CHRISTIAN ETHICS
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Introduction
For the exam, you will need to show you understand how Christian Ethics are based on:

· the religious texts of the Bible
· the various religious traditions within Christianity
· the various religious authorities within Christianity
· the role that conscience and reason plays in Christian ethics   

You will also need to demonstrate that you understand how religious concepts (such as the sanctity of marriage, sin, image of God) have a huge affect on individual Christians and their moral attitudes and principles. You will need to show that you are aware of how absolute rules (such as thou shalt not MURDER) or general principles (e.g. love your neighbour) operate within Christian ethics and sometimes how doctrine takes priority over reasons/feelings/circumstances.    
It is important for you to realise that the examiner will give you credit where you can show your knowledge of the diversity of ethical attitudes and behaviours within Christianity. Not all Christians think and reason the same when it comes to Ethics and you need to show that you are aware of that diversity.    So, in an exam, avoid writing answers like “all Christians are against abortion (or whatever the issue is under consideration)”.


 The Place of the Bible in Christian Ethics

All Christians view the Bible as The Word of God – they see it as God’s word to human beings. However, Christians disagree with each other in how they make use of the Bible. There are three main approaches:
· Fundamentalist – they believe that the Bible is fundamentally, 100% accurate, every word has been spoken by God and every word of it has to be obeyed
· Conservative – they believe that the Bible has been written by prophets and writers who were directly inspired by God. The Bible is the word of God interpreted for us through the writing of inspired men and women.
· Liberal – the Bible is an inspired work (just as other literature is inspired) and contains an historical record of people’s understanding of God developed over thousands of years.    It is inspired but not infallible (100% accurate).
Fill in the table below:

	Approach to the Bible
	Is the Bible to be taken literally?   Explain your answer
	How would the Bible be used in formulating a Christian Ethic?

	Fundamentalist
	
	

	Conservative
	
	

	Liberal
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THE OLD TESTAMENT 
Christianity began as a Jewish sect. The first Christians were Jews brought up to obey the Torah and the laws set down by the Decalogue (10 Commandments).

Ten Commandments
Exodus 20: 1-17

The reading of the commandments took place on Mt. Sinai – a sign of the authority of the law. The commandments are all about relationships with God (first four) and others in society (last six).
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The commandments are:

·       Negative – prohibitive (do not steal)

·       Apodictic – categorical and absolute       
After 1000 years of following the Torah, religious officials had developed an elaborate system of obeying the law that made the law more important than the people and the principles it sought to protect.

Write down a commandment that is about relationship with God:

Write down a commandment that is about relationship with others:

NEW TESTAMENT

The New Testament upholds the significance of the Old Testament law but corrects the oral law that had evolved in order to protect the written law. Jesus said:

“Do not think I have come to abolish the law and the prophets. I have not come to abolish but fulfil”  

Matthew 5:17

Jesus’ approach therefore was not one of legal prescriptivism (he did not prescribe in minute detail what you had to do) rather he was more concerned with demonstrating compassion through upholding the law e.g. the incident/parable of the woman in adultery.

SERMON ON THE MOUNT

The Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5-7 also took place on a mount to reflect the authority of Jesus’ teaching. It can therefore be seen as the New Testament equivalent of the Decalogue, as it takes the Law set down by the Torah and updates it into:
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a list of beatitudes are a list of behaviours that will lead to rewards ‘if you are like this, then you will receive that’ 

· positive commands    
‘Happy are the pure in heart; they will see God!’

‘Happy are those who mourn; God will comfort them’

There are many sections of ethical teachings such as murder, adultery, divorce. These take the form of the Old Testament teachings and up-dating them in a way that is more relevant to the time:

“You have heard it said; ‘do not commit adultery.’ But I tell you that anyone who looks lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart” 

Jesus teaches that the Law is best fulfilled by demonstrating acts of compassion for example in the story of the Good Samaritan.  Compassion cannot be achieved just by conforming to the apodictic negative laws of the Decalogue as the first generation of Christians thought. Christian Ethics is much more demanding than this.
Why is Christian ethics demanding?

The Variety of Traditions in Christianity
Christians since the reformation have disagreed about a series of moral issues. The division of the church has lead to the development of three main traditions – Roman Catholic, Orthodox and Protestant - each turning to a different source for moral teaching:

1. Authority – Roman Catholic (the encyclicals or papal teachings and the belief that the pope is infallible) 

2. Bible – Protestant (belief that the bible is the literal word of God and therefore the only source for moral teaching) 

3. Conscience – Orthodox (belief that the conscience is the literal voice of God)
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The Place of Religious Authorities

With there being three main Christian traditions, it should not surprise us that there are as many (if not more) sources of authority for Christian Ethics. These vary from Church to Church and from denomination to denomination. All of them use the Bible, but in addition:


Roman Catholics – authority of the Church and the Pope


Orthodox – authority of official Church councils and Scripture


Protestant – these vary from denomination to denomination:

Anglican and Methodist – stress the authority of scripture, reason (human reasons helps us understand the will of God), and tradition (how the church has evolved)

Free Church (e.g. Baptist) – stress of Bible alone
Charismatic – stress on the Holy Spirit guiding people in their decisions

[image: image9.jpg]



Religious Concepts and Moral Attitudes

MADE IN THE IMAGE OF GOD
Christians strongly believe that God created human beings in his image to live lives of responsibility and freedom. The Christian God is the God of the Trinity – God the Father (the creator), God the Son (Jesus who saves us) and God the Holy Spirit (God with us today). Christians believe that God has created the world with design and purpose and so human life is precious, it too has a purpose. They also believe that God is still at work in the world through his Holy Spirit and that we can discover for ourselves the will God has for us by listening to the voice of the Holy Spirit. But most importantly, Christians believe that God came to earth in the form of Jesus Christ and that his life is an example of how to live a perfect, ethical life. Christians are therefore called, with his help, to imitate him and follow his teachings. Made in the image of God, human life is therefore sacred – this is referred to as the Sanctity of human life.
According to Christianity, is it possible for humans to be morally perfect? Why?

If human life is sacred, how should Christians treat humans?

Which of the following issues/questions is the belief in sanctity of life relevant to?

	When does life begin?
	

	Is it ever right to kill?
	

	Do all humans have the right to live?
	

	Abortion
	

	War
	

	Embryo research
	

	Euthanasia
	

	Sex and relationships
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SIN
This is another important concept for Christian ethics. Christians believe that human beings are fundamentally sinful – we are corrupt and misuse our human freedom. This is called Original Sin (St. Augustine). Basically then, only Jesus can save us (and society) from this selfishness and this sin. Jesus gives us a moral framework within which to live the perfect, ethical life.  
Christian ethics therefore does not ask the question “what ought we to do?” but “what kind of moral persons are we called to become?”

What’s the difference?

KINGDOM OF GOD

Christians believed that Jesus’ ministry announced the coming of the Kingdom of God. The Kingdom of God will only come, though, when humankind have put right their relationship with God. The Kingdom demands justice, peace, mercy, release to the poor. The Kingdom is about a just and holy society for all people. This I the heart of what we call Jesus’ Social Ethic – he wasn’t just concerned about personal morality, he was concerned about what kind of society there should be and what needed to happen in order to bring that society (that Kingdom) about. 
Absolute Rules and General Principles

Matthew 5:17:

“Do not think I have come to abolish the law or the prophets. I have not come to abolish the law but to fulfill them.”

· Jesus argues for the absolute authority of the Law implying that the Law sets down an absolute moral code which should not be compromised. It is universal and prohibitive of actions regardless of the circumstance.

However, there are incidents when Jesus is seen to go against the law:

Matthew 12

Ø      Cornfields – Jesus ate from the cornfields on the Sabbath (forbidden by the Law)

Ø      Paralysed hand – Jesus cured a man with a paralysed hand in the synagogue on the Sabbath  

         (also forbidden by the Law)
In these incidents Jesus recognises a ‘higher’ love – the General Principle of agape. Jesus compromised the Law so that a better end may be achieved, implying a relativist approach to the Law; the view that it is acceptable to disobey the Law when circumstances permit it.
When questioned about the authority of the Law regarding the rules of the Sabbath Jesus replied:

“Man was not made for the Sabbath, the Sabbath was made for man”

This can be applied the Law as a whole;  suggesting that humankind are  not subordinate to the law, but the law was given to in order to help us understand the concept of sin and how to live a good life. 

MARK 12:30

When questioned about the two most important commandments Jesus replies:

‘Love the lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength’

‘love your neighbour as yourself’

Jesus has effectively condensed the apodictic Decalogue into two positive commands, implying that the Law is relative to circumstances and can be made to fit these two basic principles.


GOLDEN RULE
He also replaced the entire body of the Torah with the single directive, which has become known as Jesus’ Golden Rule:

 “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you”
Jesus upheld the authority of the Law but taught that the Law is subject to humanity and is there for the service of human beings. Thus Jesus could be regarded as a relativist and an absolutist – drawing parallels with the absolute approach of Kant and the relative approach of Bentham and Mill (Utilitarianism).



The Role of Conscience and Reason

It is clear that in Christians ethics there is often a tension between Church authority and personal responsibility (e.g. Roman Catholics and contraception). Conscience has always played a big part in Christian morality. Dietrich Bonheoffer (a German theologian who once tried to assassinate Hitler) was executed in April 1945 – he maintained that “Jesus Christ has become my conscience”. Many Christians feel that their conscience will guide them to do the right thing.

In a similar way, Anglicans, Methodists and also Roman Catholics also teach that human reason can help Christians discern the will of God. Baptists and Charismatics tend to say that human reason is flawed (because of original sin) and that because of this reason can not be trusted when making ethical judgements – only direct inspiration from the Holy Spirit will do.

What are some advantages and disadvantages of using your conscience to make decisions?

�





“’Love the Lord you God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind’ that is the greatest commandment.    The second is like it, “Love your neighbour as you love yourself” 


Matthew 22:37-38
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