Christian Ethics Lesson 14, page 1

Resolving Moral Conflicts, |1

Let us pray.

Lord, open our eyes that we may behold wondrougghout of Your Law. Lead us forth in Your truth
and teach us, for You are our God and our hopa ¥du. Help us, especially, we pray, with the @iffi
situations that we face that we may understand tooapply Your Word faithfully, that we may seek
Your face in all these decisions, and be with ubab end for Jesus’ sake. Amen.

In the last session we started this area of thutsn of moral conflicts. | was going through anmber
of methods. We want to be careful not to undernouneethic while adopting a method. Sometimes we
come out at the same place in terms of a particdaision, such as the way we evaluate the villages
Le Chambon in their protection of Jews during theupation of France. But then in retrospect, thg wa
in which that is justified tends to be very diffeteWe looked last time at consequentialism, wich
fact reduces conflict by maintaining that theren$y one absolute principle for the greater balasfce
good over evil in every situation. And we saw hbwattled to subjectivism—nhow it is really a prin@pl
for tyrants. The 20th century is filled with milis of lives that have been murdered in pursuihof a
ideal on the grounds that the end justifies thense&o cruelty for the time being was argued, as we
bring in the new humanity, to have been justifieelrible, terrible deeds have been done under that
principle.

The next approach, what | call tragic morality, basn adopted by some evangelical Christians who
reject consequentialism, who see the dangers inBo&they understand that in a fallen world, God’
absolutes come into conflict and when they do, agose the lesser of two evils. Although, we aié sti
responsible for the evil that we have chosen aarktbre must confess our sins.

Norman Geisler is the one largely associated wihthird principle of hierarchicalism. He is a
prominent evangelical theologian. He is a philogyphnd his specialty is apologetics, philosoping, a
religion. He has written a lot in that area, buthlas also written on ethics. He adopts the vievedal
hierarchicalism. He agrees with evangelicals oftthgic morality type that God’s absolutes do come
into conflict, but he has a particular theory abitnat way in which they are resolved so that wenate
held guilty when we obey a higher absolute andlmiga lower absolute. In his view, these are alsolu
moral duties, God’s absolute commands. His positiay be simply expressed by saying, “When two
moral duties clash, the believer is exempt fromduity to the lower by virtue of his obedience te th
higher.” So we are exempt from the lesser evihis tase, to use the language of moral choicesand
we do not sin in doing that but are doing the ridjimg. Geisler posits a system of graded absolates
which God’s commands, all of which are moral anslodilite, are arranged hierarchically so that in€ase
of conflict the higher exempts from the lower. Imecexample that he gives, he makes a big point of
distinguishing between an exemption and an exceplie says, “When one Kills another human being
in self-defense, he is exempt from guilt,” citingdélus 22:2. “Yet there is no exception made to the
Law which requires us to always treat another hub®ang, even a would-be murderer, as a human
being with intrinsic value.” That is not the preziguestion. Even within that sphere, there is sbimgt
that he obscures. The issue is what kind of amsatto act in self-defense and does the Bibleraypp
that act.

| have three difficulties with Geisler’s hierarchiism. The first problem, as | see it, is the impos
upon Scripture of a preconceived definition of aahabsolute. All God’s commands, He says, are
absolute because they all derive from the holyneadfiGod. We saw earlier that we have to make some
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distinctions with respect to God’s commands. Somexdeed derive from the holy nature of God. It
could not be otherwise that God would command tyu&hat is not His nature. God is love; therefore,
His commandments must embody love. Other commantémee understand, are derived from the will
of God for human beings whom He created in His ienaghis life so that the norms for marriage and
so forth derive from His will. There is anotheregry that derives from God’s positive will, whiish

the ceremonial law that is His temporary regulaitor His people, including the dietary laws. Those
commandments are not absolute. They could be ddemiby the commandments to preserve life. We
saw that in the instance of David when he was gpamission to eat the showbread which was, strictl
speaking, only lawful for the priests to eat. ltswet God’s purpose in giving that commandmenttfor

to be interpreted so absolutely that it cannotdhieved for the preservation of human life. Geisleys

that the commandment not to eat the showbreadwsas$ absolute as the commandment not to commit
murder. Well, | think that we need to distinguisdtheen the commands of God and this preconceived
definition of a moral absolute; that, | have, asfirst difficulty. This moral absolute, in Geisler’

system, has to be qualified by a questionablendistin between an exception and exemption. You see,
he insists that the absolute that is overriddestilisan absolute. But when it comes down to itfdlks
about them being relative absolutes. | think that contradiction in terms. If one absolute presmpt
another absolute, the absolute that is preempted isnger absolute. It is qualified by its planghat
hierarchy. And although Geisler insists that theyill absolute, | think that the distinction Wween an
exception and an exemption is a verbal solution.

On the issue of the taking of human life and thg hainterprets self-defense, the precise issue is
whether God has absolutely forbidden the takingyasfdauman life under all circumstances. It is ofte
assumed that that is the absolute that God hasusdlydorbidden—the taking away of human life
under all circumstances. But if God has not absbjudbrbidden that then there is no conflict of
absolutes in the kind of case Geisler mentiongggest that we think of the sixth commandment, ‘Tho
shalt not kill.” If we state that in terms of ansakute, this would be the proper way of puttindhitman
life is sacred to God and may never be taken awthout divine warrant. Then we know that there are
exceptional circumstances in which God warrantddking away of human life. They are not
exceptions to an absolute. The absolute includegiéa of divine warrant. And where God has given
warrant, those so-called exceptions really sendefme what the absolute is. If we state the usiaie
norm this way: God forbids the taking away of hurtie except in the case of public justice, lawful
war, or necessary defense as our catechism desg, #ne not stating exceptions to an absolute or
exemptions within the absolute. They are definlmgdbsolute in such a way as to require the busflen
proof that the taking away of human life has divaughority. | think if we work carefully and statdat
the absolute is—that human life is sacred to Gatlrmay never be taken away without divine warrant—
then you have a universal principle. The only goesthen is to search the Scriptures to find ouémvh
human life is warranted by God to be taken. Tlatme, solves the problem with Abraham and Isaac.

It runs through the literature that Abraham brokeabsolute when he offered Isaac upon the altar, at
least in terms of his intention, although God delyit proceed as far as the binding of Isaac.dftake
the principle that human life is sacred to God ar&y never be taken without divine warrant, it was
warranted in that instance. Isaac was a guiltyesitvefore God whose life was forfeit to God. Gat, f
His purposes, makes it clear that mere human gacof a sinner cannot avail for substitution, ooty
God Himself can be the sacrifice. The Lord will Hieff provide a sacrifice, and that is why the plisce
called, “in the mountain of the Lord it will be prided.” So, there is a redemptive, historical psgo
that God has in showing that principle. The bindifigsaac is an absolutely unique case in Scrigfure
a particular purpose and would be very pedantaways include that in our definition of how we
define the absolute. It is sufficient to say hurtinis sacred to God and may never be taken withou
divine warrant. In that one instance, God did watrisbraham from proceeding as far as he did wiéh th
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taking of Isaac’s life because God is sovereigir tifeeand He had His lesson to present in thgbees
It was not a conflict of absolutes if you propestate the absolute in terms of human life beingeshto
God, never to be taken without divine warrant. Thas a particular warrant that was unique to that
situation.

The general warrant (when we give the sixth commraard we will give the biblical basis for it) is in
the areas of lawful war (and we need to go ovectheria for what lawful war is), for public just
(we need to discuss the issue of applicable pureshiand how it can be justly administered in aefall
world), and necessary defense (we need to thinktdimw that bears on our lives as Christians)inkth
there is a better solution at hand than the agpeaak exemption from absolutes.

My second critique is the insistence that all Gamismmands are absolute. That creates many problems
where none exist. A lot runs through the literatomethis issue that one conflict of absolutes is'6o
command of obedience to the state and God’s comsnainabedience to Himself. That is not a conflict
of absolutes. God has not commanded absolute ofmedie the state. When the state commands
something that God forbids, we only have one datythat is to obey God rather than men. | think tha
one of the problems has been the tendency to bedlates that go beyond the Scriptures. Our duty is
obey their lawful commands. That is very precisediay of our Shorter Catechism. Our responsibility
as Christians is to obey their lawful commands.tT®ithe absolute. What the Scriptures command that
is lawful is to be respected and obeyed.

We will come back to the issue of civil disobedieradter we have had a time to go over the biblical
authority of the state. There is more to be saaligthat, and we need to make some distinctions
between types of civil disobedience. | think there are at least five different types of civil
disobedience. Whether or not we judge them to bkchi depends upon analyzing the circumstances.

My third criticism is that as a method of resolvicanflicts, which Geisler says is a conflict betwee
absolutes, it is so open-ended that although hegiagainst this, I think that he ends up wittelthat
cannot be done that would be done under situatethads. For example, Geisler said, “There is yeall
only one thing that is ultimate and absolute. Thdbve.” So, that is the one indefeasible absolie
one absolute from which there are no exemptions.nidtion of an overriding, personal value is so
broad that the conflict it is liable to create Hgraldmits of any limitation. If you arrange your rab
absolutes in terms of a pyramid and the higher gtefnom the lower, then what is at the top of the
pyramid is really your only absolute—that is eithmre or to seek the most personal value. If welzan
exempt from all the other commandments, all thewétsolutes under that, then we have ended up with
the same principle that there is no moral norm rathen the law of love that may not be exempted
under some circumstances. Although Geisler himselfcritic of situation ethics, | think it ends up
ultimately not being able to hold its ground agathat. | think we must look for some other way.
Geisler’s view has attracted a number of adhetapntiefault. It gets out of the idea of tragic miyal
and it seems to deal with these hard cases in aBegareful before you adopt that view because it
tends to undermine the other commandments. If galyr absolute is the overriding, personal value,
almost anything can be justified on that basigidt does not admit of any strict limitation, altiyh
Geisler is better than his principle would lead batbe. He would be much more conservative in
application than Joseph Fletcher because the p8krpture is very strong in Geisler. However, in
terms of a method, | think we have to question it.

There is a fourth view that | think moves in thghti direction. It follows the lead of W. D. Rosset
British philosopher. Instead of talking about albses$, Ross talks about prima facie duties. All the
commandments would be prima facie duties, but otwah duty may be something different in those
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situations. So rather than talk about absoluteslke about prima facie duties, and our prima facie
obligation may not be our actual obligation in atjcalar situation. This has been adopted by a rermb
of evangelicals as well. There is a certain amoditriuth to that. “You shall not kill” means thesea
prima facie obligation not to take human life. Wavé to justify it, but we justify it on the basikwhat
God has warranted for the taking of human life. Wag in which Ross works out prima facie duties is
not clear as to how you distinguish between yotuaaduty and your prima facie duty. Moreover,
another problem with it is that it wants to sayttiiee prima facie duty continues as an unmet obbga

It is sort of bringing in tragic morality ideal,tabugh it is not saying you are guilty for it. $talso

trying to get that lower absolute that Geisler egeiirom still in effect, and so the prima facie
obligation always continues as an unmet obligation.

My friend, Stephen Mott, is an example. He taugitia ethics at Gordon-Conwell Theological
Seminary for most of his academic life. He applies to civil disobedience. He says our prima facie
duty is to obey the state, and in certain circuncsa, it is right to disobey the state. Howeveii] ci
disobedience is a wrong-making characteristic af #ct. | think that that blurs the bright lineweéen
right and wrong. How can an act be right and ke wrong-making characteristics? | think we need
to make a clear break. If it is right, it is right.there a way of approaching it in which we casotve
that particular issue? | think that there is, rathan following Ross.

We come finally to what | am calling case analy$isis is historically the way of resolution of mbra
conflicts. The term “casuistry” is used for thisitlzasuistry has gotten a bad name. In fact, tine te
casuistry (it is like sophistry) has a negativeramtation from the beginning because it is rules for
getting around the rules. That is the way a latagfuistry has been. You figure out a way to morally
justify sin, and of course, that is a liability fahuman being. But we cannot escape dealing \agbhsc
of moral conflicts. | think we need to recover thgitimate understanding that lies behind the casks
cannot recover the term “casuistry.” | do not thihis possible to resuscitate it, but there ahécedts
who are making a case for casuistry even as a #encannot escape the need to analyze cases. If the
slogan of tragic morality is “choose the lessetwad evils” and the slogan of hierarchicalism is to
“choose the higher absolute,” the slogan of caséyais is “circumstances alter cases.” They do not
alter moral rules. They do not dispense with maxbds, which is consequentialism. The slogan of
consequentialism would be “the end justifies thense’ It is a very different thing to say that gred
justifies the means and so | can virtually do amglas long as | have a good end. To say that
circumstances alter cases does not deal away wéh, but it alters the moral understanding ofdase
that you are dealing with.

There are three things that we need to bear in mngle proceed with case analysis as a way ofrdgeali
with moral conflicts. John Frame, who has had alfgrcareer at Westminster Seminary in ethics, was
a fellow student of mine at Westminster when | wese. He is a good thinker, trained in philosophy,
which makes him so precise in these areas. Hedadaped what he calls a “tri-perspectivalism,” and
think that it is relevant. It is mostly relevanttaé point of resolution of moral conflict. Of Hhis
perspectives, his three perspectives, the fitstaexistential perspective. The existential paspe
examines our heart and our character. Do we realht to know the will of God? That is the first
guestion. Do we want to just bend the rules sowlatan do what we want to do all along, or are we
sincerely searching for the will of God? The fisdue is to make sure our hearts are right in sgeki

do the will of God. The villagers of Le Chambon waincerely seeking the will of God. They wanted
to do the right thing. They were used to habitwaheity (truthfulness), and so it pained them witen
came to this situation of how to protect Jews urtdese emergency circumstances. So, there ispfirst
all, the existential perspective. We need to gethaarts right before the Lord or be sure they are
sincerely seeking God’s will.
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Then there is the normative perspective. The wasyriglevant here is that it is the whole teachohg
Scripture that we bring to bear on the subject,smated texts. You can prove a lot of things by
isolated texts. You can prove absolute obedientieegovernment from Romans 13. However, you
have to compare Scripture with Scripture and as&t\v@od’s purpose is in giving His commands. There
is a lot of hermeneutical process that goes imdifig out what the will of God is. It cannot ju tead

off the surface of the biblical text. So, we fingtve to have our hearts right—that is the exisaénti
perspective. The normative perspective is that\wte have to take all of Scripture into account lao#

at it from that view.

Then | think there is the situational perspecthet takes into account all the relevant facts. Meed to
take into account all the relevant facts in ordeprtoperly characterize a moral case. When thisiee,
when you take the whole teaching of Scripture dhthhe relevant facts in the case, a person whose
heart is really seeking the will of the Lord camve many of the perplexities that show up in the
literature on conflict resolution. Let me give ysome examples. First, one of the things that runs
through the literature has to do with making voWse Bible says when you make a vow, keep your
vow. Edwin Lutzer, also another fine evangelicasvwpastor of Moody Church. He had an academic
career as well. He poses the example of a man ptwikill another man. Now he is faced with a tcagi
choice. Either he must break his vow, which isudindr must he carry it out, which is sinful, amdée
the life of another human being. He is an advoohtke tragic moral choice. He says, “In this cage,
hope that the man will not carry out his vow, thatwill do the lesser sin and break his vow.” But |
think that this is not really a moral dilemma.

What is a vow in Scripture from the normative pextye? It is calling God to witness in order to
strengthen your resolve to do something. God igpotg to be made a party to sin. You cannot aall o
God to be your witness to carry out some sin. if jave made a vow to sin, there is only one right
course of action and that is to repent for haviraglenthat sinful vow. That was worked out at the
Reformation. It is in our confession that a vowrwatrbe obliged to sin. You just cannot do it. Gald w
not be a part of it. | think that looking at thermative perspective is one of those areas thaditaemma
is resolved when you think about what vowing iskd the example of Herod. Salome dances before
him, he is half drunk, he is pleased, and he satset young woman, “Ask of me anything to half my
kingdom and | will give it to you.” And she goesdaasks her mother, “Well, what should | ask? He
promised to the half of his kingdom.” She says,KAs the head of John the Baptist to be brought he
on a platter.” Well, what should Herod have done?sHould obviously not have fulfilled that vow. He
should have repented for his foolishness in makuag kind of blanket promise in front of the people
that were there and to persons who had evil irdartheir mind. It is really not that difficult teee what
he should have done. That example may illustraentiportance of the normative perspective of ggttin
the whole teaching of Scripture, and when you dib waspect to vows, that is no longer a moral
dilemma.

On the situational perspective, | think that thisstration is to the point. | once wrote to thetedof
Christianity TodayHe had had an editorial called “Lying as the leesd Two Evils.” He had defended
the kind of thing that the villagers of Le Chambwad done on the basis that it was the lesserhautil,
they were still guilty. I wrote to ask him some gtiens that | had. | received a letter that gavetimse
example: a man sees a terrorist throw a grenadaigtoup of women and children. The man falls on
the grenade in order to save the lives of the cramdlin the process is killed himself. Howeverckle

is forbidden. What would | do with this kind of ase? Look at all the relevant facts of that sitratl
think it is wrong to characterize it as a suici@éen the facts of this case, you have to asktHiskind
of act forbidden by Scripture?” Obviously, it istntGreater love hath no man than this, than a ragn
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down his life for his friends.” We are not forbidd& lay down our lives for other people. Rathamth
call that self-murder, which is what suicide meanshould be described as self-sacrifice. Thesgth
happen.

| was once teaching a Sunday school class on thterral, and | saw in the class a man suddenly well
up with tears. He did not seem to want to sharewftha the class. | saw him after class and he noéd

the reason that he was moved was that he was Wihkel War II, and he had a buddy who had actually
done this. He had fallen on a grenade to savediisagues. Miraculously, this person survived. He
must have had some heavy-duty jacket or somethitigeagrenade may have been partially a dud. But
he bore the scars on his chest of having beemyitb sacrifice his life for his friends. That wast
suicide. When you know all the relevant facts iatttase, this is not someone who is in despair thwer
war and takes this as a way out. This is an authself-sacrifice. | think when you look at thermiple
that we ought to look at the whole teaching of @arne and know that circumstances alter cases, it
yields us with the resolution of many of these tiots. | think that the conflicts are multiplied the
literature in order to provide some analogy torgesoning in the kind of falsehoods that were told
during the Holocaust to protect Jews. | think ibahe most difficult of these questions. It is thest
intractable of these issues because the Bible plsweh a high premium on truthfulness. It is neargss
for human community. Deceit is like violence andaagt against the human person, and so it should
have the caution that it does. Truth—the valueuwht—has been very much derogated in our society.
Therefore, we need to be very cautious in this bezause “Zion is to be the city of truth. Spealkhtito
one another.” It is all over the Scriptures thaittis our primary responsibility.

So, were the falsehoods justified under the circantes? This is a question that has been mind-
boggling since the early church with the Greekdadhaking one position and Augustine anotheradt h
gone through the whole of history. Frame says,iffiare assumes that in emergencies, normal
regulations may be transcended in the interestiofam health and safety.” He does not elaborate on
that. But we are talking about an emergency simatthere there is murderous intent on the part of
people. How do we deal with a situation where yavehthat kind of radical breakdown in human
relations? You are in an emergency situation! Weljnk that there are some things that we should
bear in mind as we look at this. We are not talldbgut everyday life. We are talking about the
abnormal conditions that prevail when we have mmendeseeking information from us. Should we give
it to them? Should we give them false informatidhi® issue is how strict is the standard of trutidgk
under these emergency circumstances?

| think we should go back to what we looked atiearh terms of Jesus’ teaching on the weightier
matters of the Law, which are justice, mercy, aithfulness. Think of Le Chambon. Certainly what
they did was in the interest of justice. It was just for murderers to know the whereabouts ofrthei
intended victims. They were engaged in the unjosty of extermination. The villagers of Chambon,
in offering protection to the innocent, are cleartythe side of justice. And justice required at lry
least that they not convey the information that lddae useful to the enemies of the Jews whose
purpose was to exterminate them. As a matter ¢titpisclearly they are on the right side. Therals®
an element of mercy. You see examples of thisvadl &urope, especially in this village. In Febryary
The New York Times magazine ran an article on Gesna Germany who protected Jews during the
Holocaust. The villagers in Chambon stand out beead their welcoming attitude that they had toward
these people. They delighted in being mercifuhem. And certainly, they are to be commended for
that. Part of their showing mercy was not to revkaltruth to the authorities.

The one issue that might still remain is whethenatrthey are faithful in their use of languagardue,
with respect to this third weightier matter of theaw, that they were faithful in their use of langea
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God has not given us human speech in order to alltmbe manipulated for the destruction of human
beings. A murderer in search of an innocent vidtas no right to expect truth from me. It is notilgei
unfaithful to a murderer to tell him a falsehoothihk that that is the key here. If we look at theth
commandment in terms of faithfulness in speech,hae to recognize that in this emergency situation
with the breakdown of communication, it is not lgeimfaithful in the use of speech that God hasrmgive
us to mislead or even falsify information for thageo are seeking the lives of innocent people. We
have an example here. | say these are emergenayisits. We use the Holocaust. Also, under Soviet
domination, you have the same patterns of polisegpan murderous intent for its victims. So it is
broader than just the Holocaust. Those kinds oflitmms prevail in various parts of the world at
various times, especially in terms of secret patioe/er. It even sometimes happens in everyday life.
There was a story in the newspaper of an escapedctoTl his was a local story of an escaped convict
who broke into the house of a quadriplegic and é$kmn if he had any guns. The man said no. Well,
the escapee searched the house and found thatnberguns there. Can you imagine him bringing
those guns to the poor man in the wheelchair apidga'What kind of a person are you? You lied to
me! You lied to me! Can you imagine how bad a pergau are?” That is absurd, is it not? He has no
right to expect truth. It is not unfaithful of hita say, “I do not have any guns” in the hopes that
convict would not find them and then precipitatghaotout. He took a great risk, but he did not liedp
convict. Either way, the man was helpless. Asritéd out, he was then held hostage. Finally, thiego
persuaded the man to give up the weapons. Thatesn@rgency circumstance. There is no
unfaithfulness in speech in those circumstances.

There are a couple of biblical precedents that lshgive us comfort in these respects so that thisot
just rationalizing on the basis of Scripture. Tigisrather, looking at the whole of Scripture atsd i
teaching. One thing that Scripture clearly sanatisrconcealment of the truth for murderers. That i
clear in 1 Samuel when Saul is on his rampage ard broken with Samuel. Saul is apostate now and
the Lord tells Samuel to go to Bethlehem becaudwbegot somebody to anoint as the next king. And
Samuel says, “l cannot do it, Lord. Saul will fiadt and kill me.” And the Lord says, “You go and te
them that you have come to sacrifice at the hotiSesse, and | will show you who is the one to
anoint.” The Lord, in fact, gives him a cover staktyis true, but it does conceal. It conceals what
going on. It conceals the real intent of the wigtause Saul has no right to that knowledge. Saul i
murderous. He would have killed David, the young,kand tried to kill him later, as you well know. |

is the breakdown of communication that warrants ifcident. So when Samuel comes to the village,
the elders come out nervously and say, “Do you conpeace?”—in other words, You are not going to
get us in trouble, are you?—“Samuel said, “Yegeaace; | have come to sacrifice to the Lord.” So he
puts them at ease, but it is a cover story. Ibigcealing the truth, and that was at God’s comm&nd.

at the very least, we recognize in that examplereiple that murderers do not have a right to kribev
truth, and we have a right to conceal it, if we.can

There are two famous examples that bear on this tbat we should look at. The first is the Hebrew
midwives in Exodus chapter 1, verses 15 and folgwlit says,

The king of Egypt said to the Hebrew midwives, wdhhaames were Shiphrah and Puah [forever
immortalized because of their bravery], “When y@&lphthe Hebrew women in childbirth and
observe them on the delivery stool, if it is a bkill,him; but if it is a girl, let her live.” The
midwives, however, feared God and did not do whatking of Egypt told them to do. They let
the boys live. Then the king of Egypt summonedntidwives and asked them, “Why have you
done this? Why have you let the boys live?” Thewives answered Pharoah, “Hebrew women
are not like Egyptian women; they are vigorous gine birth before the midwives arrive.” So

© Spring 2006, David C. Jones & Covenant TheologBerhinary



Christian Ethics Lesson 14, page 8

God was kind to the midwives and the people in@@éasd became even more numerous. And
because the midwives feared God, he gave themiésnaif their own.

There are two questions there: was what the midwiolel Pharoah true or false? | think it was false.
think it was clearly false. Why would they need wiges if they gave birth this easily? Did the
midwives just come to clean up the house afteas wver? That is not likely. We know that Hebrew
women suffered in childbirth, so the midwives akinng advantage of Pharaoh’s cross-cultural
ignorance; perhaps even of his sex education. \Weotgrove it definitely, but what is the likelind®
Then, the second question is assuming that thefatidy their report, which | think is certainlyue,
does God approve? Well, you have to judge in terhtise way it is presented. And here God rewards
the midwives for not carrying out Pharaoh’s ordart of the way in which they continued in their
service was through the misrepresentation of wlaat going on in those Hebrew homes.

The other example is less ambiguous in terms othvenehere is a falsehood. This is the familiarysto
of Rahab in Joshua chapter 2.

Then Joshua son of Nun secretly sent two spies 8bittim. “Go, look over the land,” he said,
“especially Jericho.” So they went and enteredhitvese of a prostitute named Rahab and stayed
there. The king of Jericho was told, “Look! Somedlaf Israelites have come here tonight to spy
out the land.” So the king of Jericho sent this sage to Rahab: “Bring out the men who came
to you and entered your house, because they hawe twmspy out the whole land.” But the
woman had taken the two men and hidden them. Stig"S@&s, the men came to me, but | did
not know where they had come from. At dusk, whemgais time to close the city gate, the men
left. I do not know which way they went. Go afteemn quickly. You may catch up to them.”
(But she had taken them up to the roof and hiddemtunder stalks of flax she had laid out on
the roof.) So the men set out in pursuit of thespin the road that leads to the fords of the
Jordan, and as soon as the pursuers had goné@gtte was shut.

Well, there is no ambiguity here. “They went thatywGo get them. | did not know who they were.”
She concealed them with the flax. | think she pumsnother layer of flax in her verbiage here.
Remember, the warrant for concealment was murdentesst. She was, strictly speaking, a traitor to
Jericho in that she is identifying with God’s pempnd she is praised for that. The question always
comes up, “Is what she said about the spies neeldoging there a part of what we should affirmhia t
Rahab story?” That is hard to prove definitivelyt i seems to me that it is the narrative as alevtiwat
is being given approval. The king of Jericho hasighbt to the knowledge of that truth. It seemsne
that it is one of those emergency circumstanceseviaithfulness in speech does not require thealite
truth, but rather faithfulness in speech is usedetteive. After all, | think that we should rememtiet
the essence of lying is in deception, not in thedsaised. The essence of lying is in deception. So
people can deceive and still claim literal truthey have in their minds some qualification that is
different from other people. If a ministerial cagalie is suspected of adultery and is asked thdaignes
“Have you ever committed adultery?” He says, “NévBut in his mind, he adds, “On Sunday.” That is
a lie even though the qualification in his mindngs his words and his mind into conformity. However
that is not the real locus in terms of faithfulngsspeech. You can lie with the truth. You canegiv
misimpression with the truth. So, there is somefmore to lying than just the form of words thatiyo
use. It is the intention to deceive.

John Murray is the strongest of modern-day adveaoaft¢he Augustinian position that we may never
utter a falsehood. But even Murray acknowledgeswigamay use equivocation. In a just cause, we are
not always obligated to tell the plain truth. | egwith that, but | think that that puts a premioim
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cleverness. If you are clever enough, you can awaynk of some way to be ambiguous. | did it once
intentionally. | will let you be the judge of thisut it happened when | was young on the facultg he
We were looking for a church history professor, dwdas announced that Will Barker, who taught
history and specialized in church history at thikege, was going to be on the faculty of Covenant
Seminary. Will Barker was also the dean at theega) and so the question went around, “Is he also
going to be the dean at the seminary?” | had beldrthhat he was. Will was a personal friend sodwn
that he was, but that had not been announced. T ereevarious reasons why that needed to be kept in
confidence. | had a friend who had us over to dinaed | knew what was going to happen because of
his interest in history. | knew he was going to askwhether or not Barker was going to be the dean.
And, sure enough, it played out like | had writtea script in advance. After the pleasantries I Sk

it not great that Barker is going to come teachrchinistory at the seminary?” | said, “Yes, it ieat.

You know, for the last couple of years | have beeping for that and encouraging him to do it.” My
friend asked, “Is he also going to be the dean@plied, “Well, that | cannot say,” and | changbkd t
subject. That is the only time | thought of an aguisius expression—*I cannot say.” | cannot say
because | do not know or | cannot say becauserntdenfidence. Well, it was the latter. What Idsaias
not so opaque that you could not figure it outctually asked my friend some years later, “Do you
remember the time...” He said, “Yes, | rememberneenber feeling like |1 had stepped over some kind
of a line.” But the confidence was preserved. hihhat there are certain circumstances where y®u a
going to need to ask a counter question. When gothgse prying people, these gossips who want to
push you, sometimes a frontal attack is best. kamgle, you might say, “That is gossip. We ouglit no
talk about that.” Sometimes, a counter questi@p@opriate.

| think that there are some instances, such dtinitlage, where that is not a viable option. Ehisr
simply too much by way of deception that goes aryfu to have clever little answers all the timedA
therefore, come back to it. What does God realpeekof us in terms of faithfulness in speechhésd
any divine precedent? Well, there is the psalmdbgs, “With the pure, you show yourself pure; with
the crooked, you show yourself perverse.” Thatvery striking assertion.

In 2 Thessalonians 2:9-12 there is an even mortistestatement. This is not exactly a parallebto
situation, but it is sufficient to give us paudesdys, “The coming of the lawless one will be in
accordance with the work of Satan displayed ikiallls of counterfeit miracles, signs and wonders,
every sort of evil that deceives those who arespérg.”—And Satan is culpable for that—"They perish
because they refuse to love the truth and so edsavSo, they are responsible too.—“They perish
because they refuse to love the truth and so kedsaverse 11 says, “For this reason”—because they
refuse to love the truth, they have made a defmigitand against the truth—"God sends them a
powerful delusion so that they will believe thedied so that all will be condemned who have not
believed the truth but have delighted in wickedrieéBlsat is God'’s judicial hardening. There is plent
background, plenty of opportunity, for them to hévedieved the truth. But having hardened their thear
there is now this judicial delusion. So, God Himsghot always open with everyone. That does not
exactly fit our situation, but I think that it rais the issue or supports the idea that faithfulmespeech
has to take relationships into account. Sometiimeset relationships are so badly distorted and loroke
that open communication is impossible and falsehsgastifiable. | say that with a great deal of
diffidence and caution and would add this one digation: | think when we are asked whether wettrus
in Jesus as our Savior, even at the risk of oesliwur only answer can be yes, to affirm our faith
Christ. You see, there is more going on there tharderous design against us. If we deny our Ladrd, i
exposes our whole commitment as a fraud—that &irdiworth more to us than our profession of faith
So, in the Ukraine, when they were asked that queghey answered yes. Matthew 5:37 says, “Simply
let your yes be yes and your no be no.” That cdmaugh very clearly, and | think that is right. Whe
your faith itself is on the line, we have to cosfesir Lord.

© Spring 2006, David C. Jones & Covenant TheologBerhinary



Christian Ethics Lesson 14, page 10

To insist on verbal truthfulness in such circumseanis manifestly against the purposes for whictd Go
has given us speech. The radical disruption of murektionships alters the nature of the casesl wa
reading the story of Rahab to one of my sons—hejusigoing through the Bible at preschool—and
got to the end of the story and he said, “Dad, Rabkl a lie. But it was a good lie, was it not,d?aVe
had to talk about that because it is very imporganthildren are growing up to know there are no
exceptions and there are no good lies. There &ehf@ods that may be justified in extreme cases as
last resort in the protection of human life, bugytlarise from an abnormal circumstance. That is why
you get this element in tragic morality, hieraretiem, and prima facie duties wanting to hold onto
something. And | would say it is not that we cah loas, without qualification, good. | think theare
right, but | would say they are regrettably necgssehe Chambon villagers were as open as theydcoul
be in those times. They were also kind to the atites. Apart from this issue of revealing the
whereabouts of Jews, they treated their countrywwiimrespect. It is not that this justifies any diaf
thing against them.

One other thought that | have that | think is ral@vis that we need to consider proportionalitydii
accept that the necessary defense of innocent hlifeas one of those circumstances where human lif
may be taken—that itself is a problematic staterbebthat has generally been the Reformed
tradition—then why should we not spare those mendétives by telling them falsehoods? | think that
the personal relationship has been so broken ddlareason for that is because of their evil intertt
the breakdown of relationship does not seem reds@paoportionally to me that God would insist on
literal truth in these circumstances. There ateast these two instances in the narrative podfon
Scripture that | think set a precedent if we loakefully at the circumstances and do not use this t
weaken our commitment to truth at all times, exdepthese emergency situations.
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