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Preface


This book is written for students—for undergraduates, seminarians, those in theological college, even those in ministry who want a gentler orientation to biblical issues. The world of biblical ethics often appears uninviting to the nonexpert. I have tried to take many of the core ideas from that scholarly world and present them in a way that makes them more accessible and less intimidating. I frequently take the time to explain basic introductory issues relevant to biblical writings before beginning to trace their developing ideas. I never refer to a scholar by name in the main body of the writing, even though occasionally I may place competing scholarly conclusions side by side. Instead, I have tried to lead readers through the basic train of thought of biblical writings, with sustained readings of those texts in their final form.


The book should work best when read alongside of the Bible, not in place of it. It does offer lots of explanations of biblical matters. It is also designed to make readers think. Reflection questions at the end of each chapter are meant to encourage readers to contemplate more concretely and practically on some of that chapter’s more theoretical issues.


I hope professional scholars will engage with this material also, even if they are not my primary audience. The endnotes are mostly for them, to assure them that I am in touch with important aspects of the wider scholarly dialogue, while taking certain points made in the main body a bit further. Students, of course, may read the notes and obtain both a sense of where others support the ideas of this book and of where they can begin to go, with discernment, to probe the ideas further. Several of the notes are actually more fitting for students; the suggestions for further reading at the end of each chapter are entirely for them.


I am a biblical studies person, not a theologian. Biblical studies people are about clarifying biblical texts. Theologians, among other things, are about establishing theological positions. As a biblical studies person, I aim to explain the biblical text, rather than to conform to a theological position. Declaring this up front, I hope, will explain why I am focusing on ethical patterns as they develop from the flow of thought of individual texts considered in their more extended context, rather from ideas rooted in individual statements excerpted from those texts. This book grows out of a high regard for the Bible. I want to go where its words take me, even if that means sidestepping valid theological ideas often associated with certain statements. I want to listen to the voices of its texts. I want to see where they, in their flow of thought, are pointing.


This book has also been years in the making—more than twenty, in fact. It began as a sprout in the desert, in Tucson, Arizona, where we as a family had moved after I had completed my doctoral studies at the University of Sheffield. We had to relocate somewhere in the United States, and Tucson offered us certain advantages. There we also ran into both the kindness of the church and the callousness of American universities and colleges that all too often fill teaching needs by hiring part-time faculty at unlivable wages, with no benefits. I worked under that adjunct system for nearly ten years, eventually teaching ten to sixteen classes per year, spread between several institutions.


We could not have survived as a family without the microethical encouragement, and sometimes financial support, of members of our church there. I could also not have ended up where I did without the microethical treatment of singular individuals at various institutions in Arizona where I worked, people who gave me opportunities not only to teach but to expand my horizons into the worlds of ethics and ancient philosophical texts.


Muskingum University, then Muskingum College, hired me in 2002, so we moved from Tucson to New Concord, Ohio. One of my privileges has been to develop a course on biblical ethics. After getting it wrong the first time I taught it, I totally redesigned the course. This book has emerged out of that redesigned course. My doctoral work had focused on the New Testament. Being the only biblical studies specialist in the department of religion and philosophy, and being determined not to be a Marcionite, I chose to spend a significant portion of that course in the Old Testament. That accounts for the broader scope of this work.


Muskingum University granted me a full year sabbatical to help me finish this project, for which I am grateful. So I set out in September 2011 with my wife and my youngest daughter to Cambridge, England, to avail myself of the library at Tyndale House. That meant not only access to relevant books. It also led to significant interaction with scholars from all over the world, many of whom listened to my ideas and offered constructive input. Just as significant, though, was the microethical ministry of Eden Baptist Church in Cambridge, whose extraordinary outreach to the foreigner in their midst extended to me, my wife and daughter. People opened their hearts and homes to us, even knowing how brief our stay would be.


At the end of that sabbatical, to my delight, IVP accepted my proposal for this book. My thanks to Brannon Ellis and the team—external readers, editors, marketers, designers, indexers and everyone else—who have all helped to make this a much better book than what I had first submitted.


To say none of this is possible without family is cliché. I could not have survived the exploitative adjunct system without the ongoing microethical support of my wife, Bee, and our five children. They were models of patience, gladly accepting humbling circumstances—dining out usually meant the occasional $1 special at fast food restaurants, with water. I have also watched with delight as each of our children has consistently sought and maintained inclusive friendships. Four of our children are married now, to outstanding people who all share the full range of their morality and connection to God, especially as pro-marriage people.


My wife continues to be astounding, full of affirmation. She has spent years interacting with me about ideas in this book. An outstanding wife and mother, she not only held us together in the desert, she became a model for others, both in Arizona and now Ohio, who sought, and continue to seek, her input on marriage and family issues. An exceptional thinker and encourager, the effect of her input into my life and work is incalculable.




1


What Is Biblical Ethics?


Defining Ethics


What makes for good behavior? What makes for bad? How can people decide what is good and what is bad? And why should anyone care in the first place? People from an assortment of cultures spanning a variety of eras have asked these kinds of questions. Thinking people pursue answers to such questions to help them make sense of the world they live in. These happen to be the questions of ethics.


What is ethics? That word refers to the basic ways that people use to distinguish right from wrong behavior. The discipline of ethics aims to assess the rightness and wrongness of people’s activities. It also offers motivations and reasons for why a person should choose to do what is right and avoid what is wrong.


Consider a basic interaction between a child and parent:


“Mom, why do I have to brush my teeth?”


“Because I told you to.”


There is a system in place here. It is a command-like system. A person should perform an activity not because of any rightness or wrongness of that activity, but simply because an authority has ordered it. According to that system, one should never question authority. It is a system that usually works based on the control of one person over another. Parents can often get away with that kind of interaction until their children come under influences outside of the home. As children grow up in many of the world’s societies today, they begin to learn that authorities can be blocked. Parental appeals to their own authority become dissatisfying and ineffective.


So, consider the following upgrade:


“Mom, why do I have to brush my teeth?”


“To keep your teeth healthy. If you don’t, they’ll rot and fall out.”


Now a new element has been added—consequences. If people perform well, they benefit; if they perform badly, they can be harmed. The interaction now appears to be fairly reasonable. But compare the explanation from the preceding parent with those following:


“Because if you do, I’ll take you to the zoo tomorrow.”


Or


“Because if you don’t, I will spank you.”


These also are consequences, but something is a bit off. The consequences do not seem to be tied to the behavior. There is no genuine connection between tooth brushing and the zoo, or tooth brushing and spanking. Rather, the interaction appears disturbingly manipulative, perhaps symptomatic of a flawed relationship. The parents here appear to be on subtly weak ground. In one case, the parent is bribing the child. In the other, the parent is threatening the child.


Ethics provides the rationale for performing certain behaviors. If the reasons for performing a behavior make sense, the system makes sense. If they do not, the system begins to falter.


Ethics involves another important element. The two scenarios may be instructive in the area of parenting, but are they really dealing with ethics? Brushing teeth may be polite. It may be healthy. But is it right in the same way that one would consider helping a person in need would be, or is failing to do it wrong in the same way that murdering someone would be? Brushing teeth reflects social upbringing, to be sure. It has health consequences, certainly. Refusing to do so when asked to may indicate troublesome attitudes that themselves do come into the sphere of ethics—rebelliousness, stubbornness, selfishness. But people would hardly call someone who fails to brush teeth an unethical person merely because he or she happened not to perform an act of personal hygiene.


So what else does ethics involve? We are talking, ultimately, about how someone is guided to become a good person who performs good deeds. That would involve matters such as how people treat others or how they treat themselves. It would more fully involve how one treats the world around oneself.


The following scenario swerves more fully into the world of ethics:


“Alicia, please share your toy with Junie.”


“Why?”


“Because you want to be a good friend to her. She ought to enjoy coming to visit you.”


Here we are dealing with behavior that affects people’s expression of their humanness. We are observing Alicia’s parent instructing her about right and wrong behavior that affects another person.


That kind of interaction, even between parent and child, shows a regard for behavior that goes beyond the bounds of mere politeness. It reflects a concern for others. It ultimately reflects a concern for what kind of person the child should aim to become and the kinds of things she should be doing as that sort of person. In this scenario Alicia is being urged to advance good, or well-being, on her world. She is also being urged not to advance harm in her world. That basic pattern will serve as the working definition of what ethics involves for this book. In other words, ethics involves championing behavior that advances good or hinders harm in one’s world.


People who aim to be ethical people are good people. We like good people. Good people do what is right. They refrain from what is evil. We like associating with people who are kind to us, who give to us, who care for us. Conversely, we don’t like people who are nasty to us, who take from us, who harm us. So, what does it mean to be good? Why should we do good? Answers to those questions will reveal the kind of ethics we are applying.


Biblical Ethics


In this book we are considering what the collection of writings known as the Bible contributes to the world of ethics. What is considered right and wrong behavior according to biblical writings? What thought patterns do writings in the Bible encourage in helping their readers distinguish right from wrong? What reasons and motivations do biblical writings offer for why their readers should perform what is good and refrain from what is bad?


In addressing such questions, let’s first note an important difference between what some would call “Christian ethics” or “religious ethics” and what we are exploring here in this book. Christian or religious ethics might address the question, What do the tenets of the religious faith contribute to distinguishing right from wrong on life’s issues? Or, more personally, Since I call myself a Christian, how should I behave as a Christian over this issue? These are great questions. They launch the inquirer on a prescriptive task that looks to the religion, including the Bible as Christian Scripture, to advise about or make behavioral demands for the present moment.


Biblical ethics should also inform those kinds of questions. But before we can determine how, we must first try to discern what the biblical texts appear to be communicating.1 Note, biblical texts, not simply biblical statements. We’re aiming to learn to observe the sustained lines of reasoning offered by individual biblical writings or clusters of related writings. Instead of imposing our interests on them—What does the Bible say about X?—we want to discern the issues that the words of individual writings appear to be designed to address. The biblical ethics we are pursuing here is largely a descriptive task. We will aim to understand what the Bible’s writings themselves promote ethically, exploring them with a regard for their literary, cultural and historical contexts. What we discover through this kind of biblical ethics should then be the basis of conversation between Bible readers, who can help each other understand more deeply what to do with the kinds of ideas disclosed by this sort of investigation. Our primary pursuit in this book is to observe the ways of distinguishing right from wrong that are encouraged within biblical writings, and what rationale and motivations those writings offer for performing right activities and avoiding wrong ones. Based on those, people can begin to discuss the prescriptive role these texts can have in their lives now, no matter the culture.2


Since much of Christian ethics is interested in using the Bible, how is what we are doing here different? Our task will not be to use the Bible as a source of moral statements, but to describe the Bible’s ethical vision, how its writings themselves shape the readers’ views of moral right and wrong. For example, some Christian thinkers are interested in exploring the implications of humans being made in God’s image, a point made twice in the early chapters of Genesis, as we’ll soon see. “If humans are said to be in God’s image,” the reasoning goes, “then I should always treat other humans as fellow image bearers.” That’s not a bad line of reasoning. But it is not strictly biblical in the way we are considering here. How so? Because that line of reasoning is never explicitly found or encouraged by any words in biblical writings. In fact, the last use of the expression “image of God” in the large first part of the Bible, the Old Testament, is in Genesis 9. Biblical writings appeal to the concept differently. Those writings instead follow other identifiable, sustained lines of reasoning that offer consistent and persistent ways of thinking about right and wrong. Learning to trace those lines is the point of this book.


In some religious contexts people are told, prescriptively, to do one certain kind of activity or refrain from others “because the Bible says so.” Such people could then go so far as to say that such a reason makes their ethics biblical. Though that religious approach may appeal to the Bible, it also tends not to reflect consistently what the writings themselves communicate and should also not be confused with the biblical ethics we are pursuing here. It rather tends to assume that the Bible is a collection of moral injunctions and stories that declare and demonstrate what is right and wrong for the faithful. According to that view, those who want to be considered faithful should do what the Bible says, without hesitation. Though, as we’ll see, biblical writings expect their words to be taken seriously, the words of those writings present a much richer set of ideas than the rationale of rote obedience allows for.


Further, the Bible’s words shouldn’t be pressed into service to communicate ideas foreign to them. If we impose assumptions from our culture onto what the Bible’s words communicate in their original settings, we introduce distortions. For example, we may want a biblical ruling on when human life begins definitively, but if we assume that biblical writers know exactly what we may know about human conception, we would be introducing ideas foreign to the biblical texts. The female ovum was not discovered until the early nineteenth century. Appeals to the Bible for such uses tend to reflect what religious authorities claim about biblical texts more than what those texts themselves may actually be advancing. They do not reflect biblical ethics but rather a form of religious ethics that appeals to biblical texts, sometimes validly, other times not.


As we explore biblical texts here, we will discover that those texts together do not really speak with one voice. The expression “the Bible says” reflects a religious attitude, but it does not always reflect accurately what we find biblical texts advancing. There are varieties of thought within the Bible because the Bible itself is a collection of writings produced over a wide time span and addressing varieties of cultures, even as many of those writings also show a high degree of consistency in disclosing an unfolding divine program.


Though that will lead us to consider a variety of ethical approaches in the Bible, we should also recognize one constant to all biblical texts: people’s ethics flow from their relationship with God. To begin to explore that point, let’s briefly return to the illustrations in the opening section of this chapter. Some people assume that God in the Bible is like an obnoxiously strict parent. Right is defined purely in terms of what God says. One should do what is right because God said so. Period. No questions asked.


Such rationale would be legitimate to consider if biblical writings actually communicated those thoughts in that way. And, if that were the case, they could be severely criticized for encouraging nothing better than “Do this or else!” Biblical writings would not be worthy of deep ethical examination, disclosing instead a harsh, authoritarian religion.


Now, suppose instead other assumptions that, for example, God manipulates people into behaving a certain way by threatening them with tough consequences, such as punishment or hell, or bribes them with good consequences, such as heaven or at least good things in life—the Santa Claus god who “knows when you’ve been bad or good, so be good, for goodness’ sake!” And in return, if people bribe or manipulate that god enough by promising to behave a certain way, maybe god will be fooled into thinking they are better than they know they really are, deep down, hoping to avoid bad outcomes and attain good ones. Again, such a system would not be worth examining ethically, whatever unbiblical, personal religion it might disclose.


Many writings in the Bible do talk about God’s undeniable authority and about rewards, punishments and heaven and hell. But biblical writings do so in ways that defy uninformed, popular-level assumptions. When examining the Bible’s words in their actual contexts, readers will make surprising observations that may defy their assumptions about the sense of religion advocated by the Bible’s varied writings. For example, eternal rewards and punishments, concerns with life after death, even hell avoidance and heaven attainment are generally side issues in the Bible. (When we explore the Gospel of Matthew, though, we will see aspects of those issues emphasized.) And in those few places in the Bible where hell is referred to, it is portrayed not as a scare or bribery tactic, but as a serious outcome for the end of the age. What happens to a person upon dying is scarcely a topic in the Bible, even if it becomes so for some expressions of Christianity so closely connected to those writings. Let Bible readers beware: when observed carefully, the words of the Bible will reveal, criticize and correct their sloppy religious assumptions.


Now, if biblical writings advocate various approaches to ethics that flow out of people’s relationship with God, and if that God is neither a brute, authoritarian parent demanding rote obedience, nor a weak, manipulative parent threatening with punishment and bribing with rewards, what do we actually see? Let’s look briefly at the first writing, Genesis.


Our original introduction to God in that writing displays the Creator, whose acts resemble more those of a beneficent monarch or king than of a parent.3 That king commands, and it is so. Even more revealing, that king evaluates to see that all is good. That kingly activity results in an ordered creation that humans are asked collectively to manage. When we see God instructing the first human, a man known eventually as Adam, he issues a specific charge: “You may freely eat of every tree of the garden; but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall die” (Gen 2:16-17).


Notice, first of all, that this is not an ethical scenario. Rather, this shows a boundary-setting restriction. That is important to observe. Why? Not everything in the Bible is about ethics. Think about it. What is inherently wrong in eating fruit? Of course, this is a particular kind of fruit—a unique kind, in fact, that is said to give “knowledge of good and evil,” important categories for ethics. But eating it is said to have severe consequences—death. Certainly the rationale eventually offered for disobeying God’s command has implications for ethics: “When the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise . . .” (Gen 3:6). How, after all, can a person overcome strong desires and refrain from doing what she or he ought not do? But the scenario itself does not address the topic of how to distinguish right from wrong behavior, or why one should choose to perform right behavior, the concerns of ethics. If we expect everything in the Bible to be about morally good and bad behavior, we might want to reexamine our assumptions.


But notice further that in his initial injunction God provides the rationale for why one certain fruit should not be eaten: “for in the day that you eat of it you shall die” (Gen 2:17). Though another character questions that reason in a subsequent scene, it remains a reason that does not show any weakness or arbitrariness. Rather, it displays a concern for the well-being of the man, implying some sort of built-in consequence for the particular kind of disobedience. It also implies the expectation that the man can process, understand and adhere to the injunction for his own good.


Though that initial interaction is not ethical, it is instructive about the kinds of interactions that we can expect between God and people in the world of the Bible. It helps set the tone for what follows.4 Who God is, what God wants and what God does with people become important issues to bear in mind when evaluating the approach to proper behavior. So also are the ways people are encouraged to think and act in response to God, his activities and his expectations. Some of what God wants from people does fall under the category of behavior often considered moral or ethical—learning to advance good on others, on oneself, on one’s world or hindering behavior that advances harm in one’s world. Examples of that kind of behavior include concerns for refraining from murder, refraining from wickedness, not treating others roughly, and pursuing love instead of vengeance. Some of what God wants from people does not involve what we normally consider under the category of ethics. Examples of that include abstaining from certain kinds of foods, keeping certain days special, offering proper sacrifices to God, responding to God when he says to move to a particular land, or even obeying God when he instructs a person not to eat the fruit from a specific tree.


That gives way to an important additional category for ethics—the morally neutral. Some behaviors may be important for some people in specific situations but are not inherently morally right or wrong. Those behaviors may fall into the areas of cultural customs and manners, or even situation-specific instructions, but not ethics. When considering morally neutral behaviors, we will have to consider the ethics of pursuing those behaviors, knowing that someone might be bothered, or the ethics of forcing people to conform to neutral standards, however important those standards may be culturally or religiously to those enforcing them.


It will also require people recognizing that some of their own culturally or religiously conditioned behaviors may actually be neutral, not genuinely moral. People should not expect biblical writings to affirm their own culture’s manners and expectations. For example, being prompt or timely, an important cultural value for some people in the West today, is not really an issue that falls into the category of ethics, even though it may be wise to be prompt in many circumstances familiar to us. It’s really only a culture-bound value near and dear to many people. Certainly biblical writings don’t count promptness among the issues that God cares about. Being impatient with others for being late, however, would be. So also is a refusal to honor another’s known sense of timeliness by insisting on having one’s own way.


What we will see throughout the Bible is the notion that how a person chooses to respond to God affects the kind of person he or she becomes. Thus, those who aim to do what God wants are ethical people, because much of what God is said to want is also what most people would consider to be good, ethical behavior, and because throughout the span of biblical writings, God is portrayed as being in the business of restoring rightness to his creation. In the world of the Bible those who choose to defy God do not know how to act consistently as ethical people, because they have chosen to cut themselves off from the ways and plans of God, and thus are incomplete in their sense of what right and wrong behavior actually include.


Obeying God, trusting God, having faith in God and responding to God are all central issues to the Bible, issues that affect the ethics that its varied writings promote. How one responds to God is reflected in a person’s ethics. In fact, expect to see repeatedly how those who respond to God are often shown as good responders by doing ethical acts. Those who disregard God are often shown as bad responders with the unethical acts they perform.


Ultimately, what we see throughout the Bible are sets of ethics rooted in people’s relationship with God—an ethic of relationship.5 Doing good flows out of a person coming to know God and growing in that relationship with God. Doing wrong shows how out of touch a person is with God. Biblical writings are full of the language of devotion and commitment. It is not a mindless devotion but one that is highly attractive, showing people interacting with a God who gives, cares and accepts, even if that God also has high standards for those who are connected to him. Those standards are often shown to lead to personal well-being for those who interact with God.


Significantly, because people’s relating to God is the one constant advocated by the varieties of biblical writings, how God relates to people also merits consideration. Biblical writings offer hope and restoration for those who mess up. An important element of that is a concept known as repentance: people turning away from their evil and embracing God’s good. Along with that are grace: receiving good from God when one deserves the opposite, and mercy: receiving good from God when one is in a decidedly weak position. A sense of hope also emerges as a central feature of biblical ethics. People are allowed to be works in progress. Expect to discover imperfect people in biblical writings, people who, as they draw close to God, also become better people in the process, even if many of them have rough edges. In the world of the Bible God never rejects people who call on him.


Morality Versus Ethics


People often use the concepts of morality and ethics interchangeably. Morals generally refer to a person’s awareness of right and wrong. A moral person does the right kind of behavior in the sense we have been probing here, advancing good on the world while refraining from what inflicts harm. For that reason some people would say that a moral person is also ethical.


A moral person may be doing what is right, but may not know clearly what makes the activity right or why she or he should do that right. By contrast, ethics as we discuss it here deals with how to distinguish right from wrong, and why someone should do the right and hinder the wrong. In exploring the Bible we will see many statements weighing in on the moral rightness or wrongness of various behaviors. But we won’t stop there. We will look for the ethics that will indicate what makes the activity right or wrong and that offer rationale and motivation for engaging in the right activity or refraining from the wrong. Moral people do what is right. So do people who have ethics, but they also know why.6


The distinction between morality and ethics is an important one. Two people can share the same moral convictions, but they could easily have very different ethics. How? Because the ethics will explain the answer to the question, Why is that wrong? For example, in the world that produced the New Testament section of the Bible, Greek and Roman philosophers commonly discussed the moral wrongness of being guided by our passions. Thoughtless passions lead people to do the wrong things. One writer, Paul, whose ethics we will explore in chapters nine and ten, would basically agree that people acting out their passions leads to misbehavior. But if you asked both sets of people why being guided by passion is wrong, you would get two entirely different sets of answers. Paul’s answer connects directly to his awareness of the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus. The philosophers know nothing of Jesus. Their answers are linked to their view of the psychology of the soul. Though we might think we see moral agreement between Paul and philosophers, we see totally different ethics. We will see the same thing in the Bible itself. The various places we will explore will frequently show common moral standards but different ethics. Ethics and morality are not the same.


The Bible’s writings do communicate a strong set of morals. But they do much more than that. They portray genuine ethics. They show ways of life stemming from people living in attractive relationship with the true and living God. Reasons for living morally appear regularly, either stated or implied, because relationship with God is portrayed as wonderfully good and genuinely healthy. Relationship with God ultimately involves participating in God’s process of remaking the world, a world filled with brokenness exhibited in and stemming from human misbehavior. As we probe biblical texts, we will discover ethical systems that are intriguing, inviting, enlightening and uplifting. People who read the Bible well will not only have a stronger sense of what is right and wrong, they will realize why, according to those writings, they also should do right, and why living that right is so fulfilling.




SUMMING IT UP


What is ethics?




	Ethics refers to how a person distinguishes right from wrong behavior.


	Ethics is also concerned with the reasons for why a person should choose what is good and abstain from what is not.


	The kind of behavior that ethics is concerned with generally is behavior that advances good or hinders harm in one’s world.





What do we mean by biblical ethics?




	With biblical ethics, one is concerned with discerning the kinds of behavior biblical writings indicate are right and wrong.


	One is also concerned with both how, according to biblical writings, to distinguish right from wrong and why its readers should do right and refrain from wrong.


	Biblical ethics begins with describing what biblical writings communicate ethically. Only then can people see how those ethics might apply to their lives prescriptively.


	Ethics is not the central concern of biblical writings.


	Other behaviors besides ethical behaviors are dealt with in the Bible.


	How people connect meaningfully with God is a central concern of biblical writings.


	Ethics in the Bible flows primarily out of people’s healthy relationship with God.


	Ethics in the Bible offers hope for those who recognize their error and turn to God.





How is morality different from ethics?




	Morality is simply knowing what is right and what is wrong.


	Ethics involves both the reasoning for distinguishing right from wrong and the motivations for doing what is right and hindering what is wrong.


	Biblical writings regularly portray genuine ethics, not mere morality.








Alternative Ethical Systems


Ethical questions and dilemmas appear consistently and prominently within human history. Some of the ethical systems Western civilizations developed to address those concerns are worth noting, briefly, as a way of comparing how biblical writings offer both similarities to and dissimilarities from them.7 Some of these systems actually influenced aspects of ethics as found in parts of the Bible. Others of these have themselves been influenced by the sense of right and wrong found in biblical writings.


Virtue ethics. Also closely related to what is called “character ethics,” virtue ethics focus on what kind of person one should become in order to attain a higher goal, such as happiness or well-being, emphasizing various virtues (e.g., courage, wisdom, justice, self-control, kindness, forbearance, friendliness, modesty).8 Conversely, there are vices that one should avoid (e.g., cowardice, folly, wrongness, self-indulgence, meanness, short-­temperedness, diffidence, extravagance). Many of those good character qualities are learned from observing people who are considered to be good, or by repeated practice of virtuous activities. Discussions of virtues and vices were especially important to the ancient Greeks and Romans. Some writings in the New Testament reflect awareness of the fruit of such discussions, but also offer their own unique perspectives on virtues and vices.


Ethical egoism. Also coming from ancient Greece, ethical egoism advocates pursuing behaviors with outcomes that maximize personal pleasure while minimizing personal pain. Rather than resorting to out-and-out hedonism (i.e., selfish pleasure seeking), the point here is to evaluate long-term outcomes or consequences. Some immediate pleasures may result in such horrible pain in the end that they should be avoided altogether. But some pain may be necessary to endure in order to attain the benefit of a long-term pleasure.


Utilitarianism. Utilitarianism is similar to ethical egoism with its concern for maximizing pleasure and minimizing pain, but does so with societies in view, not merely the individual. Whatever advances pleasure for the greatest number of people is to be preferred. Further, it recognizes that there are higher-order pleasures in life beyond mere physical gratification. People’s failure to exercise their minds or their pursuit of personal selfishness are two major obstacles to good being advanced. In current popular, everyday practice, both ethical egoistic and utilitarian ways of thinking can lead people to line up physical, psychological and sociological conclusions in order to prove that a genuine pleasure is being advanced or pain is being avoided. But sometimes those conclusions prove more tentative than their communicators may indicate at the time, especially when they are really interested in justifying their own misbehavior.


Duty. With duty, one should do what is right and refrain from what is wrong because that is the most reasonable form of activity to pursue as a thinking human being. One has a duty to live consistently with one’s being. Right and wrong are independent of human existence. Right corresponds with what is true; to pursue what is false is self-contradictory and internally inconsistent. Practically speaking, living by duty means functioning in a world of beings. As a human being, one has a duty to recognize people as people. Whenever one treats another, or even oneself, solely as an object, one is violating one’s duty to a fellow creature. This way of thinking partly resembles a well-known maxim attributed to Jesus, often called the Golden Rule—“Do to others as you would have them do to you.” But it has little regard for people thinking empathetically about others with a desired ideal good for them the way Jesus’ words do.


Divine command theory. Divine command theory assumes that rightness comes directly from divinity, and whatever any divinity commands, the religious person must obey. When applied to the Bible, this approach assumes that the Bible is full of commands meant to be obeyed. So as a reader, one should look diligently for those commands. Whatever is commanded must be followed because it comes from God. To obey God is to do what is right. To disobey God is to do what is wrong. While to many this would seem to be biblical ethics in a nutshell, it falls short by not seeing how biblical ethics involves much more than obeying commands. Often associated with this approach at the popular level is an attitude that treats the Bible as a sort of guiding constitution to scan for moral rulings; discovering “what the Bible says” about a topic then becomes the primary pursuit.


Teleology. Many of these approaches to ethics also try to organize life around a focused goal, a teleological approach. For example, for some virtue ethicists and ethical egoists, achieving a form of happiness or well-being is the goal for which virtues are exercised or pain is minimized. By contrast, the approach emphasizing duty regards the duty to be right all by itself, independent of any ultimate human goal or ideal.


Ethical Systems and the Bible


The Bible and teleology. In the Bible we will see varieties of teleological thought, stronger in some places than in others. Concerns, for example, with conformity to the created order or to God’s merciful acts in a moment known as the exodus are common in the first writings we will probe.9 Even stronger will be the awareness that life is advancing toward a future, ultimate moment of reordering, a major component to the later writings being studied here.


The Bible and virtue ethics. There are many places where biblical writings champion conformity to a good character model.10 But good character is advanced neither as a means to some sort of end nor merely as an end in itself the way it is in traditional virtue ethics. Obtaining good life outcomes or avoiding bad ones is not the main goal of being good. Rather, good character in biblical writings is often seen as a reflection of the God who is being served. It is both an outcome of associating with God and a measuring stick of how in touch one is with God. Further, in addition to character issues, biblical texts also champion specific behaviors such as taking care of the poor, standing up for the weak or loving the unlovely. Those behaviors may reflect good character, but they are to be done regardless of one’s overall character. Many in Christianity have traditionally thought of love as a virtue. But biblical writings often focus on love as an activity, even a responsibility.


Attention to character formation is a major topic of discussion for scholars examining the use of the Bible in ethics.11 That would be close to virtue ethics, but not identical. It focuses on how encouragement in the practice of certain biblical instructions shapes the lives of those who do them, influencing what kind of people they become. Like virtue ethics, this recognizes that a person must be trained in the right way of living to be able to become good. It does receive major support from the Bible’s writings themselves, which encourage a lifestyle that is always growing in its awareness of God and God’s desires for humans. Still, the ethics of the parts of the Bible we will explore here will also provide more than material for character formation. They will also provide guidelines that help people make reasoned decisions about the rightness and wrongness of certain activities as they ponder them.


The Bible, ethical egoism and utilitarianism. Some biblical writings promote appraising harmful or beneficial outcomes of behaviors in ways that may seem to resemble the ethical egoist or the utilitarian. They tend to do so to show the wisdom or folly of certain activities, or to speak approvingly of advancing the goodness or well-being of one’s neighbor. They do not make the avoidance of personal pain or the acquisition of personal pleasure the ultimate goal. Rather, they measure consequences observed from the activities of others and offer advice based on what is observed to have worked and what genuinely does not, founded on how one studies the world as God created it. Other writings talk about growing in character from enduring hardships such as persecution. Again, the point is not to focus on the personal gain from such growth but on the ultimate goal, the remade, hardship-free creation one is destined to.


The Bible and duty. Various biblical writings urge their readers to treat others as people, rather than objects, but they do so in a manner that takes into consideration the frailties of the environment people live in and the realities of human existence and weakness, encouraging readers to be aware of their own. Though obedience itself, in some contexts, may be perceived as a duty, further probing of those contexts often discloses that obedience flows more out of a sincere relationship with God and a high regard for others than from a sense of resolute, duty-bound obligation.


The Bible and divine command theory. The Bible is also full of commands. But many of those commands come in specifically defined contexts that are not meant to apply directly to people in most contemporaneous settings. And outside of those contexts, much of what is often regarded as command is really instructional advice, which is quite a different form of expression—ordering someone to “Slow down!” is not the same as advising someone to “Take your time,” yet both communicate what grammarians call imperatives. Further, much of the Bible’s advice appears in contexts that point to clear supporting reasons behind it. Focusing on the advice without dealing with its supporting rationale misses the actual ethics being advanced. Finally, there are many ethical topics about which the Bible does not issue any direct command or instruction, leaving readers with no guidance or worse, as we have already seen, leading people to twist the Bible’s words into making points not really there. Discovering God’s will emerges as a major concern in some of the writings we will explore for their ethics. But we will see how doing that leads a person beyond a search for direct statements or interpretive moral rulings.


When people probe the Bible to learn what it might say about a certain moral topic, they are really acting under a basic assumption of divine command theory: an act is right or wrong because God says so.12 And yet, without ever having read the Bible, people all over the world have views similar to biblical writings’ views about the morality of certain acts. A sense of right and wrong can exist independent of the Bible. In this book we will proceed under the assumption that an act is not right or wrong just because the Bible says so. The Bible says so often because the act is right or wrong. Why is an act right or wrong? Answering that from the Bible’s writings will put readers in touch with the ethics those writings advance.


The observations from the previous paragraphs should not lessen any respect that a reader gives to biblical texts. They should, in fact, increase it. The writings of the Bible encourage more than they often receive credit for. Throughout the variety of ethical approaches we will examine in this book, we will see attitudes expressed by biblical texts that expect their words to be taken seriously, precisely because they are connected to God, who is trustworthy, who has made the world with purpose and who is in the process of moving its events to an ultimate, restorative climax. Doing something because one is prompted by a saying in a biblical text is an attitude encouraged directly by the words of the Bible’s writings. But studying biblical ethics means much more than searching for and then obeying divinely established commands or discovering what the Bible says about a topic. That may sometimes be a good starting point, but the Bible’s words often lead its readers to think about how to do even more than they say directly. People who care about the Bible should let their ethical vision be shaped by that.


A Variety of Ethics and a Consistent Morality


The Bible is not a book written by a single author with a collection of chapters reflecting a beginning, a middle and an end. It is a collection of writings, emerging over a large time span and produced by a wide variety of authors, nearly one third of whom are not identified. It falls into two unequal portions: (1) the much larger Hebrew Bible (or to Christians, the Old Testament), the product of hundreds of years of activity, focusing on the people of Israel and their covenant with God, and (2) the New Testament, produced within the second half of the first century C.E. or A.D., the writings of which all reflect issues and events related to the person named Jesus, the Christ. Many of the writings of both Testaments disclose threads of an unfolding story to which they persistently connect, divulging an emerging divine plan. Some writings connect to that plan with more detail than others. And not all of the writings try to advance that unfolding story.


In this book we are probing only four broad sections of biblical ethics: (1) The Torah (minus Numbers) and (2) proverbial wisdom from the Old Testament; (3) two of the Gospels (Luke and Matthew) and (4) two of Paul’s letters (1 Corinthians and Romans) from the New Testament.13 Prophetic thought from Isaiah in the Old Testament will be addressed briefly as well, not for separate ethical inquiry as much as to bridge the ethical worlds of Torah and the Gospels. Immediately, some may fault this listing as incomplete and too limiting.14 Yes, it is. But these four basic sections each have broad, unique, identifiable features that disclose significant depth of ethical thought. What Torah communicates, ethically, is quite distinct from what Proverbs conveys. And though the Gospels of Luke and Matthew each display their own special ethical approaches, their similarities offer a significantly different slant from what Paul advances. We will be looking at four distinct emphases: covenant, consequences, kingdom and transformation. The Bible does not portray a single, unitary ethical vision. We see multiple visions, each connecting people with God, who has made the world and will remake it.


Evidence within the biblical writings suggests that all four of the approaches we are exploring can interact not only with each other but with those biblical approaches that we are not exploring in this book.15 We are looking at a useful, basic starting point. Those wanting to pursue a fuller range of approaches and thought forms can then build from here.


Recognizing that there are different, complementary ways of thinking advocated by biblical texts should give Bible readers a greater appreciation for the richness of thought the writings encourage. It should also caution them about the shallowness of approaches that disregard that variety in favor of coming up with a “biblical” position about a moral topic. Though one might be able to discern common moral perspectives on some issues, one would be missing out on the ethical reasoning individual sets of writings advance.


Some Limitations of This Approach


Many biblical writings invite their readers to distinguish right from wrong. Though the Bible does not speak univocally (i.e., with one voice), its writings display a remarkably consistent concern for distinguishing right from wrong, even within the diversity of their expressions. Consider the following statements from a wide range of biblical books, all but one of which we will eventually survey.


Moses, the leader of God’s people in the Torah, instructs them concerning God’s commands:
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You must observe them diligently, for this will show your wisdom and discernment to the peoples, who, when they hear all these statutes, will say, “Surely this great nation is a wise and discerning people!” For what other great nation has a god so near to it as the LORD our God is whenever we call to him? And what other great nation has statutes and ordinances as just as this entire law that I am setting before you today? Deut 4:6-8














In Proverbs, a father instructs his son:
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Do not enter the path of the wicked,


and do not walk in the way of evildoers.


Avoid it; do not go on it;


turn away from it and pass on.


For they cannot sleep unless they have done wrong;


they are robbed of sleep unless they have made someone stumble.


For they eat the bread of wickedness


and drink the wine of violence.


But the path of the righteous is like the light of dawn,


which shines brighter and brighter until full day.


The way of the wicked is like deep darkness;


they do not know what they stumble over. Prov 4:14-19













When accusing Israelite people of a series of wrongdoings, the prophet Isaiah writes,






	

[image: bible.jpg]




	



Ah, you who call evil good


and good evil,


who put darkness for light


and light for darkness,


who put bitter for sweet


and sweet for bitter! Is 5:20
















In one Gospel, Jesus invites hearers to accept a set of his teachings, many of which address moral behavior:
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Enter through the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the road is easy that leads to destruction, and there are many who take it. For the gate is narrow and the road is hard that leads to life, and there are few who find it. Mt 7:13-14













When disturbed that believers in Corinth are not distinguishing right from wrong, that church’s founder, Paul, says,
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Can it be that there is no one among you wise enough to decide between one believer and another, but a believer goes to court against a believer—and before unbelievers at that? 1 Cor 6:5-6













In a totally independent writing, when disturbed at the immaturity displayed by his readers’ willingness to wander away from the faith, the writer of the epistle to the Hebrews identifies spiritually mature as
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those whose faculties have been trained by practice to distinguish good from evil. Heb 5:14













Biblical writings clearly advocate that people distinguish moral right from moral wrong.


That said, let’s note once more how focusing on ethics to the exclusion of other issues is potentially misleading. We will see that immediately in exploring the first part of the Bible, the Torah. In Deuteronomy, for example, we will find activities identified as evil that our working definition of ethics would call immoral: false witness, adultery, kidnapping (Deut 19:19; 22:22; 24:7). But that same writing identifies false prophets and idolaters with the same label—evil (Deut 13:5; 17:7). Are idolaters and false prophets immoral or something else? Elsewhere in the Bible we will see ethical activity such as loving enemies (Mt 5:44-46) placed on the same reward level as facilitating the work of those who spread the message of the kingdom (Mt 10:40-42). Is supporting the spread of the kingdom’s message moral or something else? Biblical writings often portray a more integrated view about life than our strict definitions allow. We might like to put certain decisions into an ethics box. Living in relationship with the Bible’s God is all encompassing, not easily separable into box-like categories—a worship box, a sacrifice box, a religion box, an ethics box.


So why are we doing this? Because the list of statements we have just looked at is one piece of evidence among many we will see that encourages us to think ethically as a natural way of living in relationship with God. Failure to live in ways that emerge out of our definition of ethics is regularly condemned in biblical writings (e.g., Is 1:10-17; Mt 23:23-24). But living in relationship with God involves much more than ethics. Our study of ethics should not keep us from realizing that.


Biblical Ethics Tends to be Microethical


Ethicists generally do not use the expression microethical or its noun, microethics. Those terms are unique to our discussions here. They appeal to concepts from the world of economics. Economists speak of microeconomics and macroeconomics. The former refers to how people interact in day-to-day business transactions. Whenever people buy or sell items from a store, they are engaging in microeconomics. The latter refers to larger, national and global issues that determine economic policies set by governments. Whenever people announce state or national employment figures, or whenever people are concerned about the prime rate being set by the Federal Reserve Bank, they are dealing with macroeconomics.


Similar concepts are being applied here. Microethics refers to what people do when they interact directly with someone else. “Should I be kind or rude to that woman who won’t give me the time of day?” “Should I get angry at that man who just cut me off in traffic, or should I simply smile pleasantly?” “Should I join in the conversation about our friend, who is not present, or should I change the topic?” “Should I step in and help protect someone whom I see being mistreated, or should I just walk away?”16 By contrast, macroethics appeals to larger matters concerning policy and programs. “Should I be in favor of policies that penalize the rich and champion the poor?” “Are programs that advocate abortion correct?” “Should I join a protest against a government policy that I think is a bad idea for society?” “Should I support the war?”


When we observe popular media, especially television and movies, we tend to see a macroethical emphasis. We see more concern for policies and programs than for individuals themselves being good people doing good things. Thus, a person who advocates the “right” causes, champions the “right” policies or supports the “right” programs is considered by many to be more ethical than someone who may see differently about such policies, but who is always ready to lend a helping hand whenever the opportunity arises, who regularly gives away money to individuals in need and who, as a nonmarried person, remains sexually celibate. In the meantime the activist who champions the “right” causes but who is not the nicest person to be around, or who may even be loose sexually, can be celebrated in the media for being good, in spite of the fact that people are being harmed in their interpersonal interactions. What people do in private is said to be their own business. Hence, one can be heralded for speaking well in front of the camera while being a person who does not get along well with others when the cameras are off. The world is filled with such people. They would not be considered moral within the worlds reflected in biblical writings.


Describing the macroethical and the microethical in this way tends toward a simplistic generalization. But the purpose of introducing these two categories is to point out that the various approaches to biblical ethics that we will examine tend to emphasize microethical responses. No matter where a person is reading in the Bible, one will see texts that frown on people who refuse to get personally involved in doing what is right to the people immediately in front of them. It is useless to be a public advocate for the poor while never actually giving anything to the poor nearby, or worse, never talking to or befriending people who are poor. The rich politician who advocates taxing the rich but who maintains an affluent lifestyle while donating minimal amounts of money to poor people would not be treated well in the world of biblical ethics. Neither would the sexually loose-living activist who shouts angry words at political opponents for the sake of the cause, no matter how worthy the cause. Biblical texts favor interpersonally enacted concern for people as the starting point for policies and programs. The individuals one interacts with are always more important than the causes one advocates, no matter how valid those causes may be.


The terminology of micro- and macroethics should not undermine an important subcategory for many discussing the Bible and ethics, namely that of social ethics. Social ethics emphasizes how various groups of weak people in societies are easily marginalized and mistreated, rather than helped. Such social concerns will appear in all four approaches to ethics we will explore here. For example, early on we will discover texts that talk about caring for poor people, for widows, for fatherless (or unprotected) children and for foreigners or aliens.17 Though neglect of such weak people can and does become part of wider social issues needing to be addressed by biblical texts, the words we first see about such issues will be aimed at people in local, interpersonal situations. The care for the weak neighbor is portrayed as the responsibility of the person who crosses that neighbor’s path, not some impersonal, outside source. The person ignoring the weaker neighbor whom he or she could help would be acting immorally. A concern for living properly within one’s own community is first and foremost a microethical concern.




SUMMING IT UP: WHAT WE SHOULD (AND SHOULDN'T) EXPECT FROM BIBLICAL ETHICS




	Biblical writings have points in common with other ethical systems outside of the Bible, but they display their own unique approaches to ethics.


	The attempt to discover what “the Bible says” about a topic does not reflect biblical ethics. It reflects some other system of ethics being imposed on the Bible.


	The Bible contains a variety of approaches to ethics, not a single, unitary ethical vision.


	The pursuit of biblical ethics should not hinder our attention to other biblical concerns.


	Biblical ethics favors people over policies and programs—it is more microethical than macroethical.








Since biblical texts focus on interpersonal interactions rather than broad policies, expect to feel pinched. The various approaches to biblical ethics that we will observe do not let people get away with bad interpersonal behavior.


Reflection Questions




	What is the relationship between morals and ethics?


	How does biblical morality differ from biblical ethics?


	Consider the list of ethical approaches under this chapter’s subhead “Alternative Ethical Systems”: virtue ethics, ethical egoism, utilitarianism, duty, divine command theory. What aspects of any of these have you ever observed at least partially in practice?


	What are the problems of assuming that divine command theory is all that the Bible advocates?


	How is microethical activity different from macroethical activity? Toward which do you find yourself most often tending in your own thinking?





For Further Reading


Wilkens, Stephen. Beyond Bumper Sticker Ethics. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1995.
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From Disorder to Order


Ethics in Torah 1


We begin, appropriately, with the opening section in the Bible known as the Torah. We will test some of our basic principles right from the start, principles such as people’s sense of ethics flowing from their relating to God, and that not everything in the Bible centers on trying to get people to behave morally. To help us do that, let’s explore some basic issues.


What Is the Torah?


The first large segment of the Bible was written in Hebrew. Torah (plural tôrôt) is a Hebrew word meaning “law” or “instruction.” The Torah consists of the first five writings of the Bible: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy. Scattered throughout those writings, in various concentrations, are individual laws (tôrôt) that instruct. Genesis and the first half of Exodus contain stories in which God establishes his ways, initially in the creation of “the heavens and the earth” and then in his creation of a nation known as Israel. Those stories do not emphasize ethical human behavior, even if aspects of them have strong implications for ethics, in places wrestling with the messiness of life and the moral inconsistencies of people whom one would expect to know better.1


The rest of Exodus presents instructive laws for God’s people and directions for building a special structure (the tabernacle) that enables God to dwell in the midst of his people, the Israelites.2 Leviticus continues with more instructive laws. Numbers contains two censuses (hence the title of the writing), a series of stories regularly highlighting God’s punishment of, but also faithfulness to, his people. It also has further sets of laws. Deuteronomy offers a re-presentation of instructive laws, spoken in the form of a farewell speech delivered by Moses. Much of the content of those writings presents actual laws that exist as part of the covenant between God and his people, the Israelites. The Israelites are to enact the laws in the land that God is giving them. Many of the laws and instructions in the Torah have implications for ethics, but certainly not all of them. We must begin to recognize that legality and morality are separate ideas, even if the two can be related. We’ll explore that point more in chapter three.


As we examine the Torah, we will focus on two major features: foundation stories and legal instruction. The foundation stories will tell us about God, his activities, his motivations for acting and his plans for people. In them we will find some bases for ethical reasoning. We will also find some motivational points that provide reasons for why good ethics should be pursued. Our approach to legal instruction will have to recognize the difference between legality and morality. No matter the society, laws exist for a variety of reasons, one of which includes the need to curb abuse. Just because a law exists to regulate an activity does not mean that that activity in and of itself is good. Furthermore, just because an activity is not regulated by law does not mean that the unregulated activity is ethical. Again, we will explore these legal points more in chapter three.


Genesis and Foundations


Genesis is a Greek word. It is also an English one. The English definition refers to “beginnings” or “origins.” Though those meanings are also possible for the Greek term, another more appropriate definition would be “genealogical descent.” Genesis was originally written in Hebrew. The Hebrew title of the writing, bĕrēʾšît, translates into English as “In the beginning,” a restatement of the first words of the writing. All of the books of Torah acquire their titles the same way. Thus, Exodus is originally “These are the names”; Leviticus, “And he said”; Numbers, “In the wilderness”; and Deuteronomy, “These are the words.” Where did Torah’s book titles in our English Bibles come from? When Greek became the major language of the Eastern Mediterranean world, the Hebrew Bible was translated into Greek in a version known as the Septuagint. The Septuagint gave the writings its own set of titles. Those titles appear to summarize, in one word, the major thrust of the beginning information of each writing. One need not read that far in Genesis to be able to see that the writing is filled with lists of genealogies.


So why the notion of beginnings? Because Genesis begins with the beginning, as its opening words declare: “In the beginning . . .” It offers a rendering of the beginning of all sorts of entities: for example, “the heavens” (the Bible’s term—our term space reflects the materialistic way that we think of things), earth, animals, sea creatures, humankind. This is an origins story. The notion of beginnings is often distorted, however. Many of Genesis’s early stories—the creation, the Garden of Eden, the flood, the tower of Babel—also appear to many readers to have a mythic feel to them. Thus, modern and postmodern Westerners often jump to the conclusion that Genesis is portraying an undeveloped, primitive way of thinking in an attempt to explain origins. Are they correct in so doing? Not necessarily. Why?


We should first begin to understand what the stories are communicating to their broader target culture before criticizing them for not directly addressing ours. Not to do so could lead to a subtle form of prejudice. Some people, especially modern (and postmodern) Westerners could assume that “We are certainly more advanced than those silly primitives. What they say about things that we know more about needs to be taken with a grain of salt.” Now, without denying that Genesis’s explanation of origins deviates significantly from the materialistic origins story of Western cultures, we, as Westerners, have no right to any smug superiority. Technologically we may be more advanced. But that does not mean that all of our ideas and behaviors stemming from our basic thought world are. If the practice of ethics is any indication of human advancement, the widespread prevalence of evil in our societies should give us pause. Perhaps before dismissing Genesis’s origins stories out of hand, we should exercise some humility and slow down to explore more carefully what their words are communicating.


In discerning the ethical vision taking shape in a writing such as Genesis, we will have to pay attention to the origins stories. What they say about certain foundational issues will establish a basis for the sense of right and wrong that emerges from these texts. In talking about these foundational stories, however, we will need to keep in mind that their context is not merely one attempting to explain the mysteries of the origins of life. Rather, they are introducing the uniqueness of God over against assumptions about deity found among the nations surrounding God’s people, the Israelites. As foundational to the covenant that God eventually makes with his people, the Israelites, they also disclose a sense of God’s purposes in the world in response to human wickedness, with implications for the roles that the Israelites play in addressing that.3


Foundational Issues


Order from disorder. Genesis begins with a chaotic setting: the earth is a formless void, darkness is over the deep, and wind is blowing over the waters. With one set of words, God begins to tame that disorder, creating in sequence: light (day 1); a separation of the waters into an “above” and “below” arrangement, with a “dome” or an expanse called “sky” or the “heavens” in between (day 2); a further separation of the waters below, with dry land appearing, and with vegetation emerging on the dry land (day 3). Those all appear as elements that define structure. In the next three days of creation elements that fill or contain the structure are formed: sun, moon and stars (day 4, corresponding with day 1); birds for the expanse above and fish for the waters below (day 5, corresponding with day 2); animals and, the pinnacle of creation, humankind in God’s image to fill the dry land and vegetation (day 6, corresponding with day 3). God then proclaims all that he has done to be “very good” and rests on the seventh day.4


This may sound strangely primitive to the ears of modern and postmodern readers. Within its original cultural setting, however, the story offers something quite profound. This is a story for God’s people, the people of Israel. The nations surrounding the people of Israel think differently. In their view, their gods and goddesses are actually portrayed as powerful parts of the world, such as the sun or the sea. Further, the nations’ gods and goddesses are also subject to the uncertainties of chaos. In their stories, their gods and goddesses have moments when they are overcome by elements beyond themselves. So one set of gods and goddesses needs to ally itself against another.5 The people of Israel declare that what the surrounding nations worship, their God actually made. Genesis offers a creation story that communicates loudly to its culture of origin that non-Israelites worship the wrong gods. Israel’s God is God alone, existing apart from the creation as the only being who has overcome chaos, establishing order from disorder. He presides over an ordered creation that he made through his own spoken word. God alone is king.6


As king, God delegates his reign to humans, made in his image, made like him. He designs humans to create order within the creation, just as God does initially. God is the supreme ruler and appoints all humans, not just an elite few, to reign over his creation in a manner that reflects his order.7 Thus, people fashioned in God’s image become a symbol of God’s own creative supremacy. God alone can tame the chaos. God brings order from disorder. People in his image are on the earth to fill it by procreation, and subsequently subdue it, perhaps organize it, as a reflection of God’s own royal activity in making the world. When people bring order from disorder, they reflect God’s own reign over the heavens and the earth.


Further, it’s a beneficent reign. When God made the first living creatures, birds and water creatures, he blessed them (Gen 1:22). He likewise blessed humankind (Gen 1:28). Here Genesis introduces a term that becomes an important part of its basic vocabulary. God is for his creation, desiring it to flourish. Eventually we will see Genesis demonstrating the role to be played by one group of humans as agents of blessing for the entire earth (Gen 12:1-3).8 Here an emerging pattern also useful for ethics begins to take shape. God is advancing well-being on the earth. Humans are to be doing the same.


Genesis 2:4 begins a new moment for Genesis. Though certainly connected to Genesis 2:3 and the preceding creation story, it does not claim to pick up exactly where verse 3 leaves off. Rather, it begins with a fresh telling of the creation of humankind, as though elaborating more on the climactic moment from the previous account.9 A man is formed out of the ground, followed by the planting of vegetation and a special garden. The man is placed in the garden, commissioned to till the ground and instructed to eat from any tree except a special one, the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Should he eat of that tree, he would die. God then declares that the man should not be alone, promising to make him “a helper as his partner” (2:18). As part of that process God forms animals out of the ground, bringing them before the man to name. Genesis concludes that from those animals there was no “helper as his [i.e., the man’s] partner” (2:20). Only then does God form such a partner, from the man’s rib. That partner is not a different creature but from the same composition as the man, coordinating with the thought from the previous creation story of both male and female being created by God in his image (Gen 1:27). When the man sees the woman, he declares her to be the one suited for special relationship with him. Genesis then remarks, “Therefore a man leaves his father and his mother and clings to his wife, and they become one flesh. And the man and his wife were both naked, and were not ashamed” (Gen 2:24-25).


We still have a basic, created order here that resembles aspects of the order established in Genesis 1, though also with its own special emphases. Note what is part of that order in Genesis 2. Humans are given dominion over God’s creation. Humans are distinct from animals, being in charge of them. Human males are not females, but also are not of a makeup different from females (making any sense of superiority-inferiority between the sexes impossible to sustain).10 Animals are unsuitable helpers as partners for humans, a point with implications not only for companionship but also for sexual activity. Marriage is a divinely established relationship, with a husband and wife forming a unique conjugal bond meant to endure through life’s ups and downs;11 being “one flesh” not only includes appropriate sexual activity for a husband and wife, but implies other interactions that also fall within the category of “helper as partner.”12 A husband and his wife are naked before each other and not ashamed. All of this is part of God’s created order.


Each of those points of the original created order has ethical implications, even if ethics is not their main topic. For example, when humans exercise dominion over the creation, they cannot be simultaneously dominated by it. Land erosion from chopping down trees, extermination of species through overhunting, infestations of killer bees and pumpkin bugs, and invasions of kudzu vines smothering the landscape—all products of human mismanagement—show improper dominion, perhaps even dictatorial or tyrannical dominion.13 If the creation can act back with negative consequences, then improper dominion has been exercised. Coupled with the notion of humans in God’s image from Genesis 1, proper management of the created order would reflect God’s beneficent rule. When people manage improperly, they reflect that they are out of touch with how God, the master designer, brings order to the world. They are, in some sense, out of touch with God.


Consider the implications for sexual ethics:




	Humans are made for sex with each other, a man and a woman.


	A man has no grounds for treating his wife either as an inferior or as an object.


	Sex with animals offers no valid partnership, but rather cruel violation of the dominion mandate.


	A man and a woman as a married couple form a special, lasting unit separate from their parents.


	Being naked and unashamed is good—for married couples.


	Sex between a husband and a wife is bonding activity—the two become one flesh.


	Sex between a husband and a wife is a good aspect of the divinely created order.


	When coupled with the mandate from Genesis 1, sexual activity has both a procreative and a bonding function, but does not exist as a mere personal pleasure. To enter into sexual activity with any other awareness would be to distort divinely established order.





Torah draws on aspects of this picture in its establishment of sexual and familial laws, especially in Leviticus 18 and 20.14 Those chapters strongly imply, with their language, a reflection of the created order in proscribing incest and other illicit sexual activities.15


Disorder from order. Genesis 2 ends with a declaration of unashamed nakedness between a man and a wife as part of God’s created order. Genesis 3 introduces a new event that changes the direction of the story for the rest of the writing. Tricked by the serpent, the man and woman eat from the tree from which God had forbidden them to eat, the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. As a result, with their eyes opened, they recognize their nakedness and hide, not only from each other but from God. The hiding is Genesis’s way of signaling that God’s order has been disrupted, a disruption resulting from human disobedience. In response God initiates a series of consequences on the perpetrators of this disorder—the man, his wife and the beguiling serpent. Pain in childbirth, marital strife, work by sweat, a cursed ground, and ultimately death itself are all imposed on people and their world as part of an emerging disorder that makes the fulfillment of God’s original purposes for humanity in Genesis 1:28 more difficult.16


That God’s order has been permanently overturned becomes clear from the story of Genesis 4, when one brother murders another, in spite of God’s warning that “if you do not do well, sin is lurking at the door; its desire is for you, but you must master it” (Gen 4:7).17 Here we see a new wrinkle: sin as some kind of lurking power, needing to be mastered, but overcoming the angry brother Cain in the end, who murders his brother Abel. The first time the word sin is used in the Bible, it is talking about a destructively powerful force or entity, not a violation of a behavioral norm.


Notice another important element emerging in the text, mercy. God confronts Cain with the heinousness of his act of murdering Abel:
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What have you done? Listen; your brother’s blood is crying out to me from the ground! And now you are cursed from the ground, which has opened its mouth to receive your brother’s blood from your hand. When you till the ground, it will no longer yield to you its strength; you will be a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth. Gen 4:10-12













God certainly inflicts a punishment on Cain. He will be unable to settle anywhere with any success. Cain’s complaint in response is instructive: “My punishment is greater than I can bear! Today you have driven me away from the soil, and I shall be hidden from your face; I shall be a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth, and anyone who meets me may kill me” (Gen 4:13-14). Cain may be reading more into God’s words than is warranted, but note how God responds: “‘Not so! Whoever kills Cain will suffer a sevenfold vengeance.’ And the LORD put a mark on Cain, so that no one who came upon him would kill him” (Gen 4:15).


Rather than dispute Cain’s claim that he will be hidden from God’s face, God instead places a mark on Cain to identify him as a protected being. Consider the implications. Instead of condemning him forever, God offers him protection. That is an act of mercy, and an instructive one for developing a sense of the ethics related to the God of the Bible. God is not encouraging people to behave in such a way that they try to manipulate him with what they do. Earning favor from God based on behavior is not sanctioned activity. Performing in order to gain a reward or avoid a punishment is not an approved motivation. Instead, we see a merciful God who addresses the weaknesses of those who call on him. He most certainly is not hiding his face from Cain.


Again, little of this is directly about ethics. But ethical implications are shouting out from the stories. People are responsible for introducing disorder into God’s ordered creation. The result is people being unable to function consistently in God’s image, unable to foster God’s sovereign reign over his creation. With that comes a powerlessness of people to overcome themselves. Here, from the beginning, we see one of the major principles of the varieties of biblical ethics. At the heart of the various approaches to ethics in the Bible is an ethic of relationship with God. People who are in touch with God show it by their good behavior. People who are out of touch with God show it by their bad behavior. The downward slide of humanity is portrayed vividly in the story of Cain’s descendant Lamech at the end of Genesis 4. He tells his wives, Adah and Zillah,
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I have killed a man for wounding me,


a young man for striking me.


If Cain is avenged sevenfold,


truly Lamech seventy-sevenfold. Gen 4:23-24













Now, we have escalating violence. We have threatening language. We have the seeds of abusive domination. We have people out of touch with God.


Further disordering. Genesis shifts to a new set of stories, but continues to show the same descending spiral of human misbehavior. Human disorder appears to be the order of the day, as illustrated by the flood account of Genesis 6–9. In the process we get to see Genesis begin to wade into what is often called “the problem of evil”—if God is good and wants to advance his goodness on the world, then why is there evil?18 Trying to solve that now would take us way beyond the scope of this exploration. The question is relevant here only because the existence of evil requires the existence of ethics. Further, how God begins to deal with the evil has implications for ethics.


Genesis has already shown creation becoming more disordered at the fault of humankind. Genesis then introduces the story of Noah and the flood with the following assessment: “The LORD saw that the wickedness of humankind was great in the earth, and that every inclination of the thoughts of their hearts was only evil continually. And the LORD was sorry that he had made humankind on the earth, and it grieved him to his heart” (Gen 6:5-6). Humans were evil. God was grieved. To deal with the wickedness, God proposed to destroy the earth with a flood, carrying out his plan through the righteous Noah. Though some people were preserved through Noah’s ark, the rest of humanity was destroyed as an act of sorrowful judgment from God. Genesis says that they were wicked, evil and filled with violence.


At the end of the story, God again recognizes the permanence of human wickedness, after acknowledging the sincere devotion of the righteous Noah:
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I will never again curse the ground because of humankind, for the inclination of the human heart is evil from youth; nor will I ever again destroy every living creature as I have done.




As long as the earth endures,


seedtime and harvest, cold and heat,


summer and winter, day and night,


shall not cease. Gen 8:21-22
















In spite of his grief toward human evil, God promises never again to destroy the earth in that way. Humans may be evil, but they may also connect well with God, as Noah does.


Note how this touches on the problem of evil. The alternative to allowing the existence of evil humans is to destroy on a cyclical basis the source of evil, human beings, whenever their cumulative evil gets to be too much to endure. Instead, God commits himself to showing compassionate mercy by allowing evil people to persist, since the human makeup is inclined toward evil. God makes a covenant never to destroy the entire earth that way again. As a result, more evil people now have the opportunity to become like Noah, choosing righteousness in relationship with God. We can expect God to do something else to address evil, as we will see.


In describing that covenant, furthermore, Genesis shows God making a declaration about the importance of human life. A death penalty is enacted:
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Whoever sheds the blood of a human,


by a human shall that person’s blood be shed;


for in his own image


God made humankind. Gen 9:6













The wanton taking of another human’s life is portrayed as a direct affront to God’s reign over the earth. Since people are made in God’s image, the symbol of God being in charge, then the taking of another’s life flies in the face of God. In effect, we have the establishment of the first law in the Bible, a law presented to Noah and his family. It is their law (Gen 9:6), but it is one that instructs all readers. The taking of a human life is the ultimate act of rebellion against God.


Notice the punishment—the taking of the life-taker’s life. Is Torah being inconsistent? No. Torah is making an important distinction often made in societies. There is illegal killing and there is legal killing. Since the death penalty is enacted by those who are in charge in accordance with a law they are conforming to, it is not in itself illegal. How it could be moral is a discussion for other settings outside of this passage. The point here is to recognize that Torah shows thoughtful sophistication in distinguishing killing as an enactment of justice from killing as unbridled human activity. The wanton taking of another’s life is so reprehensible that it merits the ultimate penalty—the death of the perpetrator. The death sentence here is not merely a punishment; it is a statement. The reckless killing of another human is intolerable activity. It is a direct affront to God himself, to his image and to his right to reign over the people of the earth. No one in touch with God would ever offend his character in that way.


That human disordering persists is shown in the account of people wishing to avoid being scattered (Gen 11). They unite to make a name for themselves by building a great tower to reach to the heavens. Though the incident does not in itself deal directly with ethical material, it does help set the stage for what follows in Genesis. For the time being, we must be content with the basic observations that human beings, when left to themselves, choose to defy God and his ways.19 That defiance, according to Genesis, leads ultimately to improper activity, some of which is also unethical. No amount of divine intervention aimed at evil can stop human evil without destroying humans. Unethical activity is the byproduct of the basic human condition, and the symptom of humans being out of touch with God. The chapters that follow in Genesis portray a shift in God’s activities, a shift that shows God forming a people for himself. Those people, as they engage in sincere relationship with God, demonstrate changes in their lives. Some of those changes are displayed through ethical activity.




SUMMING IT UP: WHAT HAVE WE LEARNED SO FAR?




	Order and disorder are related to ethical and unethical activity, although not equivalent to them.


	God’s order in creation offers a foundation for establishing ethical and unethical behavior.


	Human beings are made in God’s image, reflecting that God is ultimately in charge in the world.


	Environmental ethics and sexual ethics are rooted in God’s sense of order.


	Human violence reflects unethical disorder.


	Evil in the world is a human problem that a merciful God chooses to put up with rather than continually destroy.


	When people are out of touch with God, they show it with their unethical behavior.


	When people are in touch with God, they show it with their good behavior.








A New Program: Promise and Covenant (Gen 12–22)


Genesis 12 begins a new segment of the Genesis account. Where Genesis 1–11 have presented us with brief stories—creation, flood, confusion of languages—each separated by lists of names of genealogical descent, implying the passing of considerable time, Genesis 12–25 offers us tidbits from the life of one man, Abram, whom God renames Abraham.20 When we meet Abram, he is seventy-five years old. Most of the significant activity concerning him takes place between his seventy-fifth and one-hundredth (plus) years (Gen 12–22). Even then, we only learn selected details, singled out to convey a special set of points. Though we are told that he is 175 when he dies (Gen 25), we are told very little about what happens between his 100th and his 175th year, apart from three significant stories and a final summary. Most of the points relevant to our discussion of biblical ethics are found in Genesis 12–22, even if relevant ethical material appears elsewhere in Genesis.21 For that reason, our exploration here will probe those chapters only, leaving to the reader the opportunity to explore the rest of the writing.


Consider the contrast. In the first eleven chapters we learn about three distinct events, separated by “generations.” In the next eleven chapters, we learn about one man, illustrated by selected events. Something new is taking place. Genesis is slowing down the pace of its presentation. That slowing down itself indicates a new direction. That direction, we are about to see, indicates a new way of God dealing with the world in view of what has been happening previously.22 That new way, in turn, will have a profound influence on the shape of the ethical vision projected by the Torah and other parts of the Bible.


A set of promises. Abram is first introduced to us in the genealogy of Genesis 11. There we learn that he is originally from the city of Ur (200 miles southeast of present-day Baghdad). His father moves him and his family to the town of Haran (in modern Turkey, on the Syrian border, about 150 miles east of the Mediterranean). He has a nephew named Lot, and a wife named Sarai, who, we are told, is “barren” (i.e., infertile). At the beginning of Genesis 12, God appears to Abram in Haran and tells him,
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Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you. I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse; and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed. Gen 12:1-3













Note what God promises Abram, as signified by the words I will: He will show Abram a land where Abram will live; he will make Abram a great nation; he will bless Abram; he will make Abram’s name great; he will make a blessing of Abram to others; he will bless those who bless Abram; he will curse those who curse Abram; he will bless all families of the earth in Abram. Those can be neatly summarized with three objects of promise—land, descendants and blessing—objects that correspond well with what has already been introduced to us since Genesis 1, an earth to be filled with humans, blessed by God.23 Though the focus here is initially on one person, Abram, the final outcome leads to blessing or well-being for the entire earth as coming through Abram. He is not a lone object of God’s lavishing. God’s acts on behalf of Abram are for the ultimate benefit of the entire earth. We have here the declaration of promises that appear to signal a new program of establishing order to the disordered world.24 That program is enacted through God’s initiative.


What must Abram do besides accept God’s offer? Nothing. God’s promises are presented here unconditionally, with no strings other than the obvious one to accept the deal in the first place. That is an important point to recognize, because it reaffirms a major principle we have already seen in the Cain story, a principle that applies positively to ethics. God’s acts are not necessarily conditioned by human behavior. Said differently, humans are not encouraged to behave a certain way in order to gain a special outcome from God. The implications of that for Torah’s ethics, and ultimately for all of biblical ethics, are enormous. People are not to perform morally in order to convince God to do something special for them. What should motivate Abram to respond here? His expectation that God will be reliable to do what he said he would. Genesis shows Abram both growing and failing in his ability to trust God. But Genesis shows an eventual, overall improvement in that trust.


Note that we have nothing here that directly concerns ethics. What we do have is the declaration of promises that will eventually affect the entire earth. Those promises point to a program that is certainly different from what Genesis has been portraying to this point. Instead of special divine acts that curb human disordering activities, we see God cultivating a relationship with an individual through a big picture set of interventions, promising unmerited benefits. In the tower of Babel incident, God faulted people for wanting to make a name for themselves (Gen 11:4). By contrast in Genesis 12, God promises to one individual, Abram, that he, God, will make Abram’s name great. God will do the intervening to make that possible. Abram is to respond to God based on his hope that God will keep his promises. As we watch that program begin to be enacted in the life of Abram, we also see that he grows in his relationship with God. Genesis’s language purposefully reflects growth and development in Abram’s life, indicating those aspects to be the significant points of the account. God offers and Abram responds. Genesis lets us know whether he responds well or badly. One of the ways that Genesis portrays the quality of Abram’s response is through his moral activity.


Up and down in the life of Abram. Let’s briefly survey the episodes in Genesis 12–22.25 We have just seen God call Abram from Haran (Gen 12:1-3). Remarkably, he accepts the deal from God and heads out with his family. He ends up south, in the land of Canaan, his Promised Land, and travels through it, building altars at places called Shechem and Bethel, where he worships God (Gen 12:4-9). Those acts of worship signal that he is in right relationship with God. When a famine strikes the territory, however, he heads further south, to Egypt, where he instructs his wife Sarai to tell the ruler there, the Pharaoh, that she is Abram’s sister (Gen 12:10-20). Genesis tells us that Abram fears for his life; Pharaoh might kill him to take his beautiful wife, but would negotiate with Abram to marry his sister. When Abram’s duplicity is discovered, Pharaoh banishes him from the territory. Abram returns to Canaan and worships God at Bethel (Gen 13:1-4).


That gives way to two stories that feature Abram interacting with his nephew, Lot. In the first, in response to quarrels breaking out between Abram’s herders and Lot’s, Abram generously offers Lot first pick of where to settle. Lot chooses the greenest territory, though we’re told it’s in the vicinity of a notoriously wicked city, Sodom (Gen 13:5-18). In the second, Lot is caught in the middle of a battle between rulers, with the king of Sodom being overtaken and his subjects, including Lot, being carried away as captives. When word of this reaches Abram, he musters his servants and defeats the rulers, reclaiming his nephew and all the captives (Gen 14:1-24). When returning from his victory, Abram accepts a blessing from a “priest of God Most High,” named Melchizedek, but refuses a monetary reward offered him by the king of Sodom.


In the aftermath of those incidents, God appears to Abram and promises him a great reward (Gen 15:1-21). Abram questions God about how that will happen while he is childless, and when God reaffirms that he will indeed have a son, we learn that Abram believes God, prompting God to regard Abram as righteous (v. 6). When Abram then continues to question God about land, he receives an amazing response. God (remarkably!) binds himself to his promises by creating a covenant with him, without requiring anything from him in return (vv. 9-21).26 God’s promises are now legally binding in some sense, indicating his purposeful, relational commitment to Abram. In the next scene, however, Abram accepts Sarai’s offer to have children with her slave girl Hagar (Gen 16:1-16), an offer that leads to discord, disorder and a son named Ishmael. We learn from the next scene that Abram will have a son through Sarai (Gen 17:1-27). Both then receive new names, Abraham and Sarah, indicating God’s assurance to them of that son. Additionally, Abraham accepts the act of circumcision as a sign of the covenant that God has made with him, and willingly circumcises not only Ishmael and all the male servants in his household, but himself as well, at the age of ninety-nine.27
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