Black, White, & Shades of Grey #4

“Ethics By The Book”

various texts

Over these past few weeks we have introduced the subject of Christian ethics—how to distinguish between right and wrong, good and evil—under the title, “Black, White, and Shades of Grey.” These initial messages have laid the groundwork for the subject, considering the basics of morality.


It is not my intention, however, to deal with the subject in purely theoretical terms. Ethics is not a matter of intellectual stimulation or speculation; it is to be preeminently practical, dealing with real life situations we face on a daily basis. As R. C. Sproul points out,

There is a right and there is a wrong. The difference between them is the concern of ethics. We seek a way to find the right, which is neither subjective nor arbitrary. We seek norms and principles that transcend prejudice or mere societal conventions. We seek an objective basis for our ethical standards. Ultimately we seek a knowledge of the character of God, whose holiness is to be reflected and mirrored in our patterns of behavior. With God there is a definite and absolute black and white. The problem for us is to discover which things belong where.


How we do that is the direction for the remainder of this series. When considering whether something is good or bad, right or wrong, from a Scriptural standpoint, several principles must be employed. I plan on taking one principle each week for the next several Sundays.

The first principle I call the principle of explicity, in which we ask, “Does the Bible explicitly (or directly) speak to the morality of the subject?” This is the most basic principle of ethics, and should always be used first. But that does not mean that it is easy, as we will see.

The Concept of Ethical Revelation


Let’s begin with the concept of ethical revelation. Simply put, there is such a thing as right and wrong. In the words of Micah 6:8, “He has showed you, O man, what is good.” God has not left us in the dark about right and wrong; He has clearly demonstrated what He expects from us. Psalm 119:105 states, “Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light for my path.”  Through the Bible our ethical pathway is illuminated. And to what purpose? Go back to Psalm 119:11, “I have hidden your word in my heart that I might not sin against you.”  The Scriptures have not been given to us merely to expand our intellect; we have been given God’s Word to help us do right and avoid wrong.

In our last study we considered three basic elements to Christian ethics. One of those we called law. Law defines what is right and wrong, what is acceptable to God and what He considers sinful. Paul writes in Romans 3:20, “…through the law we become conscious of sin,” and later in Romans 7:7, “What shall we say, then? Is the law sin? Certainly not! Indeed I would not have known what sin was except through the law.”  


Put these verses together and we conclude that God has showed us what is good and what is evil. Through His law we know what is right and what is wrong. We are not left to guess, speculate, or make up our own morality as we go along. He has shown us what is good…and what isn’t.
The Character of Ethical Requirements


Beyond the concept of ethical revelation, we might wonder about the character of ethical requirements. Earlier I mentioned the first half of Micah 6:8, “He has showed you, O man, what is good.” The remainder of the verse says, “And what does the Lord require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.”  Notice the verbs: “act”, “love”, and “walk”. There are active words, things we must do.


Many people think that Christianity is all about what one believes, but the truth is, how one behaves is vital to Christianity as well. Consider these words of Jesus in Matthew 7:24-27,

Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise man who built his house on the rock. The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house; yet it did not fall, because it had its foundation on the rock. But everyone who hears these words of mine and does not put them into practice is like a foolish man who built his house on sand. The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell with a great crash (emphasis added).

Both the wise and foolish builders heard the words of Jesus; the difference is that one put them into practice and the other did not.


James also speaks of the importance of actions in James 1:22-25,

Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says. Anyone who listens to the word but does not do what it says is like a man who looks at his face in a mirror and, after looking at himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like. But the man who looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, and continues to do this, not forgetting what he has heard, but doing it—he will be blessed in what he does  (emphasis added).

Again, this is not to say that one becomes a Christian based on actions. Ephesians 2:8-9 clearly states that we are saved by grace through faith and not of works. Ethical behavior has nothing to do with our salvation; it has everything to do with our lives after we are saved. For Ephesians 2:10 completes the thought: “For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works…” (emphasis added). One final passage illustrates this point: Titus 2:11-14,

For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. It teaches us to say “No” to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age, while we wait for the blessed hope—the glorious appearing of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ, who gave himself for us to redeem us from all wickedness and to purify for himself a people that are his very own, eager to do what is good (emphasis added).

Notice the positive (eager to do what is good) and the negative (say no to ungodliness). Both are necessary components in the character of ethical requirements.

The Challenge of Ethical Relevance


“Okay, that’s easy,” I can hear someone say. “The Bible tells me what is right and wrong. What’s so hard about that?”


Ah, but it’s not always that easy. Sure, we read in the Ten Commandments, “Thou shalt not steal,” and we conclude that it is ethically wrong to take something that does not belong to us. But does every rule in the Bible apply universally to all cultures in all ages? Specifically, how do Old Testament laws apply to Christians today? This is what I am calling the challenge of ethical relevance, and on this point I would like to spend the balance of our time today.


For some Christians, the answer to the question of applying Old Testament laws is easy. Bill Stearns writes in his book, Anybody Here Know Right From Wrong?
It’s just this simple: if the command is confirmed by God in the writings of the New Testament, it’s for us. For example, we find no paralleling prin​ciple in the New Testament which confirms this law: “You shall make yourself tassels on the four corners of your garment with which you cover yourself (Deut. 22:12). This instruction was in​tended for the Old Testament Jews only. However, “You shall have no other gods before Me” is clearly confirmed in the New Testament (1 Cor. 8:4-6, Luke 10:27-28), so this is an injunction which ap​plies regardless of time period.


But is it that simple?


Jesus said in Matthew 5:17, “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them.” Paul writes in Romans 3:31, “Do we, then, nullify the law by this faith? Not at all! Rather, we uphold the law.” When 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,” what was he referring to? At the time of his writing, the only Scripture in existence was the Old Testament! Those two verbs in the middle—“rebuking” and “correcting”—mean to tell what is wrong and to tell what is right. Isn’t that what ethics is all about?


So how do we address the challenge of ethical relevance, particularly in the Old Testament?


I found particularly helpful answers to this in a book written by Walter C. Kaiser, Jr., who I consider to be the best Old Testament scholar of our times, and perhaps of all time. I have a number of his titles in my library, as well as some audio recordings that I deeply enjoy.


In his book, Toward Old Testament Ethics, Kaiser confronts this challenge head on. He points out that both Jesus and Paul had strong words to say to the Jews of their day concerning the law, but neither of them had a problem with the law itself. Paul refers to the Old Testament as “the law of God” (Rom. 7:22, 25; 8:7; 1 Cor. 7:19). Therefore it continues to deserve our greatest respect, for it comes with divine authority.


When Jesus and Paul appear to speak against the law, they are instead speaking against legalism. The Greek language had no separate word-group to denote “legalism,” “legalist,” and “legalistic.” Consequently some of the passages translated as “law” are incorrect, for what they are opposing is the quest for a righteousness obtained as a result of one’s own efforts and works. Throughout his writings Paul mocks this fabricated do-it-yourself approach to salvation and rebukes those Jews who “made a law out of right​eousness” (Rom. 9:31), which they sought “as if it were possible” (Rom. 9:32) to gain salvation by works. But the so-called righteousness that resulted from this legalistic attempt to earn one’s salvation was “their own righteousness” (Rom. 10:3) in direct con​flict with the righteousness offered in the Old and New Testa​ment! Having missed Christ, who was the goal and aim (Rom. 10:4) of the law, they missed all. Such legalistic observ​ances by Judaism of the law while rejecting Christ is to be left with the “letter” of the law (Rom. 7:6; 2 Cor. 3:6) and not the “Spirit.”

So how do we discover the ethical relevance of the Old Testament laws? One of the most common ways of attempting to deal with this problem is to make a distinction between the civil, ceremonial, and moral law of God in the Old Testament. What is meant by these distinctions?

· The civil law comprises the commandments given to the people of Israel to govern their life in the Promised Land. This was their constitution, and their civil government was based on these laws.

· The ceremonial law deals with the tabernacle (and later the temple), the priests and Levites, the sacrifices and offerings, and the necessary cleanliness required to enter the presence of the Lord.

· The moral law defines what is right and wrong according to whom God is in His character and what He wills in His revelation.
 These commands transcend the time and place of ancient Israel and apply to all peoples, times, and places (i.e., the Ten Commandments).

Does the civil law of the Old Testament apply to the Christian today? No, for we do not live in the nation of Israel that was ruled by a theocracy (which was a form of government in which God was the sovereign power). In fact, the Jews of the New Testament era did not live under much of the civil law because, at that time, Rome ruled the land. The Jews were not allowed to enforce the death penalty themselves, which is why they had to get Pontius Pilate to crucify Jesus.

Does the ceremonial law of the Old Testament apply to the Christian today? No, for Jesus Christ fulfilled all the sacrifices through His death on the cross. The book of Hebrews goes into great detail about how Christ is not only the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world, but also is our Great High Priest who made the sacrifice “once for all” (a key phrase in that book).

Does the moral law of the Old Testament apply to the Christian today? Absolutely! James names the law of brotherly love the “royal law” and urges Christians to fulfill it (James 2:8). Likewise, John refers to the law as if it were a well-known rule of righteousness and defines sin as a transgression of the law (1 John 2:7-8; 3:7-8, 23-24; 5:2-3; and 2 John 5-6). In fact, Peter’s summary of a Christian lifestyle is the same as that of Old Testament law, “be holy in all you do; for it is written: ‘Be holy, because I am holy’” (1 Peter 1:16, quoting Leviticus 11:44-45). Kaiser concludes,

The moral law, as revealed in the Old Testament, was the recognized standard of holiness that remained authoritative for Christ, the apos​tles, and the early church because it was written. It is proper to speak of the law as “being done away with” or of our having been “set free from” it only in the sense that now in Christ has the law reached its proper end and goal, for he perfectly fulfilled its commands in his life as well as his death.


Think of it this way: As a citizen of the United States of America, you are obligated to follow the federal laws of the land that are passed by Congress and enacted by the President’s signature. Whether you live in Clinton or Chicago or Chattanooga, the same laws apply. But state laws only apply to those who live within the state. If you live in Illinois, you must abide by the laws of Illinois passed by the state legislature and signed by the governor. The laws of Indiana or Iowa do not apply to the citizens of Illinois.


In this way, the moral law of the Old Testament applies to all people, just as the federal law applies to all Americans regardless of what state you live in. The civil and ceremonial laws of the Old Testament, however, have no jurisdiction over us. This does not mean that such commands are completely irrelevant to us, though, as Warren Wiersbe points out,

Believers today are not under the ceremonial laws given to Israel; however, even in these laws we see moral and spiritual principles revealed… As we read and study the Old Testament, we will learn much about God’s character and working, and we will see truths pictured in types and symbols.
 

Remember that Paul wrote, “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful…” (emphasis added). We can—and should—learn from all portions of God’s Word. But it is important to distinguish those passages which directly apply to our beliefs and behavior and which indirectly teach us about God’s character and His plan.


When it comes to making determinations between right and wrong or good and evil, the first test is the principle of explicity. Does the Bible explicitly (or directly) say that an action is right or wrong? When God says, “Thou shalt” or “Thou shalt not,” the matter is decided. We need look no further. Those issues are black and white.


“But what about those issues that are not specifically mentioned in the Bible?” you might ask. That will be our focus over the next several Sundays.


Suffice it to say, though, that we have plenty of specific commands from God to go on. We need not get too bogged down in the passages of Scripture that are hard to figure out. Mark Twain was quoted as saying, “It is not the things I don’t understand about the Bible that bother me. It’s the things I do understand.”
 

When someone starts a new job, he is usually given a manual or guidelines of all required duties. In those early days and weeks, others may say he is doing the job “by the book.” That’s not a bad concept when it comes to determining right and wrong. Our first task ought to be doing ethics by the Book…and we’ll never go wrong when we do.
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