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“Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one.


You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all


your soul and with all your might. And these words that I command


you today shall be on your heart. You shall teach them diligently to


your children, and shall talk of them when you sit in your house,


and when you walk by the way, and when you lie down, and when


you rise. You shall bind them as a sign on your hand, and they


shall be as frontlets between your eyes. You shall write them


on the doorposts of your house and on your gates.”


—Deuteronomy 6:4–9


“Take away from the magistrate, who is above the fear of man,


the fear of God, and you make him a tyrant. Infuse into the tyrant


the fear of God, and of his own accord he will do more freely and


faithfully what the law orders than any terror could have caused


him to; and out of a tyrant you will make a father on the


pattern of Him whom as a result of faith he begins to fear


and to serve, namely, God.”


—Ulrich Zwingli









INTRODUCTION


It is not difficult to see that law is in crisis in the West.


In 2019, an English judge said that the belief that sex is unchangeable is a belief that is “not worthy of respect in a democratic society” and is “incompatible with the human rights of others.”1 In the same year, a Canadian court held that referring to a child by the child’s birth name and sex and attempting to persuade the child to abandon treatment for gender dysphoria would be considered family violence.2 The child’s father was jailed for speaking publicly about the case.


During the Covid-19 pandemic, a woman from northern New South Wales, Australia, who was pregnant with twins needed urgent medical attention. She was told by government officials that if she entered the neighboring state of Queensland for medical treatment, she would have to be quarantined for fourteen days under border rules. She decided to fly to a hospital in Sydney to avoid crossing the border, resulting in a delay of sixteen hours. Tragically, one of the babies died—while she was obeying a law that was intended to protect life and health.3


Those hoping for greater clarity within the church would be disappointed. The global Covid-19 pandemic exposed fault lines among Christians about how to think about civil law. In response to the pandemic, governments across the world locked down entire communities for months on end, closing churches, schools, and businesses, with harsh penalties for noncompliance.


Christians responded to these laws in radically different ways. In Canada, church leaders vocally opposed government restrictions on gathering for worship, citing Christ’s lordship over his church, and some were jailed for their stance.4 In Australia, many churches enthusiastically implemented government restrictions by (among many other things) requiring those who wished to serve in any capacity to get vaccinated and dividing their congregations according to vaccination status, citing the mandate to obey government in Romans 13.


There is a crisis within Western legal systems and little unity within the church. Underlying the crisis in the Western view of law is a rejection of any sense of higher law or moral order to which lawmakers are subject. Law is simply whatever the lawmaker declares to be law. More than this, it is widely held that God’s moral order is actually harmful and needs to be suppressed. What are Christians to make of this? How can we respond to the crisis in law and confusion among Christians about what law is?


Prior to the twentieth century, there was much more agreement among Christians about questions of law. While of course there were differences, writers within the Roman Catholic, Lutheran, and Reformed traditions all held similar principles about law.5 I suggest that there is a need to recover the historic understanding of the Christian tradition regarding law, and those principles can provide valuable guidance in helping us to think well about law today.


This book aims to help Christians to think about civil law. It sets out key principles to guide Christians in their thinking, drawing on the catholic teaching of the Christian tradition regarding law. It aims to answer the following questions: What does the Bible have to say about law? What is the relationship between Scripture and civil law? How should lawmakers go about making law? Should Christians obey all laws, even unjust ones?







CHALLENGES IN THINKING ABOUT LAW


Law is a difficult subject to think well about. The first reason for this is that law often conflicts with Christian values. Law tends to follow societal trends, although at a fairly leisurely distance, and a change of law can be the outcome of a process of societal change in attitudes toward things like sexuality, human rights, or the sanctity of life. Law functions as a kind of barometer of community views and can be the focal point for Christian concerns with the direction of society.


More than this, law is increasingly being used as an instrument to suppress Christianity and Christian views. Western society has been deeply influenced by Christianity, reflected in such principles as the idea of a higher law and the presumption of innocence. But now the sword of the state is increasingly being turned against Christianity, especially for what are now considered to be intolerant and bigoted attitudes in matters of sexuality and gender. In many ways, law is no friend to the church today. Given this, it is perhaps unsurprising that Christians often have a suspicious attitude toward governments and law.


A common strategy adopted in response to feeling threatened by law is to seek to influence the political process to enshrine Christian values in law, whether this be through lobbying politicians or getting the right candidates elected. Now, of course, a Christian voice in the public square can be extremely valuable. The difficulty with this approach, however, is that it does not challenge the dominant narrative about law but simply subsumes Christians within it. While Christians may be successful from time to time in enshrining “Christian values” in various pieces of legislation, this approach does not challenge the fact that law is often seen as little more than the product of the political process, and “Christian values” are simply one of many potential sources of influence on the law. The long-term fruit of such an approach is an increasingly bitter polarization of warring political camps who do battle to have their values recognized in law.


Second, Christians rightly have a high view of the Bible and are accustomed to resolving disputes by appealing to Scripture. Some Christians argue that there is a distinctive Christian viewpoint on issues of law and that Christians should be having a transformative effect on the culture. Christians often look to Scripture for an authoritative, objective standard against which to measure human laws, and, as a result, Scripture is called upon to resolve everything from gun rights to refugee laws to how to respond to a pandemic.


While seeking to be faithful to Scripture is of course a good thing, there are clear limitations to such an approach to law. While the Bible contains many laws, it is not intended to be an exhaustive legal code and does not contain all the answers to the questions we might have about law. It would be silly, for instance, to suggest there is a distinctly Christian perspective regarding which side of the road we should drive on. And we hardly need the Bible to tell us that there should be a law requiring all road users to drive on the same side of the road.


Thus, while there is clearly a distinctly Christian viewpoint on many issues, especially questions of life and sexuality, on many other questions it is much harder to discern a distinctly Christian viewpoint. It is not clear, for example, that there is only one scriptural answer to the question of whether company directors should owe fiduciary duties to their shareholders, or only to the company. Or what non-statutory powers the executive ought to possess. Or whether non-parties to a contract ought to be able to enforce that contract. Or what disclosure obligations should apply when companies make a public offer of securities.


In this way, the notion that we can look to Scripture’s commands to resolve our legal crisis eventually comes up short in the face of reality. And yet Christians have not been provided with any other tools for thinking about law. In practice, transformational approaches tend to lead to a deflated withdrawal in the face of most questions of law because we lack the categories to think about law in terms other than scriptural faithfulness.


A third challenge to thinking about law well is the complexity of biblical law and its remoteness from our own context. Some parts of scriptural law can make us decidedly uncomfortable, being far removed from our modern-day values. Exodus 21:7 appears to condone—or at least it does not clearly prohibit—the practice of fathers treating their daughters as disposable property, to be bought and sold for profit. Deuteronomy 25 states that “when men fight with one another and the wife of the one draws near to rescue her husband from the hand of him who is beating him and puts out her hand and seizes him by the private parts, then you shall cut off her hand. Your eye shall have no pity” (Deut 25:11–12). To say the least, it is difficult to know what to make of laws such as these.


A fourth challenge is the tribalism of Christians themselves, given that many Christians today identify strongly with one or the other side of the right-left divide in politics. Ideally, Christians ought to be disposed to accept truth wherever it may be found, but in practice that is often not the case. Some perspectives on law are associated with a particular side of politics, so even though they may be true, that association can hinder their acceptance, especially if we see those on the other side of the divide as our enemies.


However, the Bible does not neatly fall into either the left or right wing of politics. Scripture shows great concern for the weak and underprivileged (a typical preoccupation of the left) and is also the source of many “traditional values” (a typical preoccupation of the right). While it is true that both left and right express something of the truth, neither side is a full statement of the truth, and both need correcting at points. Reading Scripture through ideological blinkers can blind us to the full force and import of the scriptural teaching about law.


A fifth challenge is that of context: we are deeply shaped by the historical and geographical context we live in, and it is difficult to escape that context. Many American Christians strongly object to gun regulation as a violation of their constitutional rights. Most Australian Christians cheerfully submit to a system of extensive gun regulation in the interest of a safe society (which, by and large, it is). Many things that we are inclined to consider necessary, universal, even obvious, are in fact much more subjective and context-bound than we like to admit.


A final challenge is that of over-regulation. There is an increasingly prescriptive regulation of every aspect of society in the West, and the church is not exempt from this. Because of the loss of a shared morality, governments respond by imposing prescriptive and detailed rules directing people how to behave.6 Church life is now shrouded in a thick fog of government regulation. This presents the church with an unenviable choice: Should we resist or even disobey these regulations? This carries risks, and it is not always clear at what point disobedience is warranted.


On the other hand, complying with every directive means that the church responds to the issues it faces (whether the Covid-19 pandemic or abuse within the church) by adopting a baptized secularism: simply follow the government’s direction, on the basis that we should “be subject to the governing authorities” (Rom 13:1). The result is that in practice government regulations dictate much of church life, and the institutional church is run by bureaucrats who advise on compliance with those regulations.


These are some of the challenges that Christians face when thinking about law. Can we think positively about something that is increasingly used as a weapon against the church? Can we maintain the radical distinctness of the Christian message and avoid simplistic triumphalism? Can we navigate between the unchanging truthfulness of the Bible and the application of those truths in the context of our own age?







THE AIM OF THIS BOOK


In this book, I will lay out a series of foundational principles, drawing from the wealth of the historic Christian teaching regarding law, to provide a coherent framework by which Christians can think about law. As a lawyer and legal academic, my primary interest is civil law—that is, the law enacted by civil governments. However, it is not possible to think about civil law from a Christian perspective without first considering the biblical material about law. The Bible contains a lot of material about law, and Christianity has deeply shaped the Western legal tradition. Therefore, I will first examine how to understand biblical law and the biblical teaching about law. Chapter 1 sets out foundational principles which, I argue, ought to guide how Christians think about law. Chapters 2 and 3 discuss biblical law; chapter 2 shows how to understand and interpret biblical law and its place in the Christian life, and chapter 3 is an exposition of the Decalogue.


With that foundation in place, I then consider how to think about civil law from a Christian perspective. Chapter 4 discusses the making of civil law, including two case studies that show how my argument could be applied in the areas of gun control and abortion. Chapter 5 discusses obedience and disobedience to civil law, and particularly the question of when it might be appropriate for a Christian to disobey an unjust law. Chapter 6 discusses errors to be avoided when thinking about law.


This book is not an exhaustive treatise of jurisprudence, nor is it a blueprint for what civil law ought to look like. It sets out foundational principles for how to go about the task of thinking about law from a Christian perspective rather than attempting to give the answers to every question. I hope that this book will give you greater clarity in your thinking about law and will contribute to unity among Christians as we navigate this complex topic.









I


FOUNDATIONAL PRINCIPLES of THE CHRISTIAN VIEW of LAW


The Bible contains a great deal of teaching relevant to law. Christians recognize the lordship of Christ over everything and that civil lawmakers are accountable to God for the laws they make. Christians will therefore think about law in very different ways to non-Christians. And yet there seem to be many things that the Bible does not specifically address. How do we maintain a distinctively Christian view of law while recognizing the intentionally limited scope of scriptural teaching? This chapter sets out foundational principles which I argue should guide Christian thinking about law.







FOUR KEY PRINCIPLES







THE MORAL LAW


Perhaps the most significant principle of the Christian view of law is that humans are subject to a moral law, given by God. The moral law consists of the unchanging and universally applicable obligations owed by all people as a rule of conduct by virtue of their creation in God’s image. The moral law is revealed by God, distinguishes right from wrong, and directs what must be done and what must be avoided. This moral law is written on the heart and in principle is knowable by all people (Rom 2:14–15), and it provides (or should provide) the foundation for all human civil laws. Although it is knowable through reason and the conscience, that knowledge is corrupted by sin, and so the moral law is revealed more clearly in Scripture.


Not every law or command in Scripture is part of the moral law—only those things that are applicable to all people at all times. For example, in Deuteronomy 14:1 God commanded the Israelites, “You shall not cut yourselves or make any baldness on your foreheads for the dead.” This was a specific command given to the people of Israel for a particular reason, and so it is not part of the moral law. By contrast, “You shall not murder” (Exod 20:13; Deut 5:17) is an unchanging and universal obligation applicable to all people, and so it is part of the moral law. The moral law, then, is a subset of the law revealed in Scripture. The Decalogue is considered to be a perfect summary of the content of the moral law.


Closely related to the moral law is the concept of natural law. Natural law is controversial in Protestant circles, as many people are cautious about the existence of moral truths outside the authoritative revelation in Scripture. Nevertheless, as I will discuss in chapter 2, Scripture clearly teaches that there is a universal moral standard, applicable to all people at all times. This law is written on the heart and is therefore knowable, at least in principle, outside the revelation of the moral law in Scripture, although the knowledge of that law has been obscured by sin. This is traditionally known as the natural law. Natural law and Scripture are both means of knowing the moral law, although Scripture is a much clearer and more authoritative statement of the moral law.







TRANSFORMATION


The second principle is that the Christian faith is radically transformative for a person’s worldview and beliefs about reality, and specifically about law. Scripture commands Christians not to be “conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that by testing you may discern what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect” (Rom 12:2). The minds of Christians are to be transformed as they “take every thought captive to obey Christ” (2 Cor 10:5).


It is possible for unbelievers as well as believers to perceive truth and the principles of the moral law, even if distorted by sin. As such, there are areas of common ground between Christian and non-Christian views of law. As discussed later in this chapter, it is therefore better to think of the distinctiveness of Christianity for law as a spectrum—that is, the Bible will impact the way we think about some areas of law more than others. Christians disagree about the precise extent to which the Christian view of law is radically distinct. Nevertheless, it seems difficult to disagree with the proposition that the way a Christian thinks about law will be deeply impacted by the Christian faith.







FREEDOM


The third principle is that lawmakers have a large amount of freedom in constructing a system of government and law. This freedom is not total, because lawmakers are constrained by the moral law and by Scripture. Nevertheless, within the constraints of the moral law, there is considerable space for human creativity and wisdom in enacting civil laws. This freedom exists because of the intentionally limited scope of Scripture: by design, Scripture does not prescribe all the laws necessary for a modern nation state. This is of course not to say that the Bible is deficient or lacking in some way, or that it is irrelevant to modern law.


Christians are sometimes tempted to want to make the Bible a detailed blueprint for contemporary society, arguing that the Bible (and in particular the Mosaic laws) provides all the answers to every question of law. However, this is not how Christians have typically understood biblical law. The Christian tradition has overwhelmingly affirmed that the Bible is not, and is not intended to be, a comprehensive legal code for every human society throughout history.1


The moral law is relatively indeterminate. That is, it gives general principles rather than their precise application in every situation.2 The moral law does not prescribe the details of the civil laws necessary to give effect to its principles. The Mosaic laws are often selective and illustrative rather than exhaustive, and there are many situations which are not specifically addressed. Many of the Mosaic laws assumed the applicability of various norms and obligations which existed among the people of Israel, and do not purport to regulate comprehensively the relationships of, for example, commercial dealings, property, or marriage.3 That is, they are not a detailed blueprint of the laws governing these matters.


By contrast, human laws need to be detailed, prescribing what is to be done, by whom, and when, so that those subject to the laws know what they must do in order to comply with the law. To take an example, consider how people accused of murder should be treated by the judicial process. It is not controversial that civil law should prohibit murder and that those accused of crimes should receive a fair trial. Scripture has many things to say that are relevant; it draws a clear distinction between intentional and accidental killing, and it provides other relevant principles, including stipulating that a charge shall only be established on the evidence of two or three witnesses (Deut 19:15). From this we can deduce the key principles that a person must be deemed innocent until proven guilty, and no person may be convicted without reliable evidence.


However, these principles do not tell us what the standard of proof is, how evidence is to be gathered, what evidence is admissible and what is not, what weight to give DNA evidence, whether a judge or jury should pass verdict, how a jury is to be instructed (if there is a jury), whether a decision must be unanimous, and what rights of appeal exist, among many other things. Matters such as these are within the realm of human decision—and so they are matters about which lawmakers have freedom.


A better way of thinking about biblical law is to see it as a foundation rather than a blueprint. In medieval times, Christian thinkers described the moral law as the foundation and human civil law as the building.4 When constructing a building, there are certain principles that must be adhered to, but provided that these constraints are observed, there is considerable freedom.


A legal system can be viewed in a similar light. The Bible and natural law provide the foundational principles that must be realized in any just legal order but not the detail necessary for an adequate legal system. The moral law imposes constraints which must be adhered to, but lawmakers have freedom in building on this foundation to design a legal system and enact laws. There is not one way to construct a legal system or to enact the principles of the moral law into civil law. This means that many questions of law are questions of wisdom, and civil rulers have a level of freedom in determining how to enact civil law.


One implication of this is that in many situations a range of possible human laws will be legitimate. There will not be only one correct answer, and reasonable Christians might disagree. In America, people drive on the right-hand side of the road, while in Australia we drive on the left. It would be absurd to suggest that one of these is “right” and one “wrong.” To take a more complex example, should a person be liable for damage she caused but that was not reasonably foreseeable?5 Or should company directors owe fiduciary duties to shareholders, or only to the company?6 These are difficult questions, and a range of different answers are possible. Many other examples could be given.


The principles of transformation and freedom must sit together. A Christian approach to law must affirm both radical distinctiveness on the one hand and non-distinctiveness on the other. To deny the distinctness of the Christian message would be wrong; yet, on the other hand, to say that there is a distinctive Christian view about every conceivable issue is equally unhelpful. How might we navigate between these apparently contradictory principles? I will discuss this later in this chapter.







CONTEXTUALIZATION


The fourth principle for thinking about law is contextualization. Christians have typically thought that human civil laws ought to be based on the eternal moral law—indeed, this is one of the distinctive contributions of Christian jurisprudence. Some Christians take this in a universalizing direction: because the moral law is universal and does not change, there must be something universal and unchanging about civil law. However, this is not the case.


Timothy Keller’s concept of gospel contextualization provides a helpful analogy. Keller argues that while there is only one true gospel, “there is no culture-transcending way to express the truths of the gospel.” The gospel must be freshly articulated in each cultural context. The precise practices adopted by any particular ministry depend not only on foundational doctrinal truths, but also a “theological vision” for bringing the gospel to bear within a particular cultural and historical setting.7


Something similar is true for law. The principles of the moral law do not change. However, human circumstances vary considerably. This means that there is not one single way to implement the moral law; the way the moral law is implemented within a particular legal system will depend on the circumstances and context. Therefore, law cannot be static, but must continually be adjusted to changing circumstances.8 While the moral law is universal, there is not one way of implementing the principles of the moral law within a legal system.


In his treatise on law, Girolamo Zanchi provided the following example: “There is a law that in a besieged city no one is allowed to open the city gates.”9 In a time when people lived within walled cities and were subject to attack from enemy armies, the purpose of this law was to prevent enemies from gaining entry into the city and slaughtering the inhabitants. This law is an example of the wise application of the natural law in the context of that time. However, this law would be utterly pointless in many parts of the world today. Most people do not live in walled cities and are not subject to attack from enemy armies. Applying the underlying moral principle today would require rulers to respond to the very different threats to safety which now exist.


The sixth commandment states, “You shall not kill.” In ancient Israel, where people spent a lot of time entertaining on their roofs, this commandment required people who built a house to install a parapet (Deut 22:8). In other times, it would require people chopping wood to secure their axe heads and people living within a walled city not to open the gates during a siege. In still other times, it would require mining companies to support mine shafts to prevent collapse; it would require automobile drivers to be licensed, to adhere to road rules, to drive within the speed limit, and to refrain from driving while intoxicated; it would require airplane pilots to be properly trained, safety equipment to be fitted to dangerous machines, naked flames to be prohibited near explosive substances, safety switches to be fitted to electrical systems, poisonous substances to be stored safely—and the list could go on.


This illustrates that, while the moral law is unchanging, what it requires in specific contexts varies widely depending on the circumstances. What “you shall not kill” required of a woodchopper in ancient Israel is very different from what it requires of a worker on a modern gas rig. A law requiring people in ancient Israel not to drive while intoxicated would have made little sense, and a law requiring people in modern Australia to build parapets around their roofs would also make little sense. What laws ought to be implemented to give effect to this principle will vary significantly depending on the circumstances. The principles of morality do not change, but their application to specific situations does.







THE NEED FOR WISDOM


One important implication of these principles is that many, if not most, questions of law are questions of wisdom. Enacting laws, and thinking well about law, requires a great deal of wisdom. Wisdom is not reducible to a list of rules or a series of propositions that one can learn. It could be defined as understanding the nature of reality as God has created it and living well within that reality.10 The creation has been ordered by God in a certain way, and that order can be perceived through Scripture and by reflection on its nature. Wisdom means being attuned to that order and navigating life in a complex world successfully.


Wisdom is sometimes defined as knowing what to do when there is no clear moral rule dictating what to do. While this is perhaps not wrong, a better view of wisdom is that it is an understanding of how the world works and of what conduct is fitting in a particular time or place. Wisdom does not merely fill the gaps, but grasps the gravity of certain courses of conduct and what will be beneficial or destructive.11


True wisdom is based on the fear of the Lord (Prov 1:7; 9:10). In Christ are the treasures of wisdom and knowledge (Col 2:3), and so wisdom is something that comes from God (Jas 1:5). A virtuous character is an essential part of wisdom. Foolishness and wickedness are connected in Scripture; as such, wisdom is not separable from character and virtue. Wisdom involves humility, recognizing the limitations of our knowledge and understanding (Prov 3:7; 11:2). A wise person is prepared to be instructed and corrected when needed (Prov 13:1; 15:31; 19:20).


There are different dimensions to wisdom. Wisdom comes from meditation on Scripture (Ps 19:7), which is sufficient to thoroughly equip the Christian for every good work (2 Tim 3:17). Given that there is a moral order in creation, the world has much to teach us, and wisdom may be gained from reflection on the created order (Prov 6:6–8). Wisdom is acquired through experience and learning from wise people (Job 12:12; Prov 13:20). Wisdom seeks the truth from a wide range of counsel and does not ignore contrary advice (1 Kgs 12:6–19; Prov 11:14; 15:22). Scripture also describes the skill of artists and craftsmen as a type of wisdom (Exod 35:10, 26, 35).


Thus, true wisdom does not come from one source, but from careful meditation on Scripture, listening to wise counsel, experience, observing the natural order, and learning the specialized skills which pertain to a particular craft or discipline.


There is a procedural fairness element to wisdom: a wise person does not believe the first report but hears both sides before reaching a conclusion (Prov 18:17). Wisdom can be manifested in being able to resolve “the obscurities of conflicting claims.”12 Wisdom involves being alert to the consequences of actions, such as how people respond to provocations (e.g., Prov 15:1), and acting accordingly.


As noted, Scripture describes certain skills as a form of wisdom. This is true of civil rule and lawmaking. By wisdom “kings reign, and rulers decree what is just” (Prov 8:15–16; see also 1 Kgs 3:28). Law is complex, and lawmaking is a highly specialized skill. As Edward Coke famously said, legal judgments “are not to be decided by natural reason but by the artificial reason and judgment of law, which law is an art which requires long study and experience, before that a man can attain to the cognisance of it.”13


How should lawmakers enact laws consistently with wisdom? A great deal could be said; I offer a few brief thoughts. Wise lawmakers will understand the moral law and seek to work with, and not against, the grain of creation. Their laws will be consistent with the moral law, and they will promote those things that are good, such as human life, marriage, family, and property, and prevent those things that are evil. They will uphold justice and defend the oppressed and vulnerable. Wise lawmakers will not permit injustice to stand. They will recognize that they are accountable to God for the laws they enact.


Wise lawmakers will understand the people they are regulating, their habits and temper, and be alert to the consequences of their decisions. If a particular law is enacted, will the people accept that law or rebel against it? Will it have the desired consequence? Wise lawmakers will recognize that there are limits to their power: civil law must promote the good and punish evil, but civil laws have limited power to effect change in the human heart. Wise lawmakers will take broad counsel from a range of advisers.


Wisdom is crucial for lawmaking. It is not enough to identify a moral or legal principle from Scripture or the natural law. Lawmaking requires wisdom to determine how to enact a moral or legal principle into civil law. I will give some examples later in the book to illustrate how this is so.







TRANSFORMATION AS A SPECTRUM


The principles of freedom and transformation may seem to be at odds with each other. One principle emphasizes the radically distinct nature of the Christian faith, while the other appears to emphasize the opposite. Nevertheless, it is better to see these principles as complementary rather than opposed to each other. It is true that a Christian view of law is radically different from a non-Christian view of law. It is also true that non-Christians can perceive moral truth and the principles of the natural law, which reflect the nature of reality.


This leads to the question: When ought we apply a transformative approach, and when are we in the realm of freedom? I suggest that the answer is through the lens of “Brunner’s spectrum.” In his book Revelation and Reason, theologian Emil Brunner wrote:


No Christian theologian has maintained that our mathematical knowledge or our formal logic is affected by sin; on the other hand, all theologians are agreed that our knowledge of God is most deeply affected by sin.… There is no “Christian mathematics” but there is a Christian theology and Christian anthropology. We cannot indicate the state of affairs by drawing a line of demarcation between them, but only by a proportional statement: The nearer anything lies to that centre of existence where we are concerned with man’s relation to God and the being of the person, the greater is the disturbance of rational knowledge by sin; the farther anything lies from this centre, the less is the disturbance felt, and the less difference there is between knowing as a believer or as an unbeliever.14


Brunner’s point is that there is a spectrum of knowledge, with theology and anthropology at one end, and mathematics and formal logic at the other. “Anthropology” here means the nature of humans as beings created in God’s image, not the study of other cultures. All fields of human knowledge and endeavor sit somewhere along the spectrum. Christian teaching makes a big difference to the content of theology and anthropology but little difference to the content of formal logic or mathematical knowledge.


The following table sketches a visual picture of this idea:


CHRISTIANITY’S DIFFERENTIAL IMPACT ON DISCIPLINES OF KNOWLEDGE






	Disciplines where Christianity has a very high impact:


	Disciplines where Christianity has a high impact:


	Disciplines where Christianity has a moderate impact:


	Disciplines where Christianity has little or no impact:







	
Theology


Anthropology


Ethics




	
Education


Psychology


Sociology


Politics




	
History


Literature


Science


Economics




	
Mathematics


Formal logic


Languages


Engineering










At the left end of the spectrum are disciplines where Christianity makes a big difference to the content of that knowledge. These disciplines will be significantly impacted by Christianity. Obvious examples include theology, ethics, anthropology (including human rights and sexuality), and a person’s worldview. As discussed in greater detail later in this book, the Bible recognizes a pattern of creation which is applicable to all people and written on the heart. All people, therefore, have some instinctive knowledge of right and wrong, and of God’s created order. Thus, non-believers are able to perceive these things, but sin has blinded their minds and seared their consciences. The impact of sin is much greater in these areas. As Brunner put it, “All theologians are agreed that our knowledge of God is most deeply affected by sin.”


At the right end of the spectrum are those disciplines where Christianity makes the least difference, and where there are significant areas of common ground, especially mathematics and formal logic. The mathematical fact that 2+2=4 holds true for all people everywhere; rational people accept this to be true, and it requires no special biblical insight.


Two caveats should be noted. First, the theological and philosophical ideas underlying one’s conception of a discipline will vary widely. One person may believe that the universe is a random collection of atoms without meaning or purpose which happens to contain mathematical truths, while another believes that the universe was created by God and subject to a moral order. That is, Christianity will make a difference to one’s conception of the underlying purpose or significance of the discipline. Second, Christianity will affect the manner in which a person undertakes work in a particular discipline and their reasons for doing so, whether honestly or dishonestly, or for their own glory or not.


Acknowledging these two caveats, the actual content of the discipline is not greatly affected by whether one is a Christian. All rational people accept that 2+2=4, even if we may disagree on why this is the case and what significance attaches to it. As Brunner put it, “No Christian theologian has maintained that our mathematical knowledge or our formal logic is affected by sin.”


In the middle are disciplines where Christianity has important influence but it is less pronounced, and there are significant areas of common ground. There is scope to disagree as to where, precisely, we position certain things—for example, some may disagree about where I have placed politics or economics. The point is not that everyone must agree with where everything has been placed, but it should not be controversial that there is a spectrum, or that Christianity makes more difference to some areas of knowledge than others.


How is this relevant to law? Law does not sit at any one place on the spectrum, but straddles the entire spectrum. This is because laws deal with almost the full range of human activities, from birth to marriage to death, regulating education, employment, business, property ownership, and many other things. This suggests that Christianity will affect different areas of law differently depending on their subject matter.


With regard to laws that deal with matters of the value of human life and sexuality, Christianity will make a big difference, and so it is not surprising that Christianity is at its most controversial in relation to laws concerning marriage and family, and questions such as abortion and euthanasia. However, where laws deal with matters closer to the other end, we can expect that Christianity will make much less difference to the way we think about those things. At this end of the spectrum, there will be greater scope for freedom for lawmakers in enacting civil law.


Christians often tend to focus on the controversial issues. But in my view, a large number of areas of law are at the “non-transformative” end of the spectrum. This includes large swathes of the law relating to contracts, property, torts, corporate law, competition (antitrust) law, public law, criminal law, and so on. This is not to say that the Bible has nothing to say on these matters, but it has much less to say about these areas than others. For many areas of civil law, lawmakers have significant freedom when enacting laws.
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