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Abstract 

This paper provides a brief prolegomenon to the International Relations approach known as 

International Political Theology (IPT). It begins by classifying the types of engagement within 

IPT, before highlighting some possible problems. It then provides four biblical assumptions that 

might provide a foundation for the approach. The purpose of this paper is to establish a 

discussion that seeks to systematise and solidify theological thinking on international relations, 

thus bringing the approach within the fold of the International Relations discipline. 

Keywords: international relations, IR theory, political theology, ethics. 
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International Political Theology: A Prolegomenon 

 

“For what matters is not whether is going to be another war or not, but that it should be recognised, 
if it comes, as an act of God’s Justice and if it is averted, as an act of God’s Mercy” (Wight, 1948). 

 

In the context of increasing tensions between the West and the Soviet Union, Martin 

Wight, Lecturer in International Relations at the London School of Economics, gave a talk on the 

BBC Home Service about the Christian understanding of world events. Importantly, it was a 

distinctly Christian interpretation of the relations between actors on the international stage. This 

perspective has caused significant discomfort among secular scholars who wish to employ 

Wight’s work: Bull, a student of Wight’s, wrote that he “often felt uneasy about the extent to 

which Wight's view of International Relations derives from his religious beliefs” (Bull, 1976, p. 

115); Dunne thought Wight’s religious beliefs sat “uneasily” alongside his theory of 

International Relations (Dunne, 1998, p. 47). Indeed, as Hall writes in his biography of Wight: 

Roy Jones was bothered by the “hint of dogma” in Wight’s “intellectual make-up” and Michael 
Nicholson found it difficult to reconcile the “power politician” with the Christian pacifist… Tim 
Dunne’s concern with the “intrusion” of religion into the early “English school” more generally is 
also palpable. “The fusion of the sacred and the secular,” he observed in Inventing International 
Society, “is a constant problem in interpreting Wight’s international theory” (Hall, 2006, pp. 21-
22). 

Rather than a “problem”, there is an approach to International Relations that takes this “fusion” 

as central to its task. It disputes the assumption that International Relations must remain secular, 

in the sense that religious presuppositions should play no part in understanding the relations 

between actors beyond the state. There is no “view from nowhere” (Brown, 1992, pp. 125-126) 

that would privilege a secular perspective over religious perspective, nor would atheistic 

assumptions be any more valid than theistic ones.  

The place of Christian perspectives in a secular discipline, albeit interesting, is not the 

purpose of this paper. Rather, the principles for Christian theorists qua Christians to understand 
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international relations are the concern: how is it that Wight is able to see war as “an act of God’s 

judgement” and its absence as an “act of God’s mercy”? In his “Christian Commentary”, Wight 

is engaging in a discussion of International Relations from the perspective of International 

Political Theology (IPT), the exploration of international relations from theological (and in this 

case, Christian) principles. This paper is thus an attempt at articulating the framework for such a 

perspective. Recognising that such a perspective is not new, but is gathering more attention 

(Desch & Philpott, 2012, p. 6)1 this paper highlights the state of the art and makes the argument 

that there is a need for a more biblically-informed IPT. This paper begins with an analysis of the 

current work within the IPT perspective, and notes that a majority of works in this area focus on 

either providing a Christian critique of key concepts or assumptions, or demonstrating an 

indebtedness to Christian concepts. However, it will also draw attention to the lacuna into which 

discussion of biblical analysis has fallen: arguably, if International Political Theology is to be 

authentically Christian, some engagement with a foundational text is called for. Finally, this 

paper will attempt to do just that, by tentatively providing four biblical presuppositions that 

might form the foundation for a Christian International Political Theology. 

A couple of caveats must be stated from the outset. First, theology is not just the 

provenance of Christians, and as such, it would perhaps be more accurate to speak of 

International Political Theologies. This paper, however, wishes to engage with and articulate a 

distinctly Christian perspective on IPT (and for the sake of ease, IPT henceforth will be 

shorthand for this Christian IPT perspective). Like all perspectives on International Relations, 

this paper is built on a set of assumptions that if falsified would render the analysis void. In 

particular, this paper begins from the assumption that if Jesus Christ has not been raised from the 

                                                

1 It is also worth nothing that two major IR conferences, the International Studies Association and the 
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dead, then IPT from a Christian perspective would have significantly less weight (c.f. 1 Cor. 

15:14-19). Further, it assumes that the Christian Bible plays an authoritative role in determining 

a distinct (and arguably authentic) Christian worldview. Finally, since even the label “Christian” 

is perhaps too broad, this paper works from within the Reformed Protestant tradition. 

 

International Political Theology: A Survey 

Political theology is “the set of ideas that a religious body holds about legitimate political 

authority” (Philpott, 2007, p. 507). International Relations is “a study of the various distinctive 

activities that human beings in [the international] sphere of human conduct manage to engage in”, 

activities that are political in the sense that they involve representatives of governing authorities 

making decisions about how to relate to each other (Jackson, 2000, pp. 30, 31). Thus, Christian 

International Political Theology is the study of how Christians understand the conduct of human 

relations that occur above and beyond the state. As we shall see below, it has both an explanatory 

and a normative content to it.  

What is it that IPT brings to the table of International Relations theory? The literature 

suggests two avenues of engagement with current theory. The first I have labelled 

complementary IPT, while the other I have labelled critical IPT. The former encompasses the 

literature that wants to highlight the way that Christian principles and contemporary IR theory 

overlap. It is complementary in the sense of demonstrating the compatibility of Christian and 

secular principles, and in some cases, serves to augment existing accounts. Unfortunately, the 

label critical overlaps with a stream of IR theory, broadly post-positivist in nature, that stands in 

contrast to the generally positivist orthodox IR theory. Critical IPT does not necessarily follow 

                                                                                                                                                       

British International Studies Association, both accepted panels on political theology in 2015. 
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post-positivist critical theories, but does overlap in its critique of the assumptions and principles 

of current IR theory. Critical IPT seeks to demonstrate flaws or problems in current scholarship 

with reference to Christian principles. Neither of these two avenues are mutually exclusive, since 

in some cases the reasoning in one approach leads naturally into the other. One might say that 

IPT cuts diagonally across IR, at one and the same time providing complementary International 

Relations principles, but critically finding alternative foundations. For the sake of analytical ease, 

we shall treat the two separately.  

 

Complementary IPT 

As mentioned above, Complementary IPT describes the collection of literature that seeks 

to demonstrate the compatibility of Christian principles and current IR theory. It does this by 

demonstrating how the principles of current IR theory might be indebted to Christian theology, 

by recognising that an understanding of Christian theology is required to make sense of 

particular international phenomena, or by arguing that Christian formulations of IR theory might 

aid conceptual problems in the theory itself. This complementary role applies to both empirical 

and theoretical/conceptual works in IR. The rationale behind this approach is that Christian 

theology, if true, should have explanatory weight since the Bible might be understood as God 

speaking to His world about His world, and the doctrine of “common grace” allows for all the 

world to have some understanding of God’s will. There are three broad trends: explanatory, 

historical, and biographical. 

IPT is a necessary part of IR theory because it helps to explain empirical phenomena. By 

this, I mean that an understanding of political theology is necessary if we are to provide a 

full(ish) account of the phenomena we observe in the international; IPT functions in an 
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explanatory manner. This is the argument of Daniel Philpott, who suggests that if we wish to 

understand the motivation of religious actors in international relations, then we need to 

understand their political theology (Philpott, 2007). Philpott’s argument is that political theology 

is the worldview that shapes the way that particular actors conceive of legitimate political 

authority, and in turn, determines the scope for legitimate political action (Philpott, 2007, pp. 

507-508). In exploring the “Third Wave” of democratisation in the late 20th Century, Philpott 

highlights that three-quarters of countries that became democracies were “predominately 

Catholic”; this trend he traces back to the political theology developed in the Second Vatican 

Council from 1962-1965 (Philpott, 2007, p. 513). Importantly, he notes that political theology is 

not the determining factor in explaining the various political actions that occur, but it is a factor 

that needs to be addressed (Philpott, 2007, p. 522).  

In another example, Philpott demonstrates that the Peace of Westphalia, a crucial event in 

the traditional narrative of the rise of the modern states system (Morgenthau, Thompson, & 

Clinton, 2006, p. 284), would not have existed without the Reformation (Philpott, 2000). This is 

not simply to say that without the political upheaval that developed as a result of the Protestant 

break from the Catholic Church, the Treaty of Westphalia ending the Thirty Years’ War would 

be unnecessary; rather, the specific shape and content of state sovereignty as enshrined in the 

Treaty of Westphalia2 takes its cues from Protestant theology. Philpott writes, 

The Reformation's indispensability emerges most saliently through the following correlation: those 
polities that experienced a Reformation crisis were the same ones that adopted an interest in 
Westphalia; those that saw no such crisis did not. In plumbing the causal logic behind this 
correlation, I argue that the intrinsic content of Protestantism itself points to sovereignty (Philpott, 
2000, pp. 207, emphasis mine).  

                                                

2 This is a contentious point. Krasner (1993), de Carvalho et. al. (2011), amongst others dispute the role that 
the Treaty of Westphalia has traditionally held regarding the origins of sovereignty. Philpott’s argument contends 
this revision. This is not the place to discuss this debate; instead, I wish to demonstrate that, Philpott’s argument 
seeks to show how the fundamental IR concept of sovereignty is impoverished unless it takes account of Christian 
theology. 



INTERNATIONAL POLITICAL THEOLOGY  9 

Stephen McGuinness 

In this, and the previous example, Philpott demonstrates the need for IR theory to be attentive to 

the theological understanding of political authority in order to explain international phenomena. 

A second trend in complementary IPT is that of historical context. IPT is a necessary part 

of IR theory because it helps provide the historical and in some respects ideational milieu to 

many core IR concepts. The logic here is that our current international order developed out of the 

Respublica Christiana, through a European International Society, to today’s World International 

Society (Bull, 2012, pp. 26-38). As such, practices and concepts that were employed in 

Christendom have carried over into contemporary usage, perhaps shedding their overtly 

Christian content, but nonetheless still developing out of a Christian worldview.3 Philpott’s 

argument above was that without the Protestant theology emerging out of the Reformation, the 

Treaty of Westphalia would not have occurred. Within this argument is the idea that sovereignty 

itself is a product of Protestant political theology: 

In separating the two realms, Reformation political theology essentially prescribed sovereignty, 
even though neither Luther's tracts nor John Calvin's Institutes outline a Westphalian system of 
sovereign states. For secular authorities within the empire the remaining temporal prerogatives of 
the church filled out their portfolios of power. The point is essential: sovereignty was implied in 
the very propositions of the Reformation (Philpott, 2000, p. 223). 

The significance of this can hardly be understated: Philpott’s argument, if correct, demonstrates 

that the core concept of IR theory has its roots in Christian, and in particular Protestant, theology. 

A stronger example of historical IPT is found in the work of William Bain. Bain, in a 

number of articles, makes clear how important IR concepts such as humanitarian intervention 

(Bain, 2013), natural law (Bain, 2014a), and international anarchy (Bain, 2014b) have 

theological roots. Humanitarian intervention, for example, has been traced back to the work of 

Vitoria; Bain highlights that while many scholars invoke Vitoria’s conception of humanitarian 

intervention as justification for concepts like the “Responsibility to Protect”, Vitoria’s account 
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only makes sense once the theological underpinning of Vitoria’s work is understood  (Bain, 2013, 

pp. 589-590, 591). Bain concludes, 

In short, Vitoria’s argument concerning the defence of the innocent presupposes a rationally 
ordered Christian universe and it depends fundamentally on the idea that man is created in the 
image of God. It is a universe premised on a hierarchy of goods, intelligible in relations of 
subordination and superordination, which culminates in God and is governed by God. (Bain, 2013, 
p. 610) 

It is important that Bain draws out the implications of the process that occurs. Having raised the 

idea that the first Article of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights4 is “nothing but a classic 

statement of the Christian natural law tradition”, but that modern uses attempt to sever the link to 

natural law, he asks how concepts such as these might alternatively be formulated (Bain, 2013, 

pp. 610-611). IR theory cannot lazily fall back on concepts founded upon premises which they 

reject entirely.5  

A slightly different method of engagement within this historical type of complementary 

IPT is taken by scholars like Paul Ramsey, who advocated for the principles of the just war 

tradition to be applied to American foreign policy. The just war tradition, while not exclusively 

Christian, is another area of IR theory that has been heavily influenced by Christian theology. 

Ramsey argued, “The western theory of just war originated, not primarily from considerations of 

abstract or ‘natural’ justice, but from the interior of the ethics of Christian love” (Ramsey, 1968, 

p. 142). Love led to a “theory of just and severely limited conflict” (Ramsey, 1968, p. 145), 

requiring such ideas as non-combatant immunity and the principle of discrimination (Ramsey, 

1968, pp. 141-147).  Ramsey, according to Johnson, would articulate these principles in different 

ways depending on his audience, 

                                                                                                                                                       

3 Again, it must be noted that this point is deeply disputed. 
4 “All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason and 

conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood.” 
5 Bain’s article is a good example of how complementary IPT and critical IPT can overlap. 
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Protestant theologian Paul Ramsey, who more than any other single theorist deserves credit for 
bringing a coherent theory of just war to bear in American moral debate through his writings in the 
1960s, derived that theory ultimately from reflection on the implications of love of neighbour as 
developed in classical Christian thought. When in debate with the secular policy community, 
however, Ramsey spoke of the just war criteria as inherent in the idea of good politics itself, and 
thus not particularly Christian, but arising from the common moral wisdom of humankind. 
(Johnson, 1999, pp. 22-23). 

Such an approach is translatory: the taking of Christian concepts and applying them in the 

language and context of secular concepts. Ramsey did this self-consciously, since he believed 

that Christ’s redeeming work would enable secular audiences to understand and eventually be 

won over by Christian theology (Ramsey, 1962). 

A third trend prevalent in complementary IPT might be labelled the biographical aspect 

of IPT; that is, the demonstration that influential IR scholars were actually working from a 

distinctly Christian worldview.  This line of argument was already hinted at in Bain’s work on 

Vitoria and humanitarian intervention (Bain, 2013), but also exists in the other two works 

mentioned, the thought of Martin Wight (Bain, 2014a), and of Thomas Hobbes (Bain, 2014b). 

Scott Thomas’ work on Martin Wight is emblematic in this regard, where he argues that “the 

way Wight’s personal faith – his sense of calling or vocation as a teacher, scholar, and as a 

Christian intellectual – influenced his contribution to the study of international relations” 

(Thomas, 2001, p. 906). The place of biographical IPT is disputed (Thomas, 2001, p. 907): there 

is some hesitance to “out” a scholar as Christian, partially because religious beliefs are private, 

and therefore respects the “disposition of a person to discuss these matters”, and partly because 

of “assumptions about secularization theory, i.e. ‘modern’ assumptions about the marginal role 

of religion in personal life, public life, or in society”. But neither of these hesitations hold much 

weight. Thomas argues that while Wight was reticent to discuss his beliefs in general, he did 

discuss them amongst friends, and his “defence of a Christian worldview is a matter of public 

record” (Thomas, 2001, p. 907). As to the latter objection, Thomas notes that this kind of 
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argument is giving way as the “secularisation” thesis loses influence  (c.f. Thomas, 2010). The 

significance of highlighting a scholar’s personal faith stems from the fact that IR is generally 

understood to be a secular discipline; Hedley Bull, for example, was deeply sceptical of E.B.F. 

Midgley’s Natural Law and International Relations, on the grounds that it “flouted the 

conventions”: 

it is the explicitly theological basis of Dr. Midgly’s [sic] work that most differentiates it from 
others that are offered to us today as contributions to the study of International Relations. There 
have been some deep divisions about methodology among practitioners of this subject, but one 
thing they have generally been united is that debate should be confined to rational argument (Bull, 
1979, pp. 181, emphasis mine). 

It is worth asking that if a scholars theories of International Relations are derived out of a 

specific Christian worldview, then is not that worldview worthy of scholarly attention? This 

becomes especially significant for the English School of International Relations, since a number 

of their founding scholars were distinctly and explicitly Christian.6 

Complementary IPT stands as a method of engagement that seeks to demonstrate the 

compatibility of distinctly Christian precepts with current IR theory. It does this by 

demonstrating the necessity of having a grasp of political theology in order to account for 

particular international phenomena. It also helps give meaning to particular concepts in IR by 

(explicitly or implicitly) elucidating their Christian origins. Finally, complementary IPT can 

show how prominent and influential IR theorists have had their theories shaped by a specifically 

Christian worldview. 

 

                                                

6 If Martin Wight, as both one of the most influential figures in the English School of International 
Relations and formative on Hedley Bull’s thought in particular (Bull, 1976, p. 101), has a distinctly Christian way of 
formulating IR theory, then recognition of that worldview becomes especially important for articulating and 
exploring concepts in IR. 
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Critical IPT 

As mentioned earlier, the analytical line between complementary and critical IPT is a 

blurry one, and we have already seen that it is possible for one work to straddle both. The 

defining feature of critical IPT is that it uses Christian concepts or theology to critique current IR 

scholarship. As such, it might be argued that critical IPT is a logical precursor to complementary 

IPT, since it is the critique that opens the way for a distinctly Christian account of IR theory. The 

grounds for critique are often implicit or assumed; Rengger, for example, simply suggests that, 

the conversation between theology and international relations should be renewed and indeed 
deepened, to the benefit of both… But I hope also to have shown that taking the theological voice 
seriously offers a rich repository of ideas and avenues of investigation that International Relations 
would be foolish to ignore. (Rengger, 2013, p. 153) 

In other words, theology just offers another set of perspectives that might stand alongside other 

perspectives in IR, and engage in the same conversation. But there is another, perhaps more 

compelling, reason that IPT might provide an important critique of IR theory. Milbank, quoted at 

length in Rengger’s article, suggests theology gives a more authentic account because it is more 

“real” than secular IR theory (Milbank, 2009, pp. 303–4 quoted in Rengger, 2013, 150). Since 

IPT studies the world in relation to God, it alone (since IR theory is secular) stands as being able 

to more acutely (and maybe even accurately) explain international relations. Another way of 

phrasing the difference between complementary and critical IPT is to say that complementary 

IPT sits alongside current IR theory and provides supplementary information, while critical IPT 

stands in opposition to current IR theory with an alternative. 

Rengger’s article provides a good overview of how critical IPT engages with IR theory. 

Though Rengger phrases the interaction between IR theory and theology as “to the benefit of 

both”, implying a more complementary approach, the four areas of engagement in the article 

stand as critiques of IR scholarship (Rengger, 2013, p. 142). Rengger reviews the work of four 

scholars, Jean Bethke Elshtain, Michael Allen Gillespie, Charles Taylor, and John Milbank 
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(Elshtain being the only IR scholar, though Milbank does also speak specifically to IR), and 

demonstrates how the themes present in all four books provide an important response to the 

assumptions present in IR theory. These four themes – the “origins of modernity” (142ff.), the 

development of the secular (145ff.), the notion of sovereignty (147ff.), and the influence of 

theology on contemporary ideologies (149ff.) – are critical in the sense that they provide 

alternative narratives concerning the core assumptions that shape many orthodox (and some 

critical) IR perspectives. For example, the discussion of the origins of modernity directly impacts 

the narrative of the origins of the states’ system (the two are almost synonymous), (Rengger, 

2013, p. 144), and is similar to the revisionist work of de Carvalho et. al. (de Carvalho, Leira, & 

Hobson, 2011), though Rengger’s review does attribute a greater role to the theological debates 

that were occurring in the late medieval period. All in all, Rengger wants to highlight that IPT 

stands as an important conversant that challenges the conventional wisdom underpinning IR 

theory. 

The Christian pacifist literature would also fit into this category. 

Esther Reed's article on church responses to the norm of sovereignty as responsibility, 

known as the responsibility to protect (R2P), is another example of how IPT can take on a 

critical aspect (Reed, 2012). In this article, Reed picks apart the problematic uses of sovereignty, 

authority, and human rights, which is inherent in the discourse surrounding the norm of R2P, and 

notes that when the Vatican and the World Council of Churches endorsed the concept of 

sovereignty as responsibility, they failed to note some of these issues: 

I have suggested that the churches neglected to exercise an adequately strong ministry of ideology 
critique between September 2003 and September 2008 with respect to R2P. The following 
substantiates this suggestion by pointing out that militarized aid often has often, in practice, given 
offending governments spurious humanitarian credentials or become a component of counter 
insurgency (Reed, 2012, p. 314). 
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This is subsequently unpacked with reference to how changing the definition of state sovereignty 

opens the door to removing limitations on the use of force (Reed, 2012, p. 317ff.), how the 

language of responsibility might undermine the concept of right political authority (Reed, 2012, 

p. 321ff.), and how subscription to the concept of R2P might entail acceptance of a human rights 

discourse that is not necessarily compatible with a Christian anthropology (Reed, 2012, p. 325ff.). 

Interestingly, Reed is heavily reliant on the work of Paul Ramsey who was mentioned earlier 

under the banner of complementary IPT. 

 

Problematising International Political Theology 

However, IPT is a field that has a number of issues. Firstly, IPT encompasses a wide 

variety, and perhaps even contradictory, set of perspectives; secondly, there is a need for 

establishing the "rules of engagement" that articulates a method for IPT engagement; and thirdly, 

there is a need for a more substantial biblical framework that establishes IPT’s engagement with 

IR. 

It should probably be no surprise that it would be better to speak of international political 

theologies rather than a single political theology (as mentioned at the outset), but it is worth 

noting that even within a distinctly Christian perspective, there is no one definitive view. Use of 

the singular IPT papers over the fact that there are a variety of perspectives, all seeking to 

provide an authentically Christian understanding of International Relations. At almost the exact 

same time that Reed published her critique of the concept of R2P, Luke Glanville wrote 

"Christianity and the Responsibility to Protect", providing an almost polar opposite interpretation 

of the same concept, also from a Christian perspective (Glanville, 2012). The following year, 

both authors provided essays responding to the initial articles, again seeking to engage with the 
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concept of R2P from a Christian standpoint. The example of Reed and Glanville makes this 

clear: both authors situate themselves within a Christian worldview: 

I want, in short, to cautiously argue that the principle of R2P is one that Christians can embrace 
and seek to promote. (Glanville, 2013, p. 170) 

For the churches to side with Glanville and merely affirm that R2P holds the promise of advancing 
the Christian principle of protecting the vulnerable risks a blinkered view on their part (Reed, 2013, 
p. 185) 

And yet, as these references testify, the positions could not be further apart. This is not 

necessarily a problem in itself, but it is reminder that we need to recognise that IPT is a diverse 

approach. 

Second, IPT has a need for establishing the “rules of engagement”, or in other words, 

working out how disagreement within IPT might be attended to. Part of the reason for the 

disagreement between Reed and Glanville is that they are arguing for slightly different things: 

Glanville suggests that R2P is a helpful move forward in articulating the responsibility of states 

to care for the vulnerable (Glanville, 2012, p. 314); Reed by contrast sees R2P as a threat the 

long-established Christian tradition of wishing to limit political violence (Reed, 2012, p. 314). 

The question is, how are we to decide between the two? What are the grounds for making one 

argument over the other, and how might we reconcile competing moral claims? It is not until the 

fourth article in the conversation (Reed, 2013) that Reed articulates “three preliminary 

theological observations” that help to define the “rules of engagement” for debating this issue 

(Reed, 2013, p. 186ff.): there is a theological imperative to restrain others from sin, that even the 

best motives are stained by sin, and that theology has as its purpose the exploration of the Gospel 

and its implications and not the creation of policy. Even so, there is a need for a framework that 

goes beyond the considerations of this particular issue. 

Third, IPT suffers from a lack of biblical engagement. Broadly, debates within the IPT 

literature are located in the wrong place; more specifically, the level at which the debate occurs 
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bypasses the biblical texts altogether. This is seen most clearly in a debate that took place in the 

immediate aftermath of the 9/11 attacks. Three Christian scholars – Jean Bethke Elshtain, James 

Turner Johnson, and Stanley Hauerwas – were asked about responses to the newly announced 

War on Terror and the prospects of a war in Afghanistan (Elshtain, Johnson, & Hauerwas, 2001). 

In particular, the fundamental debate between Johnson and Hauerwas, between a Just War 

Theorist and a Pacifist, were limited to the place of violence within a Biblical worldview; could 

there really be a just war if there was no such thing as just adultery. The participants in this 

roundtable spent considerable space discussing the thought of various Church Fathers and 

medieval theologians and lawyers as authoritative for determining the validity of the Just War 

tradition. Again, this is not to say that these sources are unimportant – obviously there is a great 

wealth to be found in the writings of Augustine, Aquinas, Grotius, and Vitoria, and there seems 

to be little sense in “redeveloping the wheel” as it were – but one wonders whether some of the 

disagreement might have been clarified earlier had a more systematic engagement with scripture 

occurred. This does not presuppose that the biblical texts will be devoid of disagreement as to 

their interpretation, but it does suggest that debate at this level would be more fruitful for 

discussion since it assumes that scripture stands as a common authority for developing an IPT.7 

This is particularly apparent in Martin Wight’s “Christian Pacifism”, which focuses solely on 

Jesus’ injunction to turn the other cheek to the exclusion of Romans 13 and the reminder that the 

state wields the sword for the good of the people. 

                                                

7 There are a number of reasons that this assumption might be borne out: (1) as a foundational text for 
Christianity, one assumes that Christian scripture has some function in developing Christian theology, (2) whatever 
weight is given to the Bible, it was still an important text for the Church Fathers and the medieval theologians 
mentioned above; any discussion of their thought should include a discussion of the texts that they worked from in 
accordance with the academic practice of utilising primary sources when appropriate, (3) if IPT, as Reed suggested, 
is as much to the church as it is to government, then it would make sense to engage just as much with scripture as 
with the academic and political literature, since the church would presumably be more familiar with the former than 
with the latter. 
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Towards a Biblical Foundation for International Political Theology 

To that end, the remainder of this paper seeks to provide a basic framework that 

underpins a Christian International Political Theology. It focuses on four biblical presuppositions 

that form a foundation for the IPT project: (i) God exists, and He matters to international 

relations, (ii) politics is part of the created order, and not merely an accommodation of the fall, 

(iii) governments, as God’s ministers, are charged with upholding justice, and (iv) justice is a 

universal category, and not particular category. In formulating these four presuppositions, I am 

interpreting the text in light of the biblical theology hermeneutic set out in the work of authors 

like Graeme Goldsworthy (Goldsworthy, 2001). This hermeneutic sees Scripture as a unified 

whole with a central theme that is developed from Genesis to Revelation, namely, the “Kingdom 

of God” (Goldsworthy, 2001, p. 54). Framing the bible in this way draws out an implicit political 

claim: the narrative of the Bible is about God’s people, in God’s place, under God’s rule 

(Goldsworthy, 2001, p. 54). This description bears striking similarities to O’Donovan’s 

description of God’s kingship, where he notes that the concept of kingship is “habitually grouped” 

with three key terms: salvation (the salvation of God’s people), judgement (the rule of God), and 

possession (God’s place) (O'Donovan, 2003, p. 36).  

 

 

God Exists (and He Matters to International Relations) 

The claim that God exists and that he matters to international relations does not at first 

glance seem all that significant. But in the context of a discipline that is self-consciously secular, 

such a claim is both necessary and important. It is necessary, because most, if not all IR theory 
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fails to take into account any sort of theistic claims; in other words, IR theory proceeds from 

either deistic (there may be a god, but it does not influence international relations) or atheistic 

worldview. In fact, as Philpott concludes, 

Of course, there are other international relations scholars who dissent from realism and liberalism 
altogether – Marxists, constructivists, postmodernists. But they, too, deviate little from the 
secularist assumption. Constructivists, whose assertion of the malleability and plurality of state 
identities would seem to create the most room for religious purposes, rarely give them attention 
(Philpott, 2002, p. 81). 

Thus, in a secular discipline, it is necessary that the theistic claim of IPT be made clear.  

But secondly, it is an important claim. A distinctly Christian worldview centres upon the 

person of Jesus Christ, since Jesus suggests that he alone is able to know the mind of God and 

make clear his will (c.f. John 5:19ff., 14:10, 15:15). It is the death and resurrection of Jesus that 

are presented by Paul as being crucial to the Christian faith: “And if Christ has not been 

raised, our preaching is useless and so is your faith… And if Christ has not been raised, your 

faith is futile…” (1 Corinthians 15:14, 17). This is more than a soteriological claim, since 

elsewhere, Paul will point to the fact that Jesus was raised above all “rule and authority and 

power and dominion” (Ephesians 1:21), implying a political dimension to the authority that Jesus 

has. In other words, if Jesus was not raised from the dead, the whole Christian faith (including its 

theology, and in particular international political theology) falls apart. However, if Jesus was 

raised from the dead, then this has significant implications for the nature of political authority, 

and therefore challenges the secularity of the discipline. 

 

Politics is Part of the Created Order 

A second assumption that underpins IPT is the idea that politics and the exercise of 

political power is something that is part of the created order, and not simply an accommodation 

of human sinfulness. In Genesis 1-2, in the Garden of Eden, we see the pattern of God’s kingdom 
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unfold. Here, God’s people are humanity – Adam and Eve – in the Garden of Eden, obediently 

under God’s command of having dominion over creation, and not eating the fruit of the Tree of 

the Knowledge of Good and Evil. In this moment, we see God’s kingdom as it should be, since 

God’s pronouncement upon it is that it is “very good” (Gen 1:31). Politically speaking, we see 

God’s ordered creation conforming to the purpose for which God had created it, or what 

McConville describes as tsedeq, broadly translated as righteousness (McConville, 2006, pp. 32-

33). God is king over it, and his people are obedient to his rule (Williamson, 2007, pp. 46-48; c.f. 

McConville, 2006, pp. 36, 49).  

It is important to note here that this picture of God’s kingship occurs before the Fall in 

Genesis 3, meaning that political order does not come about as a response to human sinfulness. 

This point is often overshadowed by the fact that for the most part, political authority appears to 

be against the kingdom of God. Passages that highlight the failure of kings (Deut. 17, 1 Samuel 

7-8, various places in 1 and 2 Kings), the antagonistic nations (Daniel 7, Psalm 2), the demonic 

nature of political authority (Col 2:15), emphasise that after the Fall, political authority has been 

affected by sin, but this does not mean that political authority is inherently sinful. Accordingly, 

the picture we get from the whole scriptural narrative is that of the redemption of politics through 

the restoration of the right political order. Revelation 20:11ff. provides a picture of the court of 

God, with God on his throne, and from there providing judgement. Following this, Rev. 21:3 

reinstates the pre-Fall political situation of God dwelling perfectly among his people. 

 

Governments are Charged with Upholding Justice 

A third assumption that underpins IPT is that the role or purpose of political authority is 

the upholding of justice. To phrase it another way, the political act is the act of judgement 
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(O'Donovan, 2005, p. 3). We see in the Garden that God’s rule is exercised by his act of giving 

commands to Adam and Eve, determining for them the correct order of the world that he has 

created (Gen. 1:28, 2:16-17). This act of judgement also comes about immediately after the Fall, 

where God issues commands concerning the breaking of the order he had set up in the previous 

chapter; indeed, the commands given in 3:14ff. are a reestablishment of the order set out in Gen. 

1 and 2 but this time with a punishment. God’s actions as King include judgement, and this is the 

task that Jesus takes up (John 5:27, c.f. Daniel 7:13).  

McConville argues that in bearing the “image of God”, humanity also partakes in this 

political act: “Humanity as such, in the ‘image’ of God (1.26), shoulders the ‘royal’ 

responsibility of God’s viceregent on earth, and has dominion over the creation (1.28)” 

(McConville, 2006, p. 36). Moses specifically takes on this role as judge (Ex. 18:13ff.), as do the 

judges like Samuel who follow him (1 Samuel 7:15). It is important to note that in Deuteronomy 

16:18-17:20, there is provision for judico-political offices. Judges, officials, and kings are all 

established within the community of God’s people, and together, have the function of preserving 

and orderly society. The establishment of a king in 1 Samuel comes with the caveat that the word 

used by God to describe the role is that of “prince”: the king is subordinate to the divine King 

(McConville, 2006, p. 137). Psalm 2 shows that the Lord and his anointed king are on the same 

side against the rebellious kings of the earth, with God’s appointed king carrying out God’s 

judgement on the earth. The labelling of the Persian king Cyrus as God’s anointed king in Isaiah 

45:1 gives credence to the idea that God’s kingship over the world is mediated by kings beyond 

the borders of Israel. We find echoes of this mediated rule in passages like Romans 13:4 and 

13:6, where earthly political authorities are described as God’s servant (diakonos) and ministers 

(leitourgoi). In fact, there are a couple of places where the idea of judgement is specifically used 
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in connection with government: Romans 13 highlights that the authorities distinguish right from 

wrong (v. 3), reward the righteous (v. 3), and punish the wrongdoer with the sword (v. 3-4). 1 

Peter 2:13-14 mentions that authorities are to punish wrong and commend right. 1 Timothy 2:2 

suggests that earthly political authorities are to establish peace and thus enable “quiet lives”.  

The political act of judgement is one that punishes the wrongdoer and vindicates the 

innocent and righteous. While this entails a legal function, it does have a social dimension to it as 

well; in punishing the wrongdoer and vindicating the innocent, it orders society in a particular 

way, socialising members of that society to act in a way that avoids punishment. As such, we can 

speak of the establishment of justice to be not just orderly, but ordered. The particular form of 

this order is derived from how God expects his particular community – the church – to be 

ordered (O'Donovan, 2003, pp. 146-147, 262). Hence Paul’s command for Christians to pray for 

governments to establish peace, since this is in essence a prayer that government would create 

the space required for the church to be the church (1 Tim. 2:2). In this way, the right or correct 

ordering of society is given the label justice: a rightly ordered society is a just society, and one 

that conforms to God’s will for social relations. 

 

Justice is a Universal Category 

Hitherto, our assumptions have been restricted primarily to what might be labelled 

domestic politics, since they relate to reflections about political authority within the political 

community. The primary focus of International Relations is the relations between these political 

communities. Thus, building on the previous three assumptions, the fourth (and most distinctly 

international assumption) is that the concept of justice is a universal category, and not merely a 

particular one. The political communities of the world – predominantly states in our current 
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historical context –  all have the responsibility to exercise the political act of judgement, to 

uphold justice. The standard of justice that they are to maintain is not particular to their 

constituencies, but is the standard that God has established. Jesus’ political authority is universal, 

since all political authorities are created “through him and for him” (Colossians 1:16), and thus 

all political authorities are God’s servants and ministers. We might say that the governments of 

the world have been tasked to work at establishing the same standard of justice within their own 

contexts.  

It is arguable whether the concept of an international society is useful here. The term, 

quite prevalent in the English School of International Relations, suggests that states form an 

international society when they conceive of themselves being bound by certain common rules 

and laws (Bull, 2012, pp. 51-54). While most English School theorists would see these rules as 

evolving out of the practices of states as they have learned how to co-exist (and so are socially 

created and only binding to the extent that states agree to be bound by them), it would be 

possible to see from an IPT perspective how the common standard of justice might similarly 

function to create a society of states. The utility of the term is dependent on whether it can 

escape the voluntarist connotations. 

The scriptural grounding of this assumption is twofold: first, the kingdom of God and the 

standard of justice that it embodies occurs within the Garden of Eden. In this way, it is a standard 

of justice is universal by virtue of the fact that it applies to all humanity. The division of the 

world into particular political communities does not weaken the bond that exists between all 

humanity. Secondly, the use by God of the surrounding nations to punish Israel for wrongdoing 

(and the subsequent promise of judgement upon those same nations for similar wrongdoing) 

points to the universality of justice. 2 Kings 18:9-12, for example, notes that the northern 
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kingdom of Israel is conquered by Assyria “because they did not obey the voice of the Lord their 

God”. In turn, God judges Assyria for likewise failing to acknowledge him (Isaiah 10:5ff.). 

 

The Normative-Explanatory Divide 

It must be noted emphatically that the above four assumptions that underpin IPT are 

normative, that is, they are ideal types for what politics should be like. It should be obvious that a 

quick observation of the world around us would make it clear that the world does not conform to 

this ideal picture of international relations. There is no common standard of justice, and even if 

there were, there is no guarantee that it would approximate to God’s standard. This disjuncture 

might be labelled the normative-explanatory divide. IR theory has debated (and in some respects 

continues to debate) whether its task is to explain (as most orthodox and positivist theories do) or 

to seek change (as many critical and post-positivist theories do).  

IPT does straddle both, as the work of Philpott, Bain, and others mentioned above, 

demonstrates how an understanding of IPT helps to explain the world as we currently have it, 

while the work of Glanville and Reed demonstrates how IPT enables us to respond to particular 

developments. O’Donovan’s remark that judgement is imperfective, and Hill’s concept of a 

retrieval ethics are important for working through the tension between normative and 

explanatory arguments. O’Donovan argues that due to the effects of sin upon humanity, even 

though political authorities are charged with the task of judgement, the results will never be 

perfect. Humanity is limited, with imperfect knowledge, and imperfect motives. These two 

combine to ensure that in some cases, the task appears to be not a decision between right and 

wrong, but right and right (or wrong and wrong). Michael Hill suggests that in situations like 

these, where there may be no “right” outcome, what is needed is a retrieval ethic, one that 
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attempts to get the most good, or the least harm (Hill, 2002, pp. 132-134). In other words, the 

reason that our current experience of political authority does not match up to the ideal is that 

judgement is imperfect due to the effects of sin. The variety of normative responses to 

international phenomena (like R2P) derive from differing attempts at a retrieval ethic. 

 

Conclusion 

As we have seen, IPT makes an important contribution to the study of the international. 

Complementary IPT seeks to demonstrate how Christian principles are compatible with and 

supportive of themes in current IR scholarship, while Critical IPT is an avenue for highlighting 

some of the key issues that IR theory still has. While there is a wealth of IPT material that has 

not been mentioned in this analysis, what has been referenced shows the width and variety of 

approaches within IPT. What this paper does not do is provide the definitive account of the 

scriptural framework that sustains the IPT endeavour. What is presented is a first attempt at a 

prolegomenon for IPT that invites further discussion, with the hope that that discussion leads to a 

more vigorous and substantial international political theology. 
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