Black, White, & Shades of Grey #1

“Right, Wrong...Whose to Say?”

selected Scriptures

Long before “reality TV” there was The Monkees, described by band member Micky Dolenz as initially being “a TV show about an imaginary band…that wanted to be The Beatles, [but] that was never successful.” Surprisingly, though, the actor-musicians soon became a real band, though Dolenz would later describe it, “The Monkees’ really becoming a band was like the equivalent of Leonard Nimoy really becoming a Vulcan.”
 Yet some of The Monkees’ songs became hits during the late 1960’s and 70’s, including “Last Train to Clarksville”, “I’m a Believer”, and “Daydream Believer”. At their peak in 1967, the band outsold both the Beatles and Rolling Stones.
 

One of their songs never made it big on the charts but captured the reality of their generation, and the truth of those words resonate today:

When the world and I were young,
just yesterday.
Life was such a simple game 

a child could play.
It was easy then to tell right from wrong;
easy then to tell weak from strong.
When a man should stand and fight,
or just go along.

I remember when the answers seemed so clear
we had never lived with doubt or tasted fear.
It was easy then to tell truth from lies
selling out from compromise.
Who to love and who to hate,

the foolish from the wise.

 But today there is no day or night;
today there is no dark or light;
today there is no black or white;
only shades of gray.

 

These words probably expresses the philosophy of most people today—regardless of their age. There are rights and wrongs to which most of our society’s members give nomi​nal adherence. But between these white rights and black wrongs is a wild wasteland of gray. Many question whether there are absolutes when it comes to right and wrong. And be​sides, who’s to say?

The Basic Purpose of Ethics


This whole matter falls under the subject of ethics. Ethics answers the question of Ezekiel 33:10, “how should we then live?” [kjv]  In short, ethics is the system of determining right and wrong.
 Former President Lyndon B. Johnson was once quoted as saying, “Doing what’s right isn’t the problem. It is knowing what’s right.”
 I would add that it is not enough just to know what is right, but that we must also do it. But his point is valid: before we can do the right thing, we must know what the right thing to do is.


Another word often used in this discussion is the word morality or morals. Many use these words interchangeably, but in fact they do not mean the same thing. Historically there has been a profound difference between the concepts of morals and ethics. 

The word morals, coming from the Latin mores, means “﻿manners﻿” or “﻿customs﻿” and describes the behavioral patterns of people. The morality of a given group is simply what they do. If most of the people in the group are engaged in stealing, then that society views theft as moral.

The word ethics, on the other hand, comes from the Greek ethos meaning “﻿foundation﻿” or “﻿root﻿” and has to do with the philosophical basis for morality. It encompasses the reasons why certain behavioral patterns are better than others.

Ethics is concerned with what ought to be done, while morality is concerned with what is in fact going on. To put it another way, ethics is “﻿ought-ness﻿” and morals is “﻿is-ness.﻿”

The Christian perspective holds that people are required to do what they ought to do, and what they ought to do is determined by God. We read in Micah 6:8 (a text we will refer to often in this series), “He [God] has showed you, O man, what is good.” If, however, we deny the possibility and foundation of ethics and are left only with morals, then it is every person for himself or herself. Fyodor Dostoyevsky said it this way: “﻿If there is no God, everything is permitted.﻿”

We hear today that there are no absolutes—except the absolute that there are absolutely no absolutes. However, if there are no ethical principles we cannot possibly have a morality that is righteous except by accident.
 

So as we face the matter of ethics we are once again faced with the question, “Who’s to say?”

The Broad Panorama of Ethics


That question is answered in a variety of ways, and I would like to briefly consider the broad panorama of ethics, or ways in which people determine what is right and wrong. We will see that none of these systems are new—in fact, there are Scriptural examples of each one—yet are embraced by many today, including a number of Christians who may not realize it!

The first is called hedonism, which is the pursuit of pleasure as the ultimate good. Hedonism says, “If it feels good, do it!” It holds that the good of the one outweighs the good of the many. Solomon reflected this in Ecclesiastes 2:1, “I thought in my heart, ‘Come now, I will test you with pleasure to find out what is good.’”  Notice the connection between “pleasure” and “good.” This ethical system is also echoed in Luke 12:19, “And I’ll say to myself, ‘You have plenty of good things laid up for many years. Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry.’” You hear some Christians say, “Surely God wants me to be happy, so why shouldn’t I do this or that?”

The second ethical system contrasts hedonism, and it is called utilitarianism, which believes that the good of the many outweighs the good of the one. Individual liberties or pleasures are to be subject to what is good for society. One contemporary example of this is the policy of China who, in order to reduce overpopulation, mandated that families could only have one child (with some exceptions), leading to forced abortions (mostly of baby girls) and abandoned newborns. Authorities claim that the policy has prevented more than 400 million births from about 1979 to 2011.
 That may benefit society, but doesn’t do much for the children themselves. This idea is not new, though. During the trial of Jesus, the high priest Caiaphas told the Sanhedrin, “You do not realize that it is better for you that one man die for the people than that the whole nation perish”  (John 11:50). The good of the many outweighs the good of the one.

The third system of ethics is called naturalism, or is sometimes called “survival of the fittest” or “might makes right.” In essence this says, “If I can get away with it, then it is right.” While we do not have time to read the entire story this morning, we see this exemplified in 1 Kings 21, where King Ahab of Israel wants a vineyard owned by a man named Naboth. When he approaches Naboth to buy it, Naboth refuses, since the vineyard has been in his family for generations. King Ahab sulks about his frustrated efforts, until Queen Jezebel comes along and says in verse seven, “Is this how you act as king over Israel? Get up and eat! Cheer up. I’ll get you the vineyard of Naboth the Jezreelite.” She then paid people to lie about Naboth in order to have him executed for these false accusations, so that Ahab could have his vineyard. Was it right? Well, Ahab was king, so he could get away with it—might makes right!

Another popular ethical system is called consequentialism, which states that the end justifies the means. Put another way, it is okay to break a law if your intended goal is acceptable. A classic example of this is seen in 1 Samuel 15. King Saul was commanded by the Lord to attack the Amalekites and completely destroy everything. “Do not spare them,” Saul was told in verse three, “put to death men and women, children and infants, cattle and sheep, camels and donkeys.”  The command was pretty clear, right?


The text records that Saul assembled the army and attacked the Amalekites…but he kept the king of Amelek alive, along with the best of their livestock. Verse nine records, “These they were unwilling to destroy completely, but everything that was despised and weak they totally destroyed.” 

When the prophet Samuel was dispatched to confront Saul about his failure to obey the command of the Lord, the king met the man of God with these words: “The Lord bless you! I have carried out the Lord’s instructions.” Can you believe that? Saul genuinely believed he had obeyed God, even though he had not!


Samuel replies with one of the best comebacks of all time: “What then is this bleating of sheep in my ears? What is this lowing of cattle that I hear?”  I can picture it: “Saul, your mouth is saying one thing, but these sheep and cattle are saying just the opposite!”


What was Saul’s response? “The soldiers [notice how he tries to pass the buck] brought them from the Amalekites; they spared the best of the sheep and cattle to sacrifice to the Lord your God, but we totally destroyed the rest.”  Oh, how religious! “We kept the best livestock to sacrifice to God!” That’s like robbing a bank in order to give to the church’s building fund! (Don’t even think about it!) God was neither amused nor impressed by Saul’s reasoning. A right end does not justify wrong means.


A fifth way of looking at right and wrong is called relativism (or sometimes cultural relativism). This states that right and wrong varies from culture to culture, so there can be no absolutes!  Just because something is considered right or wrong at one place or time doesn’t mean it applies everywhere the same. One example of this is seen in John 4:20, when the Samaritan woman at the well said to Jesus, “Our fathers worshiped on this mountain, but you Jews claim that the place where we must worship is in Jerusalem.” Each society has its own rules, and one cannot impose their rules on another.


A related system is called subjectivism, which takes relativism and makes it personal. Instead of each society or culture making up it’s own rules, each individual can determine their own ideas of right and wrong. Ethics, in this case, is entirely personal and subjective. No one can tell anybody else what is right or wrong. This was the case during the time of the judges, as the last verse of the book of Judges records: “In those days there was no king in Israel; everyone did what was right in his own eyes” (Judges 21:25, nasb). Does this sound vaguely familiar?

One final approach I want to mention may not be as popular today as it was 30 or 40 years ago, but we still find it present in some circles: Situation ethics. This touts the idea  “people before principles”; it states that the only absolute is that we must love one another; therefore right and wrong is shaped by each situation. To borrow the title of a Beatles’ hit, “All you need is love.”


That sounds good—it almost sounds biblical. (After all, didn’t Jesus say that the greatest commandment was to love God and to love your neighbor?) The problem with this system is the meaning of love. Those who hold to situation ethics have a self-oriented view of love. This is demonstrated in the tragic story of Amnon and Tamar recorded in 2 Samuel 13. Amnon was Tamar’s half-brother, as they were both children of King David to different mothers. The chapter begins with the statement, “In the course of time, Amnon son of David fell in love with Tamar, the beautiful sister of Absalom son of David.” 


Okay, Amnon loves Tamar. In fact, verse two says that Amnon loved Tamar “to the point of illness.” He was crazy about her! But he couldn’t have her. Then a friend concocted a scheme by which Amnon could have Tamar and express his love to her. Amnon forced himself onto Tamar. The Bible calls it “rape,” although Amnon was merely expressing his love for her. But notice how the story ends in verse 15: “Then Amnon hated her with intense hatred. In fact, he hated her more than he had loved her. Amnon said to her, “Get up and get out!” Suddenly the emotion of “love” evaporated, and was replaced by hatred—even stronger than the “love” he felt before. The problem with letting love to be your guide (speaking here of the emotional “love” that the world promotes) is that it is fleeting. The feeling passes…then what?


Here, then, is a sampling of the broad panorama of ethics. This is not exhaustive, and I should probably add the description (if I can borrow from the book of Ecclesiastes) that these are ethical systems “under the sun,” meaning without any consideration of God. All of these ways of determining right and wrong are based on the opinions and emotions of man.


And that is precisely where they all fall apart.
The Big Problem of Ethics


I’d like to conclude this morning with the big problem of ethics. Why are so many systems of ethics doomed to failure? Why is it that, with all of our intelligence and technological advances, we are no closer to an ideal society than we were a generation or two ago? (Why, we may ask, do so many people yearn for “the good ol’ days” if we are so much smarter and better today?)


I believe the answer to these questions—and the big problem of ethics—goes all the way back to the beginning of the human race. This problem is not new; it has been around practically since Day One. The key to understanding this dilemma is something quite well known, though many (myself included) may not see the connection at first. Allow me to show you how this came about for myself.


Those who have heard me preach have heard the name Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who was a German pastor and theologian during World War II, and who was executed for his opposition to Hitler’s regime. Bonhoeffer possessed a brilliant intellect, and his writings can be very deep at times. (It took me three years to get through his excellent exposition on the Sermon on the Mount entitled, The Cost of Discipleship.)

My Bible college professor who introduced me to Bonhoeffer’s writings mentioned his book that was simply entitled Ethics. This was to be Bonhoeffer’s signature work, but he was executed before it could be completely compiled. Others took his various writings on the subject and published it after his death.


Excitedly I began to read Bonhoeffer’s work. Opening to the first page of text (after all of the introductions and prefaces) I read this initial statement:

The knowledge of good and evil seems to be the aim of all ethical reflection.
 


I nodded. That makes sense. Ethics is all about the knowledge of good and evil, right and wrong. “Okay,” I thought, “maybe this book won’t be so difficult to understand!”

Then I read the very next sentence:

The first task of Christian ethics is to invalidate this knowledge.
 
“What?” my mind screamed. “What is he talking about?” Already I was envisioning a multi-year task of getting through this book! But then I continued to read:

Already in the possibility of the knowledge of good and evil Christian ethics discerns a falling away from the origin. Man at his origin knows only one thing: God. It is only in the unity of his knowledge of God that he knows of other men, of things, and of himself. He knows all things only in God, and God in all things. The knowledge of good and evil shows that he is no longer at one with this origin….

Man as the image of God draws his life from the origin of God, but the man who has become like God draws his life from his own origin. In appropriating the origin to himself man took to himself a secret of God which proved his undoing. The Bible describes this event with the eating of the forbidden fruit. Man now knows good and evil. This does not mean that he has acquired new knowledge in addition to what he knew before, but the knowledge of good and evil signifies the complete reversal of man’s knowl​edge, which hitherto had been solely knowledge of God as his origin. In knowing good and evil he knows what only the origin, God Himself, can know and ought to know…. To know good and evil is to know oneself as the origin of good and evil…. In becoming like God man has become a god against God…. Man’s life is now disunion with God, with men, with things, and with himself.


Maybe you are still confused. What Bonhoeffer is suggesting is that, when Adam and Eve ate from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, they established themselves as the ones who would determine good from evil, right from wrong, instead of God. 


Perhaps we could refer to it as the tree of the determination of good and evil. The crux of the matter is, “Who makes the rules?” Up to this point God determined what was right and wrong. Of course, this is God’s prerogative alone. He has never delegated moral autonomy to any of his creatures.
 Adam and Eve, as God’s creatures, were to accept His determinations. But when they ate of the tree, they decided for themselves what was right and wrong. (This, by the way, is what I believe Genesis 3:22 means when it says, “The man has now become like one of us, knowing good and evil.”)

The big problem, then when it comes to ethics, is the foundation for determining right from wrong. In this vast landscape of black, white, and shades of grey, what will be out compass? Will it be what one author calls “﻿statistical morality,”
 where right and wrong is decided by majority rule? Will we allow others to set out standards, or we will choose for ourselves, reflecting the attitude of ancient Israel: “In those days there was no king in Israel; everyone did what was right in his own eyes” (Judges 21:25, nasb). Substitute “God” for the word “king” and you have an accurate appraisal of our world. Or will we allow God to “show us what is good”? 


In the weeks to come we will get more specific in these areas of black, white, and shades of grey. Not every ethical question is straightforward and easy, but there are principles we can use to help us navigate through the murky waters of morality.
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