplishes 
for human beings. Christ came to earth primarily “to destroy 
the works of the devil” (1 Jn 3:8). It seems that God used Sa-
tan’s insatiable lust for more (his desire to capture the Son) to 
take away what Satan had already acquired (his captives). God 
used Satan’s evil to bring about his own demise. This consti-
tutes a central dimension of God’s wisdom, secret and hidden. 
This brilliant victory over the rebel powers through the fool-
ishness of the cross stands at the center of everything the New 
Testament is about. 


