Black, White, & Shades of Grey #2

“Who Makes the Rules?”

Leviticus 18:1-5

I like games…all kinds of games…board games, card games, dice games, video games, as well as interactive games such as sports. I guess my competitive nature enjoys the challenge as well as the chance to experience the “thrill of victory” while trying to avoid “the agony of defeat.”


One thing that all these different kinds of games have in common is rules. Without rules, a game deteriorates into chaos. Could you imagine playing a game that had no rules, or where every player had their own rules, or where the rules could be changed at any time? It would be impossible to make any sense over what happened in the game!


Life is not a game, but it also requires rules. That is what ethics is all about. One dictionary defines ethics as “the rules of conduct recognized in respect to a particular class of human actions or a particular group, culture, etc.”
 Ethics is all about right and wrong, good and evil. Some try to claim that, “the only rule is that there is no rules,” but even that is a rule!


Life is full of rules. The question we must ask is, who makes the rules?


This morning I’d like us to turn to the Old Testament book of Leviticus. For many Christians, the mere mention of Leviticus causes an outbreak of moans, yawns, and occasional tics. We think of bloody sacrifices and strange rituals for priests and Levites, and laws regarding mold, mildew, and feminine hygiene. What on earth can Leviticus say to us today?


My text this morning is Leviticus 18:1-5, and I would like to read it from the New Century Version:

The Lord said to Moses, “Tell the people of Israel: ‘I am the Lord your God. In the past you lived in Egypt, but you must not do what was done in that country. And you must not do as they do in the land of Canaan, where I am bringing you. Do not follow their customs. You must obey my rules and follow them. I am the Lord your God. Obey my laws and rules; a person who obeys them will live because of them. I am the Lord.’” 

From this passage we will see the law of the land, the law of the Lord, and the law of the listener, all of which will form the foundation for our ethics.

The Law of the Land


Verse three speaks of the law of the land: “In the past you lived in Egypt, but you must not do what was done in that country. And you must not do as they do in the land of Canaan, where I am bringing you. Do not follow their customs.” God makes a two-fold prohibition to the people of Israel: Do not follow the rules of the Egyptians, where you used to live, or of the Canaanites, where you are about to live. 


This speaks clearly to us today. We are not to adopt the rules of the world, what I am calling the law of the land. (I am not advocating that we are allowed to break the laws of our government, but rather that we are not to allow society to set our ethical standards.)


We must be careful not to allow the cultures of the past or the present to influence our decisions of right and wrong. In every generation some long for the “good ol’ days,” when life was so much simpler and the difference between good and bad was clearer. But on what were those ethical standards based? True, some of the rules were grounded in Scriptural truth, but what about the prohibition of playing cards? Of co-ed swimming? Or of going to a movie theater? 


The ethics of previous generations tended to be more “thou shalt not” than “thou shalt.” As one author puts it, 
A negative approach to ethics is an easy pitfall for conservative-minded people. And serious-minded Christians who hold to a strong view of Scripture and take sin seriously are conservative-minded in moral matters. And rightly so! As a result we often find the questions of prohi​bitions and restrictions rising in discussions about moral problems.


We must be careful, however, not to take the prohibitions and restrictions (especially those based on opinion and preference) and make it the be-all and the end-all of religion. Jesus criticized the scribes and Pharisees of this in Matthew 15:6-9,

Thus you nullify the word of God for the sake of your tradition. You hypocrites! Isaiah was right when he prophesied about you: “These people honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me. They worship me in vain; their teachings are but rules taught by men.”


On the other hand, in today’s climate of moral relativism, people believe it is right to follow their own inclinations about right and wrong. In the words of Judges 21:25, “In those days there was no king in Israel; everyone did what was right in his own eyes” [nasb]. As a result, a herd morality prevails.
 People allow fashions and fads to dictate their ethical choices and behaviors.


R. C. Sproul calls this “﻿statistical morality.﻿” He explains,

A poll finds what people are thinking and doing. Let’s say we find out that most people are using illegal drugs from time to time. The conclusion is that it is normal in our society to use such substances occasionally. Then, because of this confusion, we move on to think because most people do it, it must be all right. What is normal is seen as normative. Right and wrong are determined by majority practice.

Sproul is not advocating this “statistical morality” as valid. In fact, his very next sentence reads, “This way of thinking is obviously wrong.”
 He goes on to say,

The Bible tells us all people are liars, and the multitude is often engaged in evil. We must be very careful to resist the modern trend toward statistical morality, and firmly maintain the difference between ethical standards and fallen human behavior.


For others, the only commandment they worry about is “Thou shalt not get caught!” Ethics may be studied in the classroom but not seriously practiced in the corporate office, and the Ten Commandments are only dusty artifacts in the museum of morality. No wonder Hosea wrote, “They make many promises, take false oaths and make agreements; therefore lawsuits spring up like poisonous weeds in a plowed field” (Hos. 10:4). People break God’s law and then try to use man’s law to protect themselves, and often they win!


The problem with the law of the land is that ultimately it represents rules that are man-made. Proverbs 14:12 says, “There is a way that seems right to a man, but in the end it leads to death.”  Regardless of how logical the arguments or how large a majority supports it, every human philosophy, religious system, and code of ethics is doomed to failure and destruction, because it has no foundation. There is only one foundation, and, no matter how he may try, no man can lay a foundation other than the one already laid, which is Jesus Christ (1 Cor. 3:11).
 

The Law of the Lord


This brings us to the law of the Lord. Leviticus 18:4-5 reads, “You must obey my rules and follow them. I am the Lord your God. Obey my laws and rules; a person who obeys them will live because of them. I am the Lord.”

Notice first that God begins and ends with the statement that he was the Lord their God. It was because He was their God, and because they were His special people, that they were to be different from everybody else. They were to follow His commandments and not take their lead from the standards of those around them.
 


Now don’t misunderstand. Living by these laws would not make them God’s people; rather, obedience was to be the result of their having become God’s people.
 He wanted His people to know how to distinguish between right and wrong, truth and error. The basis for knowing right from wrong is the basis God has given us—His Law, which He has given us because of His relationship with us. He is the Lord our God.


Because He is our Lord, we are to take His lead. Our ethics—our determination of right and wrong, good and evil—is not based on human opinion or preference, not on majority rule or cultural fashion, but on the revelation of God in the Scriptures.
 R. C. Sproul explains,
At the heart of Christian ethics is the conviction that our firm basis for knowing the true, the good, and the right is divine revelation. Christianity is not a life system that operates on the basis of speculative reason or pragmatic expediency. We assert boldly that God has revealed to us who he is, who we are, and how we are expected to relate to him. He has revealed for us that which is pleasing to him and commanded by him. Revelation provides a supernatural aid in understanding the good.
 

This is where Christian ethics begins. Why are some things right and others wrong? The Christian answer is that God says so. (I know this is a favorite line of parents, but only God can truly get away with it!) He says so because some things conform to his moral character and other things don’t. As far as teaching Christian ethics to ourselves and our children, it is fundamental to understand that the goal of life is to glorify God and enjoy him. Until we know God and study his Word, our own existence remains meaningless. But when we see God for who he is, then we see our own value as his beloved creatures. True ethics is the fruit of such knowledge.


Remember the words of Micah 6:8 that we considered last week? “He has showed you, O man, what is good.” Later on we will get to the end of that verse, but for right now, we must acknowledge the first part. God has shown us what is good. He has not left us in the dark about right and wrong. He has given us light, as we read in Psalm 119:105, “Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light for my path.” Psalm 33:4 adds, “For the word of the Lord is right and true; he is faithful in all he does.” Jesus said in His prayer to the Father in John 17:17, “Your word is truth.” Paul wrote in 2 Timothy 3:16-17, “All Scripture is God-breathed, and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting, and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.” Those four attributes of Scripture are very relevant to ethics.

· “teaching” – the Bible gives us information we could not know from any other source

· “rebuking” – the Bible tells us what is wrong or evil

· “correcting” – the Bible tells us what is right and good

· “training in righteousness” – the Bible gives practical instruction about how to live
With this in mind, we can conclude that Christian ethics is not the usual process of man making a decision as to how an activity relates to the universe in general; it is the Spirit of God mak​ing a decision as to how an activity relates to the principles of the Word of God!
 The foundation of Christian ethics must begin and end with the revealed truth of Scripture. The Bible is the ultimate textbook on ethics.

The Law of the Listener


This brings us to what I am calling the law of the listener, which will tip the balance either in the direction of the law of the land or the law of the Lord. 


I borrowed the title for this sermon from a Steven Curtis Chapman song, “Who Makes the Rules?” At one point he sings,

“Two voices are calling out to you;

You’re serving the one you’re listening to.”


When it comes to right and wrong, there are always two voices calling out to us. God desires for us to choose the right, while Satan always wants us to do the wrong. Each of us determines the direction of our lives by the choices we make. Is our ethics based on the law of the land or on the law of the Lord? 


We sometimes hear that a society cannot legislate morality. If all that means is that we cannot force people to be good by passing laws, that is certainly true. But if it means laws cannot be moral, it is nonsense. Every law is inescapably based on some system of morality. The only question is, Whose morals underlie the law? Will the law be grounded on God’s ethics and morality, or will it be grounded on the whims of sinful people? 
 Who makes the rules?


And whom will we listen to? This is a recurring theme throughout the Bible. Consider these passages of Scripture:

He said, “If you listen carefully to the voice of the Lord your God and do what is right in his eyes, if you pay attention to his commands and keep all his decrees, I will not bring on you any of the diseases I brought on the Egyptians, for I am the Lord, who heals you” [Exodus 15:26]. 

Pay attention to him and listen to what he says. Do not rebel against him; he will not forgive your rebellion, since my Name is in him. If you listen carefully to what he says and do all that I say, I will be an enemy to your enemies and will oppose those who oppose you [Exodus 23:21-22].
This day I call heaven and earth as witnesses against you that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose life, so that you and your children may live and that you may love the Lord your God, listen to his voice, and hold fast to him. For the Lord is your life, and he will give you many years in the land he swore to give to your fathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob [Deuteronomy 30:19-20].

While [Peter] was still speaking, a bright cloud enveloped them, and a voice from the cloud said, “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased. Listen to him!” [Matthew 17:5]

Simply put, when we listen to God, we will experience His blessings. We will know the difference between right and wrong, good and evil, and we will have the power to choose the right and good.


On the other hand, the Bible shows what happens when mankind does not listen to the Lord:

To Adam he said, “Because you listened to your wife and ate from the tree about which I commanded you, ‘You must not eat of it…’” [Genesis 3:17]

But if you will not listen to me and carry out all these commands, and if you reject my decrees and abhor my laws and fail to carry out all my commands and so violate my covenant, then I will do this to you: I will bring upon you sudden terror, wasting diseases and fever that will destroy your sight and drain away your life. You will plant seed in vain, because your enemies will eat it. I will set my face against you so that you will be defeated by your enemies; those who hate you will rule over you, and you will flee even when no one is pursuing you [Leviticus 26:14-17].

Who are we listening to?


Many scholars and preachers believe that the greatest ethical statement in the Bible is the teaching of Jesus in Matthew 5-7, often referred to as the Sermon on the Mount. About this John Stott writes, 

Jesus emphasized that his true followers, the citizens of God’s kingdom, were to be entirely different from others. They were not to take their cue from the people around them, but from him, and so prove to be genuine children of their heavenly Father. To me the key text of the Sermon on the Mount is 6:8: ‘Do not be like them.’ It is immediately reminiscent of God’s word to Israel in olden days: ‘You shall not do as they do’ (Lev. 18:3). It is the same call to be different.


When it comes to choices between right and wrong, between good and evil, there are two clear and distinct options. There is the law of the land, whether based on tenacious traditions of the past or the fading fashions of the present. We are called to either follow the crowd (“Come on, everybody else is doing it!”) or to make up our own morality individually (“Right and wrong is a personal matter”). The problem with the law of the land is it’s destination: Proverbs 14:12 says, “There is a way that seems right to a man, but in the end it leads to death.”  

On the other hand there is the law of the Lord. Through the Bible God has shown us what is right and what is wrong. Sometimes this is done in very plain statements that are unmistakable; other times we must examine the text in light of historical, cultural, and biblical context to fully grasp its significance for today. But God’s Word claims to be the final authority on right and wrong.


This leaves us with the law of the listener. Who do we listen to? What is the basis for our own decisions regarding right and wrong? As the aforementioned song concludes,

Who makes the rules for me and you?

When it’s wrong or right, is it black and white?

Who makes the rules for me and you?

It’s our life at stake, so we’d better know who makes the rules.

“Who Makes The Rules?”

Steven Curtis Chapman
Well, I’ve been watching us very close

and I guess the one thing that’s been bothering me the most

is when I see us playing by the same rules that the world is using.

Well, I’ve been listening to the things that we say

and I hear us using words like “fortune” and “fame”

and it makes me wonder if we’re sure about the side we’re choosing.

That’s why I’m asking you,

Who makes the rules for me and you?

When it’s wrong or right, is it black and white?

Who makes the rules for me and you?

It’s our life at stake, so we’d better know who makes the rules.

When I see people just like you and me

trying to live out the pictures they see on T.V.

gotta have a new house, new clothes, new love

when they get tired of trying.

Well, I’ve been reading about a different way

talking about dying to live and losing to gain,

Seems like somebody’s telling us the truth and somebody’s lying.

(I wonder who.) Tell me,

Who makes the rules for me and you?

When it’s wrong or right, is it black and white?

Who makes the rules for me and you?

It’s our life at stake, so we’d better know who makes the rules.

Two voices are calling out to you

You’re serving the one you’re listening to

So, tell me who, somebody tell me who—

Who makes the rules for me and you?

When it’s wrong or right, is it black and white?

Who makes the rules for me and you?

It’s our life at stake, so we’d better let Jesus make the rules.
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