The Challenge of Biblical Ethics

“Every Man Did as He Saw Fit” (Judges 21:25)

Ethics definition: 

· A code of behaviour

· The moral fitness of a decision

· The study of the moral value of human conduct

Two approaches 

· MEANS

Deontological (Gk. deon – what is due)

also called normative 

· ENDS

Teleological (Gk. telos – an end or purpose)

also called utilitarian

Norms (the use of means)
also called rules, principles

Three views

· Norms are Universal 

· Norms are General

· Norms do not exist (Denial) 

Why have norms?

· Norms are inescapable

· The need to foresee consequences – we are finite and cannot see ultimate ends

· The need to determine what is good – what constitutes a good act

· The need to determine the consequences of actions – which will be the best results

· The need to evaluate consequences – once they have occurred 

· Norms are necessary

· They are rational - must be non-contradictory

· They are contentful – must have a basis in human experience

· They are practical – must be capable of practical application

· They are objective – must stand outside of an individual’s subjective position

There are six basic options in normative ethics – using lying as an example (after Ethics: alternatives and issues by Norman L Geisler, Zondervan, 1971)

1. Lying is neither right nor wrong: there are no norms

2. Lying is generally wrong: there are no universal norms

3. Lying is sometimes right: there is one universal norm

4. Lying is always wrong: there are many non-conflicting norms

5. Lying is never right: there are many conflicting norms

6. Lying is sometimes right: there is a hierarchy of norms 

There is one other possible alternative – lying in always right – but how would you know?

Option 1: there are no norms – antinomianism (Gk. against law)

Friedrich Nietzsche 

· God is dead – there is no higher authority

· Man and Superman – a new morality of the strong, the “will to power”

· Rejection of all absolute value – beyond good and evil, everything is relative to the individual

Jean-Paul Sartre (existentialism)
· Nietzsche designates things “extramoral” for supermen and Sartre designates everything “amoral” for all men

· Man is a useless passion 

· Man is condemned to freedom – he cannot escape responsibility for himself

· We should strive for “authentic” acts – acts that authenticate our existence and responsibility

· These are acts that respect the freedoms of others

A J Ayer (logical positivism)

· Statements are “meaningless” unless they are analytical, tautological or empirically verifiable 

· Therefore, all metaphysical statements (i.e. about God, substance, reality, truth, etc) are meaningless

· All meaningless statements are purely “emotive”  - ultimately they are merely expressions of individual taste & preference

Evaluation in relation to the Bible

· It is avowedly anti-Christian and a reaction against Christian values

· It is an attempt to develop a non-religious ethic based on rational principles

· It is too subjective – in other words, it is uncritical and self destructive

· It can be compared to a game without rules – no ethic at all

· It is too individualistic – no commonality of values that transcends the individual

· Each moral decision is autonomous and unique – there is nothing which all men ought to do

· It is too relativistic – an inability to resolve moral conflicts. If there is no standard, how can value clashes be resolved?

· It is actually irrational – it avoids judgements and fails the non-contradiction test
· What one ought to do is not determined by a rationally meaningful, non contradictory analysis but by a leap into the non-rational or emotive. 

Option 2: there are no universal norms – generalism or utilitarianism 
Jeremy Bentham

· Utility – “the greatest happiness of all those whose interest is in question, as being the right and proper, and only right and proper and universally desirable, end of human action”. 

· Everything is to be justified by its “end” – by whether it brings more pleasure than pain

· One needs to calculate the pleasure – determining balance of pleasure over pain for all individuals and adding them together to determine the highest good

· Assumes that the “pleasure calculus” is self evident and does not need proof

John Stuart Mill

· Addresses the issue, how does one calculate the balance of pleasure and pain when there are conflicting outcomes?

· Pleasure is qualitative, one is obliged to seek the highest form of pleasure for the greatest number 

· One cannot always calculate the consequences of our actions

· Therefore, we use the “fund” of human experience of good outcomes to determine utility

· However, none of these “rules” are absolute, none are exceptionless – only of general application

· There is one ultimate goal – happiness, but many ways to get there

· When rules conflict they should be resolved by the utilitarian principle

· Exceptions should be recognised, defined and limited

G E Moore

· Rules are only generally valid as long as society continues to accept the premises underlying them

· Some general rules should not be broken – an individual should never break a rule which is generally held by all men

· There may be exceptions but one may never be sure that an individual’s exception was valid

John Austin

· Rules are justified by general results – rules are justified if keeping them results in greater good/breaking them results in greater evil

· However, rules are about classes of acts, not individual acts

· Therefore, universal rule-keeping is justified by general results – example, the punishment of an individual rule breaker will do more harm than good to the individual, but considered as part of a system, is useful or beneficent 

Evaluation in relation to the Bible

· Utilitarianism admits that the ends justifies the means – 

· But this downgrades the importance of the individual – is it right to sacrifice the individual for the greater good of the many?

· But should we do evil that good may come? (Rom 3:8) 

· Acts have no intrinsic value - Utilitarianism only admits that a rule is good if it has good results 

· There are no universal norms – none which are intrinsically true, just some that are generally true which neither cover all cases nor are non-conflicting

· It is not possible to have a set of general norms which conflict and successfully resolve them without appealing to a higher (absolute) norm. Appealing to the ends (utility) serves as that absolute norm. But it works equally well to appeal to God if you are a Christian. 

· Therefore, relative norms must be relative to something that is not relative. There must be at least one norm, which is true under all conditions if the other general norms are to be true under any condition.  

Option 3: there is only one universal norm – situationalism  

Joseph Fletcher (quotations from “Situation Ethics; The New Morality” 1966) (see also Emil Brunner, Reinhold Niebuhr, Bishop John Robinson, et al)

· Tries to avoid the extremes of legalism and antinomianism

· Legalists include post-Maccabean Pharisees & classical Catholics/Protestants 

· Antinomians include early church Gnostics & modern atheistic existentialists

· One law for everything – love; many other rules which are helpful but not inviolate. “There is only one absolute; everything else is relative to it”

· “Everything else without exception, all rules and laws and principles and ideals and norms, are only contingent, only valid if they happen to serve love in any situation” 

· Fletcher’s six propositions of what it means to live situationally

1. “Only one thing is intrinsically good; namely love: nothing else at all.”

2. “The ruling norm of Christian decision is love” - Love replaces law; it is not the love of the law but the law of love that one ought to follow.

3. “Love and justice are the same, for justice is love distributed.”

4. “Love wills the neighbour’s good whether we like him or not” - Erotic love is egoistic; Philic love is mutualistic; Agapic love is altruistic (“I will give, requiring nothing in return”)

5. “Only the end justifies the means” - there are no intrinsically good acts except love. 

6. “Love’s decisions are made situationally, not prescriptively” – correct acts only become apparent as the situation reveals itself 

· Fletcher’s illustrations of his six propositions

· Altruistic adultery – German mother in Russian labour camp in 1944 who deliberately got herself impregnated by a guard to get sent back to Germany to care for her family

· Patriotic prostitution – female American spy in 1950s who was asked to sleep with a Russian diplomat to get secrets from him

· Sacrificial suicide – Maximilian Kolbe, a Polish priest who died in the place of a condemned prisoner in Auschwitz in August 1941

· Acceptable abortion – Romanian Jewish doctor who aborted 3,000 babies to save the lives of their mothers in a concentration camp in WWII

· Merciful murder – Mate of the SS William Brown in 1841 who threw men out of an overcrowded lifeboat in order to save the rest

Evaluation in relation to the Bible

· The approach is popular with many Christians of a liberal persuasion seeking to bring the Bible up to date.  

· It is a normative approach to ethics using biblical terminology

· It is an absolutist approach offering one unbreakable law to which all other considerations are subject. It thus argued to resolve conflicts between norms.

· It has the benefit of giving value to differing circumstances and their influence on ethical judgements.

· It stresses love and the value of persons above things and ideas.

· However, having one absolute norm is little better than having none. ‘Do the loving thing’ is little different than ‘do the good thing’

· The question then becomes what does love mean in a particular circumstance? Should we allow a paedophile to ‘love’ a small child? Should we allow people to harm each other if they are motivated by love (sadism)?

· If the meaning of love is dependant on the circumstances, then the significance of love is relative since all circumstances differ. If so, love cannot be absolute. 

· The love rule is general and cannot be known before the situation whilst the lesser norms are known in particular. 

· The problem is that the one unbreakable (and ambiguous) norm is not meaningful in any specific or practical sense but the supposedly breakable norms are meaningful. 

· Fletcher dismissed the possibility of many universal norms because it is legalistic but this does not necessarily follow logically. 

· Fletcher does not show why if there is one universal norm, it has to be love. Why not the Buddhist rule of compassion? Or truth? Or indeed, hatred? 

· Other, more biblical criticisms are 

· ‘God is love’ is not the same as ‘love is God’.

· Therefore, according to the Bible, not all ‘loves’ are from God and therefore, not good.

· The Bible’s approach is love God first, then humanity.  

· Therefore, the content of ‘love’ should be defined as what God wills. 

· Situationism’s biggest drawback from a classical Christian point of view is that it ignores God’s revealed Word.  

Option 4: there are many non-conflicting norms – non-conflicting absolutism

Plato 

· Probably the most notable source of pluralistic absolutism

· Plato’s illustration of the cave – prisoners who send their lives with backs to the light only perceive shadows. When released they must gradually habituate themselves to stronger lights.

· The Sun represents ultimate Good; its light, various Forms or Ideas which all other things imitate for their likeness. Such Ideas & Forms are fixed and unchanging (Justice, Courage, Temperance and Wisdom). 

· Anyone who acts wisely or correctly does so according to changeless virtues derived from these absolute Forms of goodness. 

· His philosophy was in reaction to the relativism of thinkers like Protagoras (“Man is the measure of all things”) and Cratylus (“Everything is in a state of transition, and nothing is abiding”).

· How then, are conflicts between these Forms to be resolved?

· He struggled to show that the separate virtues doe not overlap or contradict each other.

· His answer; there is a relationship of interrelatedness between and among existing Forms of Being and Non-Being. In other words, there is at the same time a likeness & an unlikeness of things, e.g. being tall is at the same time, not being short. 

· However, how can the Forms be absolute and changeless when they are subject to changing interrelationships? 

Immanuel Kant

· One cannot get “ought” from “is” (David Hume)

· If there is a norm, then this must be outside of the declarative state that men find themselves.

· He denied utilitarianism saying that happiness cannot determine our actions since it is purely subjective.

· The only valid basis for ethics is duty for duty’s sake – the Categorical Imperative is stated variously as 

· “Act only according to that maxim by which you can at the same time will that it should become a universal law”.

· Act so as you treat humanity, whether in your person or in that of another, always as an end and never as a means only” – persons are intrinsically valuable, things are not.

· Having a ‘good will’ becomes the imperative and is clarified as being a sense of duty 

· “Duty is the obligation to act from reverence for law” – Kant believed Christianity’s Golden Rule agrees with this.

· “Ought” implies “can”. 

· Kant argues to do otherwise than the categorical imperative is self destructive (or unreasonable or impossible) – e.g. if by lying you make it a universal law there would be no truth about which to lie, nor would lying be possible. 

· In accordance with the categorical imperative Kant concluded there are many absolute and inviolable laws for human conduct (e.g. truth telling and prohibition to murder) 

· What happens when these conflict? Kant denies one must make way for another. 

· It would never be right to tell a lie to save a life. This is because in lying I do wrong generally to all men by disobeying an absolute duty. If someone dies as a result of my telling the truth there is no moral blame since I did not intend harm to the victim, not did I do him harm myself. 

Evaluation in relation to the Bible

· It is a view held by many Christians particularly of a conservative persuasion.

· In response to the problems about conflicting norms Kant & others suggest alternatives

· Aver that God would never allow a greater evil to result from doing one’s duty

· State that one should sacrifice one’s own good if forced into a compromising situation

· Redefine the duty (e.g. redefine lying to include the breaking of an obligation to tell the truth, or to include seeking a personal advantage)  

· However, the Bible contains examples of persons who were commended by God for lying or deceiving others to save lives (e.g. the Hebrew midwives in Exodus 1:15-21 & Rahab the harlot in Joshua 2:1-6). 

· Does not my duty to preserve life include both positive & negative aspects? That is, it is my duty to not only not take a life (negative) but also to do everything in my power to prevent a life being taken (positive). In Kant’s example, I would then be blameworthy. 

· Therefore, pluralistic absolutism fails to show how many absolute norms interrelate and what to do when they conflict. Redefining the duty introduces a hierarchy, which Kant denied existed. 

· It is naïve to believe that life can be split into many unrelated compartments, which do not conflict.  “Like many other idealistic positions, non-conflicting pluralistic absolutism is a beautiful theory which is destroyed by a brutal gang of facts” (Norman Geisler).  

· It tends to legalism where in the keeping of norms the neglect of weightier matters of mercy can be rationalised. See Jesus’ accusation against the Pharisees (Matthew 23;23,24 & 12:1-14)

· A logical alternative to the dilemma of many conflicting norms not yet considered is to conclude that in a conflicting situation both norms are wrong – we are guilty either way

Option 5: there are many conflicting universal norms – ideal absolutism

Recap

One of three absolutist positions

· Non-conflicting absolutism – all conflicts of norms are only apparent (previous option)

· Hierarchicalism – some norms are higher than others (next option)

· Ideal absolutism  - it is never right to disobey any absolute norm – doing the lesser of two evils

Ideal Absolutism explained and evaluated in relation to the Bible

· A position based more or less on the Bible; many Christians take this view. 

· Difficult to find clear cut examples of the position – more often implied than stated

· Basic tenets 

· There are many absolute norms (e.g. Kant)

· It is wrong to break any absolute norms because 

· exceptions prove it is not absolute after all

· the consequences are bad (this is a rule-utilitarian position)

· But, what about freedom and intention? If all possible courses of action are wrong than how can I be blamed for doing something, which I could not avoid?

· Ideally, absolute norms do not conflict; they deal with mutually exclusive aspects of human existence. If any conflicts arise it is not the fault of the norms, which were meant by God to be non-conflicting. Rather, it is the result of man’s sin. 

· Christian doctrine asserts the total depravity of man (Calvinism) in that all aspects of human nature are corrupted by sin (note: not that all men are as bad as they possibly can be). 

· Sin is endemic in human nature because of the Fall of Man (Psalm 51:5, Ephesians 2:3, Romans 3:23, 5:12, 1 John 1:8,10)

· The absolutist position is that if all men obeyed the moral law there would be no conflict of norms. But surely there are some evils which arise through no one’s fault (e.g. switching off the life support machine of someone injured in an accident or as a result of a natural calamity)?  

· The ideal absolutist would reply that all evil in the world is ultimately a consequence of the Fall, for which Adam (the first sinner and made federally responsible for all his descendants) is responsible. 

· ‘Ought’ does not imply ‘can’. Kant is wrong. (see Romans 7:7-28). The inability to do what I should do should warn me of the corruption of my nature and to inquire if there is another way out of the dilemma. 

· Doing the lesser of two evils. If I cannot avoid doing wrong where there is a conflict of norms, it does not make it right but it may be excusable. “Men do not despise a thief if he steals to satisfy his hunger when he is starving. Yet if he is caught, he must pay sevenfold, though it costs him all the wealth of his house” (Proverbs 6:30).  

· Doing the lesser of two evils is forgivable. If we are not Christians we may understand this as a general appeal to mercy. If Christians, we would say it is divine grace and atonement. 

· The doctrine of the atonement says that (Note: atonement is not only associated with this position)

· Man is guilty and cannot atone for his sin (Psalm 49:7-9, Romans 3:19-20)

· But God has provided a way of escape from guilt (Romans 3:21-26).

· Christ died, the just for the unjust that he might bring man to God (1 Peter 3:18)

· Divine holiness is offended by man’s sin but appeased by Christ’s sacrifice (Romans 5:9-11, 8:1-4)

· Jesus paid the penalty for man’s sin and provides forgiveness as a free gift to all who will receive it (1 Peter 2:24,25, Colossians 1:12-14)

· Reception of forgiveness is solely by faith in Christ’s death (Romans 3:22, John 1:10-13) and by repentance for sins (Acts 17:29-31). 

· Sin and guilt are inevitable for man, but salvation is possible. An individual may be held guilty even when he could not do otherwise, but there is always the possibility of forgiveness if he asks for it. 

· However, on rational grounds why should there be responsibility when there is no ability to respond? Ideal absolutism becomes more plausible when considered in the light of the Christian doctrine of enabling grace. It becomes meaningful to affirm that ‘ought’ does not imply ‘can’, if there is a higher power available to help accomplish what ought to be done. In Christianity, this is the task of the Holy Spirit (Romans 8:1-4, 9-14, 26, 27).

· Ideal absolutism offers no exceptions; there are no circumstances under which one may break these laws and remain guiltless. It is deceptively and attractively simple in its solution but only for those who believe in God as revealed in the Bible.

· Therefore, it is too simple for many. It can tend to legalism in offering no guidance on the ordering of norms so that ethically responsible acts can be made. Is all sin the same? Are there not degrees of sin? Would it not be right for God to judge Adolph Hitler more harshly than an average Joe/Joanna?

· It misrepresents the doctrine of depravity. It removes man’s freedom not to sin. It would mean that God asks man to do what cannot be done – in effect forcing them to sin. There must be a way to avoid moral guilt in any situation even if most men do not use it. It is no solution to put all the remedy on forgiveness. 

· It misunderstands moral responsibility. Should a person be held responsible for doing something he had no option but to do under circumstances? Even if a person has no power to do what ought to be done on their own, God provides enabling grace to do the right thing. Otherwise, a divine command would be unreasonable for God would be commanding the impossible. By a combination of human and divine resources it is possible to avoid moral guilt. The command implies the possibility of performance if this is understood as inclusive of both human and divine remedies. ‘Ought’ can mean ‘can’ in these circumstances. 

· There is a Christological problem with ideal absolutism. If there are situations where the possibility of a sinful outcome cannot be avoided then either Christ sinned (which is against NT statements [1 Peter 2:22]) or he did not face the moral dilemmas that we do (which is also against NT statements [Hebrews 4:15]). 

Option 6: there are hierarchically ordered universal norms – Hierarchicalism 

Norman Geisler - Hierarchicalism explained and evaluated in relation to the Bible
· It maintains a hierarchical ordering of ethical norms based on a relative scale of values they represent. When two or more norms conflict a person is exempted from an obligation to a lower norm by an obligation to a higher norm.

· Comparing with the other alternatives

· Antinomianism – excludes all objective ethical norms

· Situationalism – there is one exclusive norm of absolute value

· Generalism – all norms are subject to exceptions

· Non-conflicting absolutism – norms never really conflict but there is a way of escape

· Ideal absolutism – in moral conflicts evil is inevitable but excusable

· Hierarchicalism – one has an exemption from obeying lower norms in order to obey higher norms 

· Basic tenets – how one decides to rank norms

· Persons are more valuable than things – would this lead to speciesism?

· The Infinite Person is more valuable than finite persons – duty to God is higher than duty to man – but would this justify killing for God?

· Complete persons are more valuable than incomplete persons – only applies in irreconcilable conflicts as such triage decisions in wartime hospitals.

· Actual persons are more valuable than potential persons - only applies in irreconcilable conflicts such as when mother and foetus cannot both be saved.

· Potential persons are more valuable than actual things – an unborn child is still valuable 

· Many persons are more valuable than few persons – is this rule-utilitarianism?

· Personal acts which promote personhood are better than those that do not – indifference and hatred/malice are condemned

· Some illustrations – 

· Abraham’s sacrifice of Isaac (not carried out) - Abraham was commended for obeying God even though it would have violated the law against human sacrifice

· Jesus urged his followers to love God (and himself) more than their parents – breaking the 5th commandment to keep the 1st. (Matthew 10:37, 8:21)

· Jesus urged his followers to love men more than the Sabbath – breaking the 4th commandment to preserve life (Matthew 12:1-14)

· Hebrew midwives and Rahab the harlot (see Option 4, evaluation)

· The Apostles disobeyed the civil law by preaching Jesus even when ordered not to by the Jewish authorities (Acts 4:18-20, compare with Apostolic commands to obey civil authorities, Romans 13:1-2, Titus 3:1, 1 Peter 2:13)

· Jesus referred to ‘greater’ sins (John 19:11, Matthew 12:41, Matthew 5:21, 22) and to the ‘greatest’ commandment (Matthew 22:36,37) and the ‘more important’ matters of the law (Matthew 23; 23). 

· Paul refers to love as the ‘greatest’ virtue (1 Corinthians 13:13)

· What is the basis for determining the hierarchy of values? Why should one follow the suggested rankings above? Geisler believes only the Christian love ethic is logically and morally consistent based on the intrinsic value of persons. 

· He appeals to an intuitive understanding that love is preferable to hate and indifference. C S Lewis observed that no culture ever taught that it was right to rape or be cruel to children or to take any woman he wanted or any man’s life he wanted (The Abolition of Man).  No moral norms have been discovered that commend cheating or breaking promises (Lewis – Mere Christianity). 

· Most ethical creeds are similar and have at their core a love ethic (e.g. Kant’s categorical imperative).  Most men want to be treated with respect as persons of value even if they do not reciprocate. 

· More controversially, Geisler believes all men intuitively know to prefer what they conceive as the ultimate value – God. He cites Paul Tillich (Dynamics of Faith) who asserted that all men have an ultimate value. 

· He appeals to revelation. The Bible contains the greatest ethic. It contains a clear obligation to God and then to other people on the basis of obligation to God. It ranks sell interest last (Philippians 2:3,4). It presents a clear hierarchy of norms from which ethical judgements in many situations can be derived. The Bible asserts that not all sins are equal (vide. Jesus’ reference to greater sins).

· Critics often misunderstand the relationship between the OT and NT. The Christian’s view (as opposed to a Jewish or Muslim view) is that “Christ is the end of the law” (Romans 10:4). This means that what Christ (and his apostles) confirmed from the OT still has force and that his death abrogated the ceremonial law of the OT but not its moral basis. Therefore, Christians can be quite consistent in applying some of the ethical statements of the OT whilst rejecting others. 

· Even if one does not accept the premise of the Christian God, we have seen how atheistic philosophers have struggled to derive an absolute value from purely logical premises on rationalistic grounds.  In effect the Christian says, without God ethics is meaningless. 

· How can a norm be transcended and still be universal? Geisler answers that the lower norm (e.g. respect for parents) is applicable under all circumstances at all times, but can be transcended by a higher obligation (like obedience to God). Lower norms have universal validity in their own sphere of influence but when they overlap with a higher norm, this takes precedence. 

· This is different from the generalist position (which states that there are situations when general norms do not apply). Hierarchicalism states that the universal lower norm always applies; if it did not, there would be no potential moral conflict to resolve in the first place. The lower norm is sacrificed for the higher obligation in the conflict. One is exempt from the lower norm only if there is a overriding responsibility to a higher norm. One must always follow the lower norm if one can. 

· Neither is this utilitarian in that the end (a resulting good) does not justify the means. Consider a lie told in order to save a life - Lloyd Bucher, commander of the USS Pueblo, captured by North Korea in 1968.  Bucher signed a false statement that he was spying against North Korea in order to save the lives of his crew. But this is not justified because of the perceived good that came. Utilitarianism would save it was of no value if it had failed in its intent. But hierarchialism can justify it on the basis that although lying is always wrong, Bucher’s lie was transcended by his obligation to save his crew. 

· Hierarchialism is a synthesis of alternative positions. Geisler believes there is some truth in the other options but this is the best of them all. 

· Comparison with other options

· Antinomianism – stresses human responsibility and freedom. Freedom implies having respect for others’ freedom. But men also have an ethical obligation to love others.

· Situationism – love is stressed as the universal norm but specifically leaves out love to God as an overriding obligation of love and misunderstands the hierarchy of love relationships. 

· Generalism – struggles to develop consistent universal norms. Claimed exceptions are really part of the definition of the norm. In hierarchialism norms have intrinsic value, nit just because of their good effects.

· Pluralistic absolutism – in non-conflicting absolutism norms are defined away so as not to come into conflict – death by a thousand qualifications. Hierarchialism maintains the validity of all norms, just their exemption under certain circumstances. Ideal absolutists recognise conflicts but would condemn all actions that lead to breaking norms and give no real guidance for assessing the right thing to do. 

Biblical ethics can be summed up as this:

“Hearing that Jesus had silenced the Sadducees, the Pharisees got together. One of them, an expert in the law, tested him with this question: "Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?" Jesus replied: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: 'Love your neighbour as yourself. All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments."” (Matthew 22:32-40) 
Good Luck.
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