Christian Ethics Lesson 1, page 1

The Subject M atter of Ethics

Welcome to Christian Ethics. If | were to assigroarse verse to this class, it would be Philippik®s
11. I would like to begin this session with Pauydiayer for the Philippians, making it our own pnaye
Let me pick up just a little bit of the context starting to read with verse 3. Paul writes thith®
Philippians:

| thank my God every time | remember you. In all prgtyers for all of you, | always pray with
joy because of your partnership in the gospel ftoenfirst day until now, being confident of

this, that He who began a good work in you will gdate it until the day of Christ Jesus. It is
right for me to feel this way about all of you, &nl have you in my heart; for whether I am in
chains or defending and confirming the gospelpgjlou share in God’s grace with me. God can
testify how I long for all of you with the affecticof Christ Jesus. And this is my prayer: that
your love may abound more and more in knowledgedamth of insight, so that you may be
able to discern the things that are excellent aag oe pure and blameless until the day of
Christ, filled with the fruit of righteousness tlames through Jesus Christ—to the glory and
praise of God.

Let us pray together.

Father, we make this prayer our own for this couthat as we study and learn, our love may abound
more and more in knowledge and insight; that oun ¢émes may show forth the excellencies of You who
have called us out of darkness into Your marveligins; that we may be discerning; and that we may

be filled with the fruit of righteousness that centierough our union with our Savior. These things w
ask in His blessed name. Amen.

Ouir first topic is the subject matter of ethicdsla way of introduction to the field, and to tb@urse in
particular. What is all this? What is it all aboMvhenever | meet somebody new and they ask me what
| do, | tell them | teach at Covenant Seminary. Amdariably the question comes back, “What do you
teach?” And | resist the temptation to say studeartd | admit that | teach theology and ethicstlane

of two predictable responses. Either the persoyes glaze over, they are suddenly thirsty for tinegh
bowl, and we move on to other things, or their dygghten and they present me with some ethicakiss
that they have been thinking about. It could beetbing in the news. “What about cloning? Is that
right?” And | try to answer the best | can. Theg thinking of ethics in terms of rules of condwotd

they want to know how the rules apply. That isfitet thing that comes to people’s minds when they
are thinking about ethics: its rules and how thgglyain the complex circumstances of life.

My wife and | have friends who moved to Georgi&athe husband retired, and they come back from
time to time to visit because they have contacts.Heast time they came back we went out to our
favorite Japanese restaurant for a meal togethet.a& we were sitting there they were telling usuab
life in Georgia. Georgia has a lottery and theyth®emoney for education. There are these great
scholarships that are available in Georgia thrahghway of raising money. And as the wife is teli

us this, she is reflecting out loud, and she s, know, is it right to oppose state-run lottexi@as a
matter of principle, and then to accept one of¢hsxsholarships that are funded in that way?” Shestu
to me and says, “You are the ethicist, what dotynk?” Well, | answered as best | could, sorting
through the various issues that are there. Theag®d topic you might explore. What are the
implications? Is it a compromise to accept the Elsbip money that is produced that way? She is
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thinking about rules of right and wrong and howytlauld apply in this situation. There must be ke ru
and we must be able to find out how it fits witilsteomewhat complex circumstance.

Now, ethical issues are legion and multiplying dag night. Hardly a month goes by without some
scientific breakthrough that poses new questiongbt and wrong. Meanwhile, the old questions
persist. Is it ever right to lie? Is it ever rightbreak a promise? Is it ever right to get a digphave an
abortion, refuse medical treatment, execute a noamor assassinate a ruler? The list is literafiglless.
And ethics does have a good deal to say about ani@sow they apply to issues of right and wrong.
With stem cell research now, scientists have beénta isolate stem cells from a human embryo and
keep them alive in a Petri dish. They have beeel¢abthe ultimate spare part, because by the proper
manipulation, those can become any organ in thg.b&ith so much good that can be done from those
stem cells, is it right to use them? After all nsteells do not just appear. They are isolated faom
embryo—an organism that has to die. You have takilembryo in order to keep isolated stem cells
alive. Is it right? What do we think about this?

Ethics is not just about issues of right and wrahig, also about the kind of persons we oughtedoWwe
ought to be the kind of persons who, for one, thaskies of right and wrong really matter, who ltdve
right and hate the wrong, and who can be counted do the right thing under pressure. Now, that is
the character issue: whether we are committedetoigfnt to such an extent that we think the righsts
and we want to do it. The kind of persons that veehas very much to do with ethics. Ethics is about
the content of our character as well as the ruiegbt and wrong. And when we talk about persamd a
character, we use the dichotomy of virtue and videt is standard terminology. Virtue is the bran€th
ethics that deals with moral agents and their natibws. Rules deal with actions and of course the
attitude that lies behind those actions wheredsesileals with persons in terms of these char&daes
and motivations.

Over the last 40 years, there has been enormaeresttn virtue ethics in the field of philosopmdaa
growing interest in theology with respect to viretlics. In philosophy the reason the interest has
developed is because of the dissatisfaction wihrtipasse that has been reached between content
ethics and utilitarian ethics. | will come to thdater in the course, but philosophical ethicsjoas
reached an impasse. And so from that impasse #t®utles, where so much ink has been spilt inrorde
to figure it out, they turn away from rules and &va persons. Actually, you need both. You needsrule
but you need also to examine motivations and gesldf persons. But virtue ethics has come into the
popular culture. The phenomenal success of Billig#s The Book of Virtuesignaled a felt need to
talk about something to do with values. “Valuesimniach too vague a term, in general. It has anmaigi
place in philosophy, but it became more subjectiivhatever | value is value’—and it lost its
objective place in terms of what it originally hiadmind. And with talk about values, public discseir
has long since reached the saturation point. Bagyibod to talk about virtues, but | have sometlihg
problem withThe Book of Virtueas a way of learning virtues. | do not mean toqre that book. It is
for developing virtue in children, but the kindpdrsons we ought to be is really linked to some
unifying vision of the way things ought to be. Beftrtakes stories from this, that, and the othace|
and they are all about virtue in some sense, launetis no overarching narrative or vision in whilhy
find their real coherence.

| think that what we need to talk about in ethigbat ethics does talk about in addition to ruled an
persons, are goals. In terms of good and evil, véide goal of the human life? What is the goat th
we should seek in everything and the evil we shautald? That reacts upon both the kind of persons
we become and the kind of rules we seek to follmw,the goal is the overall perspective that waukho
ask. In addition to the content of our charactey nged to talk about the chief end of man, to oo
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phrase. Where are we headed with respect to timg2hn other words, all three of these questions
belong together, and all three are dependent, aligly, on some world and life view for their
significance and really their understanding. Nowycald and life view has to deal with three basic
issues. The first is the origin of man in the undee Where do we come from? How did we get here?
We cannot know what we are unless we deal withsthiges of origin. It also has to deal with the pres
human condition, the dilemmas that we face, andiéneve feel that the problem is oppression or that
it comes from inside ourselves. Is the fault in stars or is it in ourselves? That is a key quadtiere.
And third, a worldview needs to propose some waphédfulfillment of human nature. That is what a
worldview does, basically. It addresses those tkieds of questions. When you study worldviews, you
study in terms of what each says about the originjerse, and man; its analysis or diagnosis of the
human condition, what the problem is; and the psapthat it has for an answer. You recognize in tha
three-fold theme that the biblical perspectivetar creation, the Fall, and redemption, the redemp
which brings everything to its consummation in termh God’s will. This three-fold rubric will affect

our thinking in ethics all along the line. In tlisurse we want to develop these three thingsfdtesf
everything in terms of the ethical display thatwake.

Now, | use the biblical terrshalomfor the goals, or the overarching goal, that daffewr ethics. “The
Hebrew wordshalomis biblical shorthand for universal flourishinghaleness, and delight that is God’s
design for the creation.” Cornelius Plantinga ghys in his bookNot the Way It's Supposed to Be,
book that you will probably want to read at som&pdnd | think that he is right on. It is a tres on
sin, but of course he does explore the way thingghbto be as well as the way, in fact, they alee T
goal in the broadest sense—the will of God, $tialomfor His creation—defines for us the good. It is
the will of God that defines for us the good. Thaes back all the way to the beginning where Satan’
challenge to God, in terms of the effects of thingaof the tree of the knowledge of good and esil,
made the issue and the focus point of the probagisin Will we identify with what God says is good?
Will we identify with His kingdom of righteousness, will we side with the dominion of darkness?
You have that dichotomy of the kingdom of light ahd kingdom of darkness all the way through.

| will quote Plantinga once more. He says, “To lresponsible person is to find one’s role in the
building of shalom the rewebbing of God, humanity, and all creatiojustice, harmony, fulfillment,
and delight.” That is a comprehensive definitiore Weed that. We need that in ethics. We need that
goal as the perspective and the vision in whichpdgrsons we are aiming at becoming and the kind of
rules that we follow make sense. “A responsiblesperfinds one’s role in the building sfialom” That

is “the rewebbing of God, humanity, and all creatii justice, harmony, fulfillment, and delight.his
three-fold perspective is widely recognized. | wgmii to know that. | am not just making this up.

C. S. Lewis’s little bookMere Christianity started out as a series of broadcast talks diviodd War
Il. It has become a bestseller and is still in priinis a marvelous treatise. The section on Gilans
behavior begins with a discussion of the threespairtmorality. The three parts of morality, he saye
fair play between persons, harmony within a peraod,the purpose of life as a whole. Well, that is
rules, virtue, and goals or rules, persons, antsgbig gives the illustration of a convoy of ships.
Remember he did these broadcasts during wartinthjsexample was appropriate. For a convoy of
ships to fulfill its purpose, it must have 12 ruteskeep the ships from bumping into one anothberd
are certain nautical rules that you have to keegrtain distance in following, and so forth. Thérere
are certain observances for staying afloat. Yolelgot to take care of your own ship and not juspke
out of the way of others. You have got to take cdrgour own ship to stay afloat and arrive in good
condition. And then you need directions for arrgvat your destination. The mission is not a sucifess
you end up in New York if you are supposed to HeadcCalcutta, and this is a rather obvious truth.

© Spring 2006, David C. Jones & Covenant TheologBerhinary



Christian Ethics Lesson 1, page 4

That is the three-fold core that is interwoven iatbics and that we need to see in terms of ouis@dm
ethics. If we rephrase these in terms of the qoesdf ethics, | would do it this way: what goal®shd
we pursue in life? What goals are really worthyaofman pursuit? Notice | said “human pursuit”
because the Christian ethic is the ethic. We dleviers of the One who said, “| am the Way, thetfiru
and the Life.” And although others are in partinbwledge of what the rules are and what kinds of
persons we ought to be, it is only in the biblietidic that you get the full world and life view tlgves
the basis to all of that. So, what goals are wautgue in life?

Second, what sort of persons ought we to be? Wigelook at this in the biblical frame, we will sdeat
in terms of vice, it is the works of the fleshjterms of virtue, it is the fruit of the Spirit. Tieeis a
distinctly biblical perspective on all of theserntgs. But formally, these three are all involved.

And third, what rules ought we to follow? Or a®freetimes put it, what standards ought we to praetic
But | think it is simpler and clearer just to tallkout what rules ought we to follow. Let us undserdt
rules in a broader sense and not as, for exanygeajnarrow rule to drive on the left or rightesaf the
road.

Now, in answering these three questions, we neesghtember, as Jonathan Edwards said, “Moral
matters are ultimately subject to divine assessfhentvhat they are worth in the sight of God. We
want to know what goals we ought to pursue as thefGod, what kind of persons we ought to be
according to the will of God, and what rules we loug follow that are the will of God. So | thinke
guestion of ethics really comes down to one questidat is God calling us to be and to do? | think
can be encapsulated in that single question. Foptinposes of exposition, we really do need theethr
fold exposition, but it comes down to this one dioes When we say “God,” we mean of course the
triune God, who has revealed Himself in Christ #relholy Scriptures. When we say “calling,” we
mean summoning, His authoritative call, but alsabding, because God’s call is effective. God daas n
call us to do anything He does not give us His Hapyrit to enable us to do. So what is the triurnel G
who has revealed Himself in Christ in the Holy $tures, summoning and enabling us, His redeemed
people individually and corporately, to be and 8@ &ometimes students have rephrased this quéstion
say, “What is God calling me to be and to do?” trede is partial credit for that. But really, wenw#o
understand what He is calling His redeemed peaptidt We are members of a body, and our
sanctification is progressing in connection with thody. “To be,” of course, is what we become as
persons. And “to do” has to do with the activitathve implement in life. So “to be” and “to do” gt
the whole problem. And I think that that one phralsee unpack it, contains in summary form our
whole ethic.

And | have just one more of these three-fold sunesdor you. When we are thinking about what goals
we ought to pursue, we think that the controllinggmse of our lives is, in biblical terms, the glof

God. We think about what persons we ought to be yancan think about what impels us to become the
kind of persons God is calling us to be. The impglmotive of the Christian life is the love of God

That is intentionally ambiguous. Does that mean’&tmbe for us or our love for God? Well, | mean
both, because the impelling motive of the Christinor the covenant way of life is that God hagdd

us. And we loved Him in return, and our love ofgidaor flows from that relationship. So the impelin
motive of the Christian way of life, or the coveharay of life, is love of God. And then the direi
principle by which we live is the law of God, Godi'struction, God’s Torah, God’s directions for

living. And those we will be expounding. But we deal three of these together.

Let me illustrate in a couple of ways why theykmlong together. Paul says in 1 Corinthians 13}, “If
bestow my goods to feed the poor and have not lopepfits me nothing.” It is useless. Now, to tmes
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one’s good to feed the poor is a worthy goal. Biitis pursued for selfish reasons, in terms oivhb
looks to God who judges the heart, it looks veffedent. So, we need the three things togetheyaDr
could take an issue such as procreation. Procremticertainly a good that is worthy of pursuitféat,
God says in the creation mandate, “Be fruitful amdtiply and fill the earth.” But what is your
motivation in bringing children into the world?ista serious question. Are you bringing childretoin

the world for the glory of God, or are you bringidgldren into the world because of the satisfarctio
gives you to have children? If that is the ovenglmotive, then what happens if the child is borthw
some physical handicap? What is your motive inding children into the world? Are there rules to
follow in bringing children into the world? Welkhe first rule is that couples bringing childreroihe
world should be married, heterosexual couples. iE@bd’s rule for bringing children into the woyld
and we welcome children who are brought into thedveome other way, but they are at a disadvantage
in the way they have been brought into the worldd Aou can go on with the questions in terms of the
use of reproductive technologies. The fact thaigihed, bringing children into the world, is worthpd
that your motivation is for the glory of God doex settle all issues. You have to think through thke
there are any limits in terms of the way we may imalate the process of conception in order to bring
children into the world.

Let us look at Romans 12:1-2. These are familiaseg&to us, and yet they are so profound in tefms o
what they present before us for our developing asGan ethic. Romans 12:1 says, “Therefore, | urge
you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy,”—or in thén§ James version, “by the mercies of God,"—"that
you present your bodies a living sacrifice, holggsing to God, which is your reasonable service.”
There are three things about human nature thahdieated in Romans 12:1. First of all, human ratur
is affectional. Notice that Paul makes his appe&hé mercies of God. “I urge you by the mercies of
God,” tender mercies of God. Now, to get the prapsponse, Paul seeks to invoke the motivation of
gratitude. What are the mercies that he is talkingut? Well, back in chapter 5 Paul says that “&/hil
we were helpless and hostile sinners, Christ ddedi$.” We could not save ourselves. Not only that,
we did not want to be saved. We were God’s enerfiiesst died for us. This is characteristic of Raul
as he begins by addressing the affectional level.

“...By the mercies of God, that you present your kedis a living sacrifice.” There is the volitional
element. That is a matter of conscious choice. &fgeea sense in which God has created us to be self
determining beings. That is different from beingoaomous, self-governing beings. He retains His
sovereignty over us, but He calls us to choosgtioel. | once heard Frances Schaeffer say that énere
three great mysteries in the Christian faith: thestary of how God can be one in three, the mystery
how Christ can be God and man, and the mysterpwf@od, without any abridgement of His
sovereignty, can create beings whose choices na@erioral significance. And we may not be able to
put that together in a totally satisfying way, g must adhere to both aspects of the mysteryapist
we adhere to God as one in three and Christ asa@danan without being able to explain all difficedt
that those issues involve. And this is the voliibelement that Paul addresses.

It is a conscious presentation of ourselves to @loidh Paul says “is our reasonable service.” Human
beings are rational, and ethics is not a mattendiinking, of offering of ourselves to God. It tegs
deliberation as well as choice. It requires disgent, thinking through issues and how the rulesyapp
in any given case. The NIV translates this wordrigl service.” | think that is a mistake. Pasles a
different word for spiritualNeumaticoss the Greek word he uses for “spiritual.” Thisagikos and

you can see the root of logic in there. It hasdawvith the mind. So our ethics must take accourthe$e
three components, if we can use that term, of humadure: that we are affectional, volitional, and
rational beings.
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Then Paul goes on in Romans 12:2 to say three taqathings about the will of God. “Do not conform
any longer with the pattern of this world,”—whichthe way we have been living, Paul says, until we
become united to Christ—“but be transformed byr#reewing of your mind, then you will be able to
test and approve,’—that is, to identify and pubiptactice—"God’s will.” And God’s will is descriloe
with three words. First, it is “the good.” Thattie distinctive thing about biblical Christian ethi The
only authentic understanding of ethics is that demntify the “good” with the will of God. Everything
every aspect of the good, has to be identified Wieghwill of God—what He sets forth as receiving Hi
approval. The prophet Amos long ago called for aglinee to what in philosophy is referred to as the
first principle of practical reason. “Seek goodt awil.” “Hate evil, love good.” That is Amos 5:1¥5.
And “good” is the most comprehensive term for winatan beings ought to be and to do. So we
identify the will of God with good. That is Micah& which says, “He has shown you, O man, what is
good. And what does the Lord require of you buddqustice, to love mercy and to walk humbly with
your God.” That is the good; that is the goal thatseek in everything that we do.

The will of God is further described as the accelgtaor, what is probably a better translation, the
pleasing. That is, what is pleasing to God. Whail Belds to the thought that the will of God defifas
us the good is that whether it is pleasing to Giodad is a more personal aspect of that same tholigh
is God’s approval that counts in ethics, not maproval or our approval. It is God’s approval, &nd
is the personal relationship that is brought ouh&description of the will of God as the “pleaginit is
what receives His blessing and approval that wk seehat we do in following His will. It makes the
lawgiver, rather than the law, supreme. We ardaltmwing rules for the sake of rules; rather, we a
following rules for the sake of being well-pleasitogGod.

There is an additional motivating factor there, dns finally described as the “perfect.” | thitfat our
understanding of that should be that it is peréectf human nature. That is, if we follow the vafl

God we will find that fulfillment and satisfactidhat is lacking in every other system of ethicsause
they fall short of the glory of God. It is the wdf God that is our most basic definition of thedoThe
good is what is pleasing to God and perfectingush&n nature, so that true fulfilment of human ratu
consists in being conformed to the will of God, @his essentially God’s own moral perfection being
transcribed for creaturely imitation. Matthew 53H/s, “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenlydfath
is perfect.” Sometimes we shy away from that. | Aadudent in Latvia tell me that he was very much
helped in his personal life when someone told tiat that word meant “mature” or being mature, so
you could take account of the growing process. Wdlink we must take account of the growing
process. | think God does deal with us as His ofsidand He knows that we grow from stage to stage.
We are growing toward the image of Christ, butoésl not make much sense to say, “Be ye therefore
mature as your Father in heaven is mature.” kligrig about a standard that is here, and we really
not want a mediocre standard. We are not detracteduch by “Be ye slightly improved,” you know.
The goal is perfection. There is something abouepton that draws us out and onward and something
that is admirable about it, even if we do not attilt is something that is there for us to rewag and
adhere to. And God’s standard as the perfect fulgod is that which alone will fulfill human natyre
even though it is only entirely true in glory. Netleeless, it is the standard toward which we aim.

| play the tuba. This is one of my lesser-knownsgiindeed one of my lesser gifts. But | find great
fulfillment in playing the tuba. Some years agwent down to the Merry Tuba Christmas event, which
is when all the low brass instruments—euphoniungsuarder—go and play Christmas music for the
folks who are walking the malls. Well, we attracttention. It is hard to ignore a herd of elepbant
And after each carol, there would be polite appaasd we accepted that. And then we had an
intermission, and four tuba players from the Suikdymphony and other symphonies gave a mini-
concert. And it was marvelous! | mean, the tubanisnstrument that when it is played well with
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excellence has a considerable range and colorAmdt after their pieces, people stomped and
applauded. And who applauded most? Well, it wastugas the band. It was those of us who
recognized how difficult it was, how wonderful i, and how inspiring it was to see that kind of
excellence. Well, that is why you should not shyagydrom the perfection of the will of God. It iseth
perfection of Christ. How can we accept a lessarddrd than Christ? Of course, we know we fall shor
of the glory of God. We fall short of the imageGiirist, but that is the goal toward which we are
headed. And that is God’s purpose in us now, tdwiaat which is well-pleasing in His sight.
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