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“This book will become a standard in the field of ethics for years to come. The depth and 
breadth of the research is magisterial. The footnotes alone are worth the price of the book! 
Regardless of one’s religious tradition, Daniel Heimbach’s Fundamental Christian Ethics should 
be required reading for anyone seeking to grasp this important field of study.”

—Daniel L. Akin, president and professor of preaching and 
theology, Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary

“Daniel Heimbach always careful, clear, biblical, and thorough. Beginning from a thought-
ful exploration of the theological foundations and the history of ethical and moral thinking, 
he explores the whole range of personal, sexual, and social ethical issues, both classic and 
contemporary. In this outstanding resource, Heimbach helps us think and live well in the 
complexities of our world.”

—Gerry Breshears, professor of theology, Western Seminary

“Daniel Heimbach has written from within the world, without being of the world. Fundamental 
Christian Ethics begins by educating and guiding the reader in a wide range of biblical, theo-
logical, historical, and philosophical fundamentals of ethics. Heimbach then practices what 
he preaches, directly engaging a remarkable range of ethical issues, from assisted reproduction, 
gambling, and pornography to wealth and poverty, religious liberty, and racism, and many 
more. This is a work of both depth and breadth, worthy of a correspondingly thoughtful and 
wide reading.”

—W. David Buschart, professor of theological and historical studies, Denver Seminary

“The challenge of living faithfully in a pluralistic world demands a new level of engagement 
in the study of Christian ethics. This monumental work provides an enormous storehouse of 
food for thought on that subject. It combines an uncompromising call to return to the author-
ity and supremacy of God’s Word with a careful exploration of the complex, subtle, nuanced 
and even paradoxical nature of what we actually find when we open God’s Word, and when 
we strive to apply it in our challenging world.”

—Greg Forster, director, Oikonomia Network



“This exceptionally valuable resource is a remarkable achievement. It reveals a broad and 
deep knowledge of the field of ethics which could only be the result of a lifetime of aca-
demic research and teaching. While firmly anchored in the teachings of Scripture, Heimbach 
enriches his analysis with a mature understanding of philosophical ethics and of the develop-
ment of Christian ethical teaching throughout church history. The bibliographical informa-
tion in each section is extensive, and where there are differences among evangelical writers on 
certain topics, he accurately summarizes the different positions and makes reference to the 
best defenders of each position.”

—Wayne A. Grudem, distinguished research professor of 
theology and biblical studies, Phoenix Seminary

“Encyclopedic in scope, rich in its treasury depths, faithful to the historic Christian faith, and 
timely, timely, timely, Daniel Heimbach’s book is the ideal go-to book for all of us negotiating 
the ever-bombarding issues of our harried modern fast-life.”

—Os Guinness, senior fellow, Oxford Center for Christian Apologetics

“Comprehensive, thorough, articulate, timely, and faithful. These are just a few words that 
describe Daniel Heimbach’s magnum opus. Heimbach’s vast experience, careful scholarship, 
and mature reflection will make Fundamental Christian Ethics a standard work in Christian 
ethics for decades to come.”

—C. Ben Mitchell, Graves Professor of Moral Philosophy, Union University

“The entire concept of Christian ethics has been confused in our secularizing age. Daniel 
Heimbach’s Fundamental Christian Ethics is a massive antidote to that confusion. Here 
is a work that is genuinely biblical, deeply theological, consistently thoughtful, and truly 
Evangelical. Heimbach helps the Christian to know how to think, not just what to think, 
when it comes to the urgent ethical issues of our day. This book is a great contribution to 
Christian ethics, and it arrives on the scene just as evangelical Christians face ethical challenges 
from every direction at once.”

—R. Albert Mohler, Jr., president and Centennial Professor of Christian 
Theology, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary
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1

INTRODUCTION

This book is written to resource Christians engaging our culture and the world in moral 
witness at a time when most are “suppressing the truth” (Rom 1:18) and substituting 

“darkness for light and light for darkness” (Isa 5:20). We live in days when contesting ethical 
authority and ethical truth, as well as framing ethical thought, are critical challenges. These 
all have been contested since our first parents sinned in the Garden of Eden (Gen 3:1–6). 
But the intensity of ethical conflict rises and falls, and we live at a time when hostility toward 
ethical reality framed by God is on the rise and the difference it makes is getting more and 
more obvious. This is a textbook for courses preparing Christian scholars, teachers, and future 
ministers to understand and apply God’s norms, cultivate and inspire godly character, and 
interpret and teach God’s ethical reality. But it is written not just for scholars, teachers, and 
ministers. It embodies academic rigor but presents content in a manner making it accessible 
to any interested reader.

Christian ethics is a matter of faith (Heb 11:6), and the biggest challenge to getting it 
right is, “Did God really say?” (Gen 3:1). Reason and experience are involved, but not as 
authorities. Reason and experience do not set the compass we live by. They facilitate under-
standing but do not determine what is ethical. Christian ethical understanding starts with 
God, depends on God, and ends with God. It requires believing God exists, is the source and 
measure of good, and is holding us accountable.

Without faith in the one true God who exists, there is no Christian ethics. Christian eth-
ics requires believing in something “unseen” (Heb 11:1) and then viewing what is “seen” in 
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view of something “unseen.” A God we do not see determines what is or is not ethical, what 
is or is not good or bad, what is or is not pure or sinful, and what is or is not righteous or 
wicked. This unseen God has spoken, and the greatest ethical challenge we have is not intel-
lectual, practical, or scientific but taking the unseen God at his Word—believing and trusting 
what the unseen God reveals in the Bible. When we doubt the Word of God, we doubt God, 
and when we trust something else, the moral compass orienting our desires, understanding, 
and actions changes. If that happens, the ethics we follow can no longer be truly “Christian.” 
Scholars may call it “Christian,” and we may call it “Christian.” But it is not Christian in the 
sense of aligning with God and his ethical reality.

This book is the product of a lifetime. It is not entirely sufficient and is not inerrant. No 
human author achieves that unless inspired by God to write Scripture. This book is not Scripture. 
But it is the product of much reading, studying, teaching, and thinking. And, considering the 
subject, it is important to say it also results from much prayer, contemplation, and meditation 
on the Word of God. It is not lightly considered, not written in a flash, and not compiled just to 
pass minimal standards. It is the product of a lifetime walking with the Savior through times of 
testing and growth, along with academic learning and a lot of teaching experience.

The book is dedicated to Tong, my childhood best friend, because it results in a way from 
the impact he had on me, an impact that set me on a course connected now with this book. 
The book serves a life mission, or sense of calling, that started with Tong back when both of 
us were very young. It is not written to climb a professional ladder because it comes at the 
end of a full and satisfying career when advancing professional credentials is irrelevant. It is 
written voluntarily and for no reason other than to serve something God is doing, to complete 
something God has commissioned me to do, and to fulfill something owed my friend Tong. 
So, what happened?

My parents were first-contact missionaries to the White Hmong of northern Thailand, 
and I grew up in the jungle with them. Even though only about five or six years old, Tong was 
the first truly serious Hmong convert, and we became best childhood friends. I was the “mish-
kid” who knew about Jesus and the gospel but did not take it seriously. Tong did. He was a 
true Christian, and I was not. He took it seriously and tried his best to get me to as well. Then 
he died in a way God used to communicate his reality and power over evil spirits who kept 
the Hmong in fear. Tong’s death shook me into taking God seriously as he had. Tong was the 
“good one” and I was not. He did not deserve to die, and I did. But he had been ready to die 
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and was with Jesus, whereas if I died, I was not ready and would not be where he was. That is 
when I became a true Christian. Tong had wanted nothing other than to live for Christ, and 
on coming to faith I felt, in a sense, that my life needed to count in place of the one he gave 
up. I know God deals with us individually. But it inspired me to live on God’s terms rather 
than my own. God took Tong early and left me, and I have wanted to serve God as he would 
have. That led to the mission I have to engage in moral witness, led to a career in Christian 
ethics, and led to writing this resource to equip others God calls to pursue the same mission.

Because we live in a fallen world, there is a difference between Christian ethics as a divine 
discipline and Christian ethics as an academic discipline. There is a difference between what 
Christian ethics means to God and what scholars do with it. We are not God, and anyone 
writing on Christian ethics is a finite fallen creature. But neither are we limited to imagining 
what Christian ethics means to God because he has gone to great lengths to reveal that to us 
as opposed to what humans fabricate.

If there really is a God, we cannot make things up and call it “Christian ethics” without 
upsetting God. Some do that because they do not believe God exists or do not care if he does. 
People like that are not Christian. At least they are not Christian in the way Scripture defines 
it. Nothing anyone makes up on his or her own is real Christian ethics in the divine-discipline 
sense, and people claiming otherwise should not be listened to. Real Christian ethics in the 
divine-discipline sense starts with fearing the God revealed in the Bible, and anything else is 
a sham. It is not the real thing. Christian ethics in the divine-discipline sense is a matter of 
discovering things that are real and not simply a matter of smart people making things up. It 
includes some speculating. But even that is not the same as making things up out of thin air 
because it starts with revealed truth and follows implications.

Speculating based on nothing more than making things up can never be real Christian eth-
ics in the divine-discipline sense even if done by professing Christians. Everything Christians 
say and do is not necessarily Christian and, if Christians make things up based on nothing 
more than imagining, it is not Christian ethics in the divine-discipline sense even if that per-
son is a Christian. Christian ethics in the divine-discipline sense starts with something God 
says, and interpretation is restrained by fearing to take it any way other than God intends.

So, there is a difference between Christian ethics in the academic-discipline sense and 
Christian ethics in the divine-discipline sense. There is a difference between Christian ethics 
as scholarship and Christian ethics that pleases God. This is an academic textbook, so it must 
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introduce readers to Christian ethics in the academic-discipline sense. But it also is written 
to help people who want to live lives that are holy and pleasing to God. So, while introduc-
ing Christian ethics in the academic-discipline sense, the book also clarifies and encourages 
Christian ethics in the God-pleasing divine-discipline sense. And, of these, the second counts 
more than the first. The first is academically necessary, but the second is spiritually necessary 
as well. The first concerns scholarship, but the second concerns godliness as well. The first 
addresses human understanding, but the second addresses pleasing God as well. And it turns 
out faith is essential to Christian ethics in both cases. Faith enables us to distinguish what is or 
is not true while studying Christian ethics academically, and faith is the prerequisite to living 
lives that are holy and pleasing to God.

This book tries to be comprehensive, balanced, historical, up-to-date, and faithful. 
Comprehensive treatments are not always balanced, historical treatments are not always up-
to-date, up-to-date treatments often skip what came before, and libraries are filled with treat-
ments deviating from the Word of God. This book attempts all these at the same time. It also 
combines scholarship with regular appeal, analysis with common associations, principles with 
application, and truth with real life. Academics often write in ways that go over the heads of 
regular readers, and popular writers often assume regular readers cannot be reached without 
sacrificing academic rigor. I do not agree. When it comes to important things like Christian 
ethics, the best approach is one appealing to common imagination while addressing profound 
ideas. Moral truth should not be obscured by argot (specialized vocabulary known only to 
insiders). The book also tries to be accurate, clear, and concise. It is easy to be dense in the 
name of accuracy, lengthy in the name of clarity, and imprecise in the name of brevity. This 
book tries to be accurate, clear, and concise all at the same time.

Writing this way aims at combining the academic rigor of Oliver O’Donovan with the 
rhetorical skills of C. S. Lewis. Christ is preeminent when it comes to revealing, interpreting, 
and explaining what Christian ethics should be. But my less than perfect human models for 
scholarship and style are O’Donovan and Lewis. What truth this book communicates stands 
on the shoulders of countless teachers before me. The ultimate source of that truth is God 
himself; any errors or omissions are mine, and what readers do with it depends on them.

“Pray . . . that I may make it known as I should.”
Colossians 4:3–4
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Chapter 1

Importance, Meaning 
& Distinctives

The greatest challenge in our age, both to the life and witness of the Church and the to 
survival of surrounding culture, is widespread denial of moral authority, leading to a 

range of nefarious effects caused by postmodern rejection of objectively fixed truth, secular-
ization of public life, pluralization of worldviews, and privatization of religion.1 Sadly, one 
of these effects is the growing hostility toward anything Christian, and fidelity to objectively 
fixed moral reality is now more openly and seriously contested by surrounding culture than 
any other area of Christian faith and witness.2

1 Joseph Ratzinger, before becoming Pope Benedict XVI, observed in 1984 that “mankind today 
. . . is in danger of being ruined from within by his own moral decay. But instead of struggling against 
this life-threatening disease, he stares as though hypnotized at the external danger (i.e., at problems 
such as war, crime, poverty, economic collapse, rebellion, drug-trafficking, slavery, prostitution, por-
nography, teen-pregnancy, or single-parenting) which is only a byproduct of his own inner moral 
disease.” Joseph Ratzinger, “Bishops, Theologians and Morality,” Origins 13 (March 15, 1984): 657.

2 Carl F. H. Henry observed in 1957 that “Christianity’s millennium-long barricade against a 
resurging paganism is weakening before the onslaughts of iniquity. Powerful forces aim to alter, to 
discredit, (and) even to replace it . . . moral earnestness almost everywhere halts indecisively at the 
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Revolutionary movements bent on redefining justice and truth are deconstructing essen-
tial institutions in order to justify embracing sensuality, elevating lifestyle over the value of 
innocent human life, stealing what others have fairly acquired or inherited, overturning the 
rule of law to pursue impossible ideals, covering the pleas of needy neighbors with a din of 
lavish self-indulgence, and abandoning lifelong duties for the distractions of passing pleasure. 
These trends all reject the Judeo-Christian base on which the institutions of Western civiliza-
tion were erected and without which they cannot endure. Institutions such as marriage, prop-
erty ownership, free-market enterprise, justice, law, education, and national security cannot 
maintain themselves and will collapse when loosed from their moral moorings.3

Never in the history of the Church or of Western civilization has there been more need 
for renewing serious study, instruction, and application of Christian ethics in ways that equip 
Christian men and women to engage surrounding culture in prophetic moral witness. And this 
should be done not merely to preserve religious freedom or merely to assure personal flourish-
ing, but rather to glorify God by securing the common good on which every man, woman 
and child relies whether religious or secular, Christian or non-Christian. That is because the 
foundations on which cohesive social order relies are essentially moral, and preserving the 
moral order on which social strength and stability rely not only preserves freedom to promote 
the gospel of Jesus Christ but also assures the survival of civilization.4

This means that, even though it insults the spirit of our age, God calls Christians to pro-
mote respect for, and compliance with, the objectively fixed reality and universal relevance 
of God’s true moral truth—what Francis Schaeffer called “true truth”—in contrast to other 

Christian-pagan crossroads.” Carl F. H. Henry, Christian Personal Ethics (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1957), 13. What Henry saw over fifty years ago has only grown to be far more intense today.

3 On this, George Washington, first president of the United States, famously declared that “of all 
the dispositions and habits, which lead to political prosperity, Religion and Morality are indispensable 
supports. . . . A volume could not trace all their connexions with private and public felicity. . . . And let 
us with caution indulge the supposition, that morality can be maintained without religion . . . . reason 
and experience both forbid us to expect, that national morality can prevail in exclusion of religious 
principle.” George Washington, “Farewell Address to the People of the United States” (Philadelphia, 
1796), paragraph 27.

4 Henry claimed, “Ethics is the incisive and universal requisite for survival,” and so believed today’s 
“crises in ethics will determine both the continuance of present-day civilization and the destiny of indi-
viduals within our culture.” Henry, Christian Personal Ethics, 13.
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moral claims that are ultimately distorted or false.5 We must resist moral corrosion and, at the 
same time, strive to make positive gains in the enormous moral war tearing through our sur-
rounding culture and tormenting the Church.

Reinhold Niebuhr observed that “confused and tormented by cataclysmic events in con-
temporary history, the modern mind faces the disintegration of its civilization in alternate 
moods of fear and hope.” He held that because contemporary culture is “the artifact of mod-
ern civilization . . . it is therefore not surprising that its minarets of the spirit should fall when 
the material foundations of its civilization begin to crumble.” Yet, Niebuhr did not despair 
and rather saw this as giving Christians a prime opportunity to redirect our morally rebellious 
culture back toward God-honoring truth. For Niebuhr, the very darkness of our times means 
that Christian ethics characterized by “a faith which claims to have a light, the same yesterday, 
today, and forever might conceivably become (once more) a source of illumination to its age.”6 
Similarly, Carl F. H. Henry once said, “Either we shall witness the dissolving of all our duties 
into mere conventions, or we shall mature afresh to the conviction that Hebrew-Christian 
ethical realities alone can lift the Western world from the mires of paganism.”7 Christians must 
not curse the darkness but resolve all the more to make a positive moral difference, and for 
that we must know and understand the meaning and resources of Christian ethics.

In Ephesians 5:15–17, Paul, led by the Holy Spirit, addressed Christians living in “evil 
days” such as those we now face. Without a doubt, we live in a day of moral relativism, a 
day of false ideology, a day when right is declared “wrong” and wrong is declared “right,” a 
day when our families, culture, and nation are sinking into moral chaos. The day when most 
cultural and civic leaders expressed automatic public respect (however insincerely) for Judeo-
Christian values is over. Biblical morality is now openly despised, even ridiculed, by cultural 
trendsetters, and we are seeing the logical effects.

Nevertheless, these disturbing trends are not inevitable. They can be resisted, slowed, 
and even reversed. But for that to occur, our culture must be infused by a renewal of godly 
character, moral clarity, and convictional leadership, and the chance we have of moving that 

5 Francis A. Schaeffer, Escape from Reason, in The Complete Works of Francis A. Schaeffer: A Christian 
Worldview, vol. 1, A Christian View of Philosophy and Culture (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1982), 218.

6 Reinhold Niebuhr, An Interpretation of Christian Ethics (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1935), 1. 
Niebuhr was writing in 1935, but he could have said those words today.

7 Henry, Christian Personal Ethics, 15.
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direction will not last much longer. We have a window of opportunity, but that window is 
closing. Thus, we live in a day when Christian moral witness is no longer one of several equally 
important segments of a larger mission but has become the pivot on which the dual tasks of 
fulfilling the Great Commission and of preserving our nation are both turning.

God’s message in Ephesians 5:15–17 not only warns that evil days will come but also 
urges Christians living at such times to make the most of the opportunities they have. This 
urgent need is exactly what Henry expressed when he said,

In an age when accepted standards of right and wrong are scorned, when absolutes 
are demeaned as a return to the superseded past, when doubt threatens to evapo-
rate great national beliefs and political principles and weakens inherited guidelines, 
when new conceptions degrade the minds and corrupt the lives of the newly emerg-
ing generations, those who refuse to abandon history to the forces of decadence 
must speak out.8

The United States Constitution guarantees freedom of religion, freedom of speech, 
and freedom of peaceful assembly. But despite those legal guarantees, the ground under 
our feet is moving and moving rather fast. Our political, social, and religious circumstances 
are changing, and these legally assured political freedoms are eroding. For now, we are free 
in the eyes of contemporary law to influence, advise, warn, criticize, and vote in ways that 
translate and apply the measures of God’s moral ordering to all areas of life—from  raising 
families, educating children, running businesses, and leading our nation. But we must not 
take these freedoms for granted and are obligated to use our freedoms to make a God-
honoring,  neighbor-loving,  character-building, marriage-affirming, life-promoting, family- 
strengthening,  economy- saving, justice-assuring, civilization-preserving difference in our own 
lives and the lives of others living around us.

8 Carl F. H. Henry. Has Democracy Had Its Day? (Nashville: ERLC, 1996), 23. In the same work, 
Henry also says that “to exhibit again the truths and ethical absolutes of revealed religion—not the least 
of all that Jesus Christ is the truth—and define the public behavior this implies for a secular culture 
that has reached a moral dead end, and to do so compatibly with democratic principles, is now our 
demanding task.” Henry, 62.
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Why Be Ethical?

The first question to consider when starting a study of ethics is, “Why be ethical?” Why care 
about living a morally worthy life? It is a question we must consider even before clarifying 
exactly what “ethics” means, and that is because answering the question is what gets us to 
begin. It is the question that grabs our attention enough to generate interest in wanting to 
understand and pursue ethics. Why should we be interested in being morally good? Why even 
bother in the first place? The question matters because people who think caring to be moral is 
trivial or irrelevant never take any further steps. They never start the journey.

Plato began his treatment of ethics with this question and gave two answers that have 
characterized philosophical speculation on ethics ever since.9 In Plato’s Republic, Socrates 
debated two brothers, Glaucon and Adeimantus, who identified two contrary ways to answer 
the question, “Why be moral?” Socrates accepted the possibilities they offer but defended 
one of these two ways, while the brothers defended the other. The brothers, Glaucon and 
Adeimantus, argued that people only are moral for its desirable effects, and Socrates argued 
that some do that, but some also choose to be moral for its own value.

To illustrate the difference, Glaucon told the Ring of Gyges story, in which a magic ring 
allows wearers to become invisible at will, thus rendering them free to behave however they 
most desire without facing negative consequences. If that were so, Glaucon claimed that every-
one would use the chance to act immorally, and that, he said, goes to show that people are 
moral only because they fear or prefer effects caused by a power imposing what is obligatory 
despite their own free will. Against this view, Socrates instead argued that while being moral 
does have effects that should be desired,10 that is not the only reason to be moral, and that 
besides having desirable effects, being moral is also desirable for its own sake. In other words, 
Socrates held that being moral is still worth desiring even when it has no desirable effects.

9 Plato, The Republic II.357–68. Scott Rae mentions this briefly in Moral Choices: An Introduction 
to Ethics, 4th ed. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2018), 11. For a more in-depth treatment, see William 
C. Mattison, III, Introducing Moral Theology: True Happiness and the Virtues (Grand Rapids: Brazos, 
2008), 21–28.

10 The “morality of happiness” view is argued here by Socrates. But because the book is by Plato, 
and most believe Plato agreed with Socrates on this point, it, therefore, is likely Plato was using the 
mouth of Socrates to defend his own view from the position taken by Glaucon and Adeimantus.
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To summarize, the “the people choose to be moral only for desirable effects” view 
(defended by Glaucon and Adeimantus) holds that morality is something we choose only so 
long as we prefer its desirable effects and would not choose if we thought we could get away 
with it. They held that immorality generally is more profitable for individuals than morality, 
and as individuals, people agree to be moral only because they are not powerful enough to 
get away with being immoral. It is not being able to get away with immorality without nega-
tive consequences that forces people to prefer morality, not because morality is inherently 
worth it, but only because they want to gain the positive benefits of a moral reputation and 
to avoid the impairment of a bad reputation. And, in Socrates’s view, morality is something 
we choose not just for desirable effects but also and primarily because doing what morality 
requires is a good and desirable thing all by itself, and therefore, people are immoral only 
when ignorant of their own true happiness. With this, Socrates concluded, even if being 
moral has no good effects, and even if doing the right thing produces unpleasant results, 
people will choose to be moral if they simply know how good it is independent of whatever 
effects occur.

These two answers given to “Why be moral?” have divided philosophers throughout his-
tory. But what does God say? The Bible has much to say on this topic, and there are points 
at which God’s answers are similar to what philosophers have said. For instance, we can see 
places where the Bible stresses the inherent value of living a morally worthy life and even 
stresses the intrinsic value of moral rules themselves (Ps 119), and we can see where it says that 
godly men and women must want to obey God even when everything on earth goes wrong 
(Job 13:15). Thus, we can see that the Bible aligns with Socrates in some way. But on further 
examination, we discover places where the Bible stresses desirable rewards that follow doing 
the right thing (Deut 28:1–14), discourages immorality because it produces bad results (Deut 
28:15–68), and comforts righteous people who suffer by assuring them that ultimate results 
will make it all worthwhile (Ps 73; 2 Cor 4:17). Thus, we can see the Bible, also in some way, 
aligns with Glaucon and Adeimantus.

God’s moral revelation is a lot more complex than most philosophers suppose, and while 
things in the Bible may align with what one or another philosopher says, there also are many 
differences that separate what the Bible reveals from all that philosophers say. Not only does 
the Bible give more answers to the question than Plato imagined, but it also gives answers that 
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are categorically different. While human philosophers give answers that are speculative, theo-
retical, and impersonal, the Bible gives answers that are dogmatic,11 verified by the Word of 
God, and personal in nature. Biblical answers are dogmatic and verified because they are given 
by the moral ruler of the universe himself and are not generated by fallible human thinkers 
and maintained by nothing more than human tradition. Biblical answers also are personal in 
nature because moral obligation in the Bible is to God who is himself personal and no mere 
theory, rule, or philosophy.

The Bible gives at least twelve motivations that should arouse desire to pursue moral 
purity. There could be still more, but these are enough to show that God offers many more 
answers to the “Why be ethical?” question than all human philosophers combined. In the 
Bible, motives to be ethical include: (1) to be holy as God is holy (Lev 19:2; 1 Pet 1:15–16; 
1 John 3:3); (2) to please and glorify God in all we think, say, and do (Prov 16:7; Isa 56:4–5; 
John 8:29; Rom 12:1–2; 1 Cor 6:20; 1 Thess 4:1; 2 Tim 2:4); (3) to serve and protect God’s 
reputation in the world (Ps 20:7; Matt 5:16; 1 Cor 10:31; Phil 2:14–15; 2 Thess 1:11–12; 
1 Pet 2:12); (4) to earn a good reputation for ourselves before others (Prov 10:7; 22:1; Eccl 
7:1); (5) to receive God’s blessings of provision and protection (Ps 1:6; 34:8–10; Prov 18:10; 
Matt 6:33); (6) to keep from angering or offending God (Prov 8:13; 1 Cor 6:15; 1 Pet 1:17); 
(7) to access wisdom and knowledge hidden in Christ (Col 2:2–3); (8) to show gratitude for 
God’s gift of salvation (Heb 10:28–29); (9) to be a good influence on children and others fol-
lowing our example (Prov 14:26–27; Matt 5:13–15; Eph 6:4; Heb 12:11); (10) to cooperate 
with God’s work and presence in our lives (1 Cor 3:16; 6:19–20; Phil 2:12–13); (11) to fulfill 
God’s good purposes (Phil 2:16; 1 Tim 1:5); and (12) to earn a reward in heaven (Matt 5:10; 
16:27; Luke 6:35; 1 Cor 3:14–15; Eph 6:8; Rev 22:12).

Of these, God’s promise to reward ethical behavior is subject to more criticism than other 
biblical motives mainly because of how it seems to mix Christian ethics with mercenary self-
interest. This concern comes from the influence of Stoic philosophers who insisted moral 

11 By saying the Bible gives “dogmatic” answers, I mean they are declared with authority and are 
not just surmised or conjectured. When God answers the “Why be moral?” question, he states what is 
factually true and is not guessing. Obviously, I do not mean the Bible ever speaks with blind prejudice 
or groundless opinion.
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good must be desired for its own sake and “not because of any hope or fear or any external 
incentive”12 and from Immanuel Kant, who claimed being ethical needs no “incentive other 
than the (moral) law itself.”13 C. S. Lewis addresses this criticism, saying,

If there lurks in most modern minds the notion that to desire our own good and 
earnestly to hope for the enjoyment of it is a bad thing, I submit that this notion has 
crept in from Kant and the Stoics and is no part of the Christian faith. Indeed, if we 
consider the unblushing promises of reward and the staggering nature of the rewards 
promised in the Gospels, it would seem that Our Lord finds our desires not too 
strong but too weak. We are half-hearted creatures, fooling about with drink and sex 
and ambition when infinite joy is offered us, like an ignorant child who wants to go 
on making mud pies in a slum because he cannot imagine what is meant by the offer 
of a holiday at the sea. We are too easily pleased.

We must not be troubled by unbelievers when they say that this promise of reward 
makes the Christian life a mercenary affair. There are different kinds of rewards. There 
is the reward which has no natural connection with the things you do to earn it and 
is quite foreign to the desires that ought to accompany those things. Money is not the 
natural reward for love; that is why we call a man mercenary if he marries a woman 
for the sake of her money. But marriage is the proper reward for a real lover, and he is 
not mercenary for desiring it.14

How the Meaning of “Ethics” Has Evolved

Understanding what ethics means requires starting with how the word began and tracing how 
its use has evolved over time. Human beings have been concerned with right and wrong and 
with worthy living since before recorded history. But our word ethics originated with three 
Greek words: ἠθικός (ēthikos, characteristic, customary, habitual), ἦθος (ēthos, character, cus-
tom, habit, habitat), and ἔθος (ethos, custom, habit, habitat), that came to be linked with this 

12 Diogenes Laërtius, Lives of the Eminent Philosophers, 7.89.
13 Immanuel Kant, Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone, trans. T. M. Greene and H. H. 

Hudson (New York: Harper and Row, 1960), 3.
14 C. S. Lewis, The Weight of Glory (New York: HarperCollins, 2001), 26–27.
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ancient interest. What these words meant changed over time even among the Greeks, and 
after the term ethics was adopted by English speakers, what it meant continued to evolve so 
that it covers more now than it did earlier.

Our word ethics began with the Greek word ἠθικός (ēthikos), which is an adjective com-
ing from the noun ἦθος (ēthos),15 which in turn is a slightly more emphatic form of the noun 
ἔθος (ethos). Except for the difference between adjectives and nouns, all three words had 
approximately the same original meaning and thus share the same interesting history.16 Before 
Aristotle, these words had no philosophical or theological significance and only referred to 
customary conduct or contexts (habits and habitats). And yet, even at this early stage, they 
treated internal disposition and external behavior as one thing because, to the ancients, these 
were inseparable realities. These terms addressed a “way of living,” and because that assumes 
particular values sustaining particular “ways of living,” these terms were used for distinguish-
ing one sort of creature or “way of living” from other sorts. Paul captures this early pre-
philosophical meaning of ethics when quoting an old Greek proverb that says, “Bad company 
corrupts good morals” (1 Cor 15:33). Here the word ἤθη (ēthē), translated “morals,” refers to 
habits a creature lives by and does not yet carry the latter sense of dogma, philosophy, or even 
a set of established rules. In other words, the Greek proverb originally meant something more 
like “bad associations erode good habits.”

Aristotle (384–322 BC) was the first on record to connect ἠθικός (ēthikos), ἦθος (ēthos), 
and ἔθος (ethos) with trying to understand right (as opposed to morally evil) living. He was not 
the first to examine good and evil or to contemplate living well, but he was the first to connect 
these particular words with doing that. The ancient Hebrews and early Greeks both were 

15 Aristotle, The Nicomachean Ethics, Penguin Classics edition, translated by J. A. K. Thompson 
(London: Penguin Books, 2004), 30n2.

16 Douma claims that a distinction between ἔθος (ethos) and ἦθος (ēthos) “is rarely visible” and that 
scholars should accept “that both senses merge.” Jochem Douma, Responsible Conduct: Principles of 
Christian Ethics, trans. Nelson D. Kloosterman (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2003), 3. But Aristotle indi-
cates that he himself saw a slight variation in what the words meant, saying, “character (ἠθικὴ), on the 
one hand, is the result of habits (ἤθους, ēthous), from which it has actually got its name, being a slight 
modification of ἤθους (ēthous).” Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1103.a.16–19. In other words, while 
acknowledging a close connection between the words in both meaning and form, he nevertheless treats 
ἠθικὴ (ēthikē) as able to indicate something (character) produced by ἤθους (ethous) not fully present in 
what the word meant as it was (habit).
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interested in these topics, but they used different words. Plato (427–347 BC) dealt extensively 
with moral reasoning in his Republic but used the word δικαιοσύνη (dikaiosunē, rightness, 
justice), not ἠθικός (ēthikos).17 And the ancient Hebrews dealt extensively with good and evil, 
right and wrong, and living a worthy life, but used words like: (1) ֶּדֶרְך (derek, way, manner, 
custom) as in Deuteronomy 10:12, 2 Samuel 22:31, Psalm 86:11, Proverbs 3:6, Proverbs 
16:25, Isaiah 55:8, and Hosea 14:9; (2) ֻחּקֹות (ḥuqot, custom, practice, manner) as in Leviticus 
18:30, Leviticus 20:23, and 2 Kings 17:8; and (3) ֹאַרח (‘oraḥ, path, way of life) as in Psalm 
27:11, Psalm 119:9, Proverbs 2:8, Proverbs 4:14, and Isaiah 26:8. The point is that what ethics 
now means refers to something people were addressing long before Aristotle connected using 
the word with what it was they were addressing. Therefore, it is inaccurate to suggest the sub-
ject to which ethics now refers all started with Aristotle as if no one thought or cared about 
right and wrong or worthy living before he came along.18

When it comes to understanding the words ἠθικός (ēthikos), ἦθος (ēthos), and ἔθος 
(ethos), from which our word ethics comes, it is illuminating to note that before they were 
used for examining right and wrong, and even before they were connected with human 
conduct, they had to do with the “haunts” or “abodes” of wild animals living in their natural 
surroundings or “habitats.”19 They first had to do with the customary habits and habitats 

17 Plato’s Republic opens with Socrates requesting a definition of δικαιοσύνη (dikaiosunē), with 
which he launches into a discourse on what we now call “ethics.” Plato, Republic 331.c.

18 For example, some take Raziel Abelson’s relatively true statement that “Ethical philosophy began 
in the fifth century BC, with the appearance of Socrates” to be expressing the false notion that “ethics” 
as a matter of human concern only began with and did not exist prior to the Greeks. Of course, deal-
ing with this claim depends on how much “philosophy” covers and to what “ethics” refers. I will argue 
that if “philosophy” only concerns human speculation, then “ethics” entails more than “philosophy.” 
Accordingly, “ethics” in the full sense began with man’s handling of God’s first moral command in 
the Garden of Eden (Gen 2:17; 3:1–6). See Raziel Abelson and Kai Nielsen, “Ethics, History of,” The 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, vol 3 (New York: Macmillan, 1967), 82.

19 For example, the Greek historian Herodotus (c. 484–c. 425 BC) used ἤθεα (ēthea) to refer-
ence “dens” where lions lived in the wild. Herodotus, The Histories 7.125. In this regard, Birch and 
Rasmussen are right about ἤθος (ēthos) originally referring to animal dwellings (habitats) but are wrong 
then to associate the word with human provision of “stability” for domestic animals in artificially con-
structed “stables.” All ancient references are to haunts of wild animals in their customary surroundings, 
and there is no etymological connection to the words “stable” or “stability.” Bruce C. Birch and Larry 
L. Rasmussen, Bible and Ethics in the Christian Life (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1989), 38.
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of animals, and then later were used for a “way of life” sustaining the well-being of men. At 
this early stage, these words did not yet include the idea of having one proper way of judg-
ing right and wrong that applied to everyone, but they did include the idea of standards 
to which life should conform from the start. Their meaning built on the deep significance 
customary habits and habitats have for keeping life ordered, secure, and coherent. They had 
to do with life as it should be. And even though “what should be” varied from one thing 
to another, they assumed a “larger scheme of things” in reference to which one could assess 
the way animals and people ought to live. What was customary for lions was different from 
fish, and both were different from people. But no living creature simply made this all up 
for themselves.

What Aristotle did was to take the words ἠθικός (ēthikos), ἦθος (ēthos), and ἔθος (ethos), 
which until he came along only referred to the natural habits and habitats of animals and peo-
ple, and to begin using them for the study of morally worthy living. Animals live by instinct, 
but Aristotle saw that when it came to human beings, customary habits needed to be justified. 
They had to be based on more than selfish ambition or blind prejudice. There had to be a 
good reason that made some behaviors right and others wrong. Aristotle decided the explana-
tion for this was to be found in qualities of character underlying the ways people behave, and 
he used ἠθικός (ēthikos), ἦθος (ēthos), and ἔθος (ethos) for examining what these qualities were. 
For Aristotle, ethics only meant examining personal character or the study of virtue and vice 
and did not include examining the goods of common living (politics), of practical experience 
(wisdom), of divine revelation (theology), of aligning life with natural purposes (natural law), 
or of social discipline (human law). Ethics for Aristotle only had to do with studying traits of 
individual character, and other words were needed for the rest.

Aristotle lived four centuries before the New Testament, and his ideas were familiar to 
all educated people in the first-century Roman world. But the new meaning Aristotle gave to 
ἠθικός (ēthikos) still was so narrowly applied that the term never appears in the New Testament, 
and the words ἦθος (ēthos), and ἔθος (ethos) were used by New Testament writers only in 
their pre-Aristotelian non-philosophical sense of custom or habit.20 Where writers of the New 

20 These words appear in the New Testament in the following forms: ἤθη (1 Cor 15:33); ἔθος (Luke 
1:9; 2:42; 22:39; John 19:40; Acts 25:16; Heb 10:25); ἔθη (Acts 6:14; 16:21); ἔθει (Acts 15:1); ἐθῶν 
(Acts 26:3); ἔθεσι(ν) (Acts 21:21; 28:17); and εὶωθὸς (an obsolete form of ἔθος, Luke 4:16; Acts 17:2).
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Testament do refer to what ethics means today, they use the word ἀναστροφή (anastrophē), 
manner of life, way of conduct, values by which people live.21

After Aristotle, the term ethics was for a long time used only for human-centered specu-
lation about worthy living, and even then, only concerned analyzing individual character 
(virtues). This limited what the word ethics meant all the way into the nineteenth century, 
when the British philosopher Henry Sidgwick (1838–1900), in his early writing, still limited 
ethics to examining attributes of character. But over his career, Sidgwick started using the term 
in a way that also included studying right and wrong beyond individual character, and what 
Sidgwick did influenced others. Since the way Sidgwick used the term changed over his career, 
what he says in one place does not always agree with what he says in another. For example, he 
first says, “I have taken pains to keep Ethics as separate as I conveniently could from Theology 
and Metaphysics, and also from Politics,”22 but then later he says, “Ethics is sometimes con-
sidered as an investigation of the true Moral laws or rational precepts of Conduct; (and) some-
times as an inquiry into the nature of the Ultimate End of reasonable human action.”23 In the 
first place, he follows Aristotle by limiting ethics to studying nothing more than individual 
character (virtue), but in the second he expands what ethics means to include examining right 
and wrong actions and goals as well.

By the end of his career, Sidgwick had enlarged the word ethics to mean speculating about 
right and wrong, not only in relation to character but also in relation to actions and goals, and 
not only as it concerns individuals but communities and groups as well (politics). And yet, 
while Sidgwick expanded the meaning of ethics to cover more than before, the word at that 
time still only concerned what is human (not divine), speculative (not dogmatic), mundane 
(not transcendent), formal (not substantive), theoretical (not practical), and rational (not 
relational, existential, or personal). It was restricted to human-generated, human-centered 
philosophical speculation and did not include moral revelation from God. It also did not 
include real standards of right and wrong by which people should live and only involved 
speculating what these standards might be. This realization explains why William Wilberforce 

21 As, for example, in 2 Corinthians 1:12; 1 Timothy 3:15; Hebrews 13:18; 1 Peter 1:17; 3:2; 
2 Peter 3:11.

22 Henry Sidgwick, Outlines of the History of Ethics (London: Macmillan, 1892), vi.
23 Henry Sidgwick, The Methods of Ethics (London: Macmillan, 1901), 2–3.
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(1759–1833), when speaking of his aim to reform the ethics of English culture, used the word 
manners instead of ethics.24 Wilberforce sought to reform the way people were behaving, set-
ting goals, and making value judgments, but he lived at a time when the word ethics meant less 
than it does now.25 For Wilberforce, manners covered all aspects of right and wrong, including 
what actually governs the real world, and the word ethics did not yet cover that.

Expansion of what the word ethics means to include all aspects of moral understanding 
and practice did not occur until the middle of the twentieth century when Karl Barth (1886–
1968) and others stressed how God not only has revealed much about right and wrong in the 
real world but also judges us by standards of good and bad that have applied all along. The 
Bible contains God’s moral law, and theologians have been studying what it says for centu-
ries.26 So if ethics had to do with real standards to which human beings must actually conform 
to live worthy lives, then ethics in this sense had to include moral theology.

In fact, Barth realized that ethics was coming to be used for everything and anything to 
do with the understanding and practice of right and wrong, and if so, that means what God 

24 On October 28, 1787, Wilberforce wrote in his diary, “God Almighty has set before me two 
great objects, the suppression of the slave trade and the reformation of manners.” Cited from Robert 
Isaac and Samuel Wilberforce, The Life of William Wilberforce, vol. 1 (London: John Murray, 1838), 
149. Of Wilberforce’s Second Great Object, one biographer writes, “The goal of the reformation of 
manners was to turn the tide of immorality in Britain. The profligacy and moral decay that marked the 
Regency era (when Wilberforce first entered public life) gave way to the moral integrity and concern 
for the welfare of others that was the hallmark of the Victorian era (which began in 1837, just a few 
years after his death). Wilberforce and his fellow philanthropists were salt and light in their generation, 
and set on foot an incredible array of charitable initiatives. Their legacy offers the best model we have 
for turning around a society and culture.” Kevin Belmonte, Hero for Humanity: A Biography of William 
Wilberforce (Colorado Springs: NavPress, 2002), 151.

25 That Wilberforce’s plan for “the reformation of manners” addressed what the term ethics 
means today is evident from the fact that his efforts centered on a royally issued document titled The 
Proclamation for the Encouragement of Piety and Virtue and for the Preventing of Vice, Profaneness and 
Immorality. Eric Metaxas, Amazing Grace: William Wilberforce and the Heroic Campaign to End Slavery 
(New York: HarperCollins, 2007), 81. Notice how this public policy document issued by the King of 
England concerns the public importance of “immorality” generally and is not limited only to personal 
disposition or private sentiment.

26 Barth said that “theology in general includes from the very first and at every point the problem 
of ethics.” Karl Barth, Ethics, ed. Dietrich Braun, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromley (New York: Seabury, 
1981), 13, originally as Ethik in Zürich by Theologischer Verlag, 1928.
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reveals and applies is the only real “ethics.”27 If ethics concerns real right and wrong and not 
just speculating, then God’s moral revelation is not just part of ethics but turns out to be the 
whole thing.28 Of course, this meant Barth was saying the whole tradition of man-centered 
philosophizing since Aristotle and the early Greeks was all nothing more than fallible human 
guesswork. In fact, he saw that if ethics has to do with real right and wrong, then all human 
philosophizing about ethics is either unreal (because fabricated), distorted (because man- 
centered), incomplete (because unable to reach transcendence), or idolatrous (if it presumes 
a false transcendence to define what is universally true about the meaning and purpose of 
life, or subordinates God to human beings by using human-generated categories to evaluate 
divine revelation).29

Not everyone has agreed with Barth on this, but even secular philosophers now use the 
word ethics in the much larger sense (compared to previous usage) of having to do with every-
thing connected with the understanding and application of right and wrong—not only vir-
tues, and not only just adding politics and economics, but adding theology and religious 
understanding and practice as well. These days ethics means everything involved with under-
standing why beliefs about right or wrong should be considered “valid” or “invalid,” what 
moral authority consists of and where it comes from, and how value judgments should be 
made and put into practice. All ethical views presuppose a source of valuing authority, be it 
God, reason, or feeling. But, while philosophical ethics never goes beyond speculating as to 
the nature of moral valuing as conceived and developed by human intellect, theological ethics 
exposits what God reveals to be right or wrong and applies God’s real norms and principles 
to real life.

In tracing how the meaning of ethics has changed and grown over time, we must take 
care at the same time to deny that the reality to which the term ethics refers is anything new. 
Real right and wrong and human interest in its understanding and practice are both as old as 

27 Barth held that “ethics is not possible as an independent discipline alongside dogmatics. Not just 
in general, but also in particular, the concern of ethics is a proper concern of dogmatics.” Barth, 16.

28 Barth held that “on the field of ethical deliberation . . . (theological Christian ethics) advances 
the claim that it is the one that with its investigation has the last word which absorbs all others.” Barth, 
Ethics, 19–20.

29 Barth said, “Philosophy cannot . . . go beyond the Word of God, . . . if it is not to become (a 
false) theology.” Barth, 44.
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history itself. And although the way people use the word has changed, the reality to which the 
word now refers has been there all along. The word ethics now means something much bigger 
than it did previously, but character and conduct have always mattered, living a worthy life 
has always mattered, and the reality of right and wrong was real even when people used other 
words for it. So, while the meaning of the word ethics did not earlier include all it does today, 
the reality to which the term now refers existed at Creation, applied in the Garden of Eden, 
and relates to the regency of God since time began.

What Ethics Means Now

The meaning of ethics today covers everything having to do with discerning, accepting, and 
applying a right as opposed to wrong way of valuing and behaving, where the standards used 
for such valuing are, not so much a matter of ordering data accurately (mathematics) or a skill 
at connecting means with ends (fabricating), as it is a matter of learning to recognize and live 
according to the true nature or purpose of something (living a worthy life). In other words, 
ethics has mostly to do with a sort of valuing that assesses material life by something more 
than material things or experiences themselves. It judges life in the body by something more 
than bodies, and measures the worth of human feelings, actions, and aspirations by more than 
human desires, experiences, and achievements as they are. It is a matter of appraising what is 
by what should be and not limiting what should be to what is.

Within this very broad understanding, the term ethics is used in three more specific yet 
related ways.30 First, ethics can be used for a general pattern of living or “way of life;” second, 
for a “moral code” or specific set of rules governing how to behave; or third, for analyzing the 
first two, that is, for using reason to examine ways of living and rules of conduct. These uses, 
while somewhat different, are not entirely distinct and are more shifts of focus than of kind. 
We have the first in view when speaking of Christian or Buddhist ethics, where the word refer-
ences a worldview guiding all we do. We have the second in view when speaking of the profes-
sional ethics of physicians, where the word refers to rules governing members of an identifiable 
group. And we have the third in view when discussing ethics as a branch of philosophy or 

30 I am following the treatment of Abelson in the Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Abelson and Nielsen, 
“Ethics, History of,” 81–82.
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theology. That these are variations of focus and not three completely different things is evident 
on realizing Christian ethics not only is a “way of life” but also involves both “rules to live by” 
and “examination” of God’s moral revelation.

It is typical to define ethics as “the science concerning the right and wrong of human 
action”31 or as “the science of morals” that does research to discover and clarify “principles 
of human conduct.”32 But, while ethics does involve research into how things work (i.e., it 
involves science), it also involves much more. Ethics is not only a science but also an art, 
meaning it involves learning to exercise good judgment as well as researching evidence.33 And 
it is not just a science and art but also a skill, meaning it also involves practicing to get better 
and better at doing things the best way possible. But even these categories are not enough to 
capture all that ethics involves because ethics is also a cultivation of the soul, a service under 
the regency of God, a fulfillment of personal and corporate destiny, and a matter of worship 
that entails pleasing the God who made us. Ethics in these last several classifications is as much 
a matter of mission as of knowledge, judgment, and character.34 And it is a matter of all four 
at once—not just one or the other, or even all four one at a time. Ethics always is a matter of 
mission, knowledge, judgment, and character and never just one or the other.

It is typical as well to say that ethics is “the study” of normative behavior, character, and 
goals, or of opinions about these topics, or of which opinions about these topics are valid or 
invalid.35 But, while “studying” right and wrong is very important to ethics, we need also to 
realize it is not only a matter of “study” but also of “living.” It includes practice as well as infor-
mation and includes accepting and doing as well as thinking and analyzing. Van Til (1895–
1987) rightly argued that ethics deals primarily with the human will and only secondarily with 

31 Michael Boylan, Basic Ethics (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 2000), 2.
32 “Ethics,” Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd ed. (1989).
33 Scott B. Rae, Moral Choices: An Introduction to Ethics, 4th ed. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2000), 

20. Here note Aristotle also says, “The virtues are acquired by first exercising them, just as happens in 
the arts.” Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1103.a.32–33.

34 Here I agree with Christopher Wright’s case for the missional nature of divine ethics. See his 
treatment in chapter 11, in Christopher J. H. Wright, The Mission of God: Unlocking the Bible’s Grand 
Narrative (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2006), 357–392.

35 Dennis P. Hollinger, The Meaning of Sex: Christian Ethics and the Moral Life (Grand Rapids: 
Baker, 2009), 16 and John Finnis, Fundamentals of Ethics (Washington, DC: Georgetown University 
Press, 1983), 1.
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human intellect and emotions.36 What we human beings know and feel is important to ethics, 
but aligning the values we live by to a higher, more worthy authority than ourselves is even 
more important. In fact, nothing is more essential to worthy living than aligning everything 
we think and do with the authority running the universe. So it is that ethics involves not only 
“knowing” the difference between good and evil but also “wanting” good more than evil and 
then “following” good instead of evil.

This all means that ethics is not just a matter of theory but is a matter of practice as well. 
It is a “way of living” and not just a matter of collecting ideas about various alleged possibili-
ties. It is a practical as well as speculative discipline. In the end, one studies ethics properly if 
and only if it is in order to conduct one’s life properly. The aim of “doing ethics” is not just to 
collect great thoughts but to live a great life. If ethics is only something we study and never 
do, if it makes no real difference, then what we merely think should not be called “ethics.” It 
is only a sham and not the real thing.

This insistence on linking theory with practice recaptures Aristotle, who believed that 
moral goodness, ἦθος (ēthos), is not just a matter of knowledge but must be made a habit, ἔθος 
(ethos), through cultivation and practice.37 It also captures what the Bible teaches in declaring 
that “the hearers of the law are not righteous before God, but (only) the doers of the law will 
be declared righteous” (Rom 2:13) and is in line with the biblical exhortation to “be doers of 
the word and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves,” because it “is not a forgetful hearer but 
a doer who . . . will be blessed in what he does” (Jas 1:22, 25).

Ethics vs. Morality

While the term ethics comes from the Greek word ἠθικός (ēthikos), meaning characteristic, 
customary or habitual, the term morality comes from the Latin word mōrālis, meaning the 
same thing, and both words came later to be associated with worthy as opposed to unworthy 
character, behavior, and goals. In other words, ethics and morality started as two words mean-
ing the same thing, differing only in their language of origin. But, while these terms have the 
same origin and are often used interchangeably, they are not strictly synonymous, and that is 

36 Cornelius Van Til, Christian Theistic Ethics (Kingsburg, CA: Dulk Christian Foundation, 1974), 1.
37 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1103.a.14–27.
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because when the term ethics began to be used for studying the meaning and nature of right 
and wrong, the term morality did not come along. Thus, when precision is required, moral-
ity concerns particular standards that specific people actually follow, and ethics is used more 
broadly to cover all morality covers and theoretical reflection on “the whole domain of moral-
ity” as well.38 It therefore is typical for scholars to say that ethics is the “study of morality” or 
is “the task of investigating morality.”39 But no one ever says that morality studies ethics,40 and 
that is because the terms are not exactly the same and cannot be reversed.41

When speaking generally, I will sometimes use ethics and morality interchangeably. But 
when precision matters, it will be understood that the term morality refers to norms people 
live by while ethics also includes belief systems that ground moral judgment. It will be under-
stood that morality only addresses “what” while ethics also addresses “why”; that morality only 
applies rules, while ethics also looks for reasons; that morality only considers principles, while 
ethics also considers perspectives; and that, while morality stops at requirements, ethics may 
include resources as well.42 The difference distinguishing the larger sense of ethics from the 

38 Louis P. Pojman, Ethics: Discovering Right and Wrong, 5th ed. (London: Thomson Wadsworth, 
2006), 2. Similarly, Douma, Responsible Conduct, 3, 113; Birch and Rasmussen, Bible and Ethics, 
39; John S. Feinberg and Paul D. Feinberg, Ethics for a Brave New World (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 
1993), 18; Rae, Moral Choices, 15; Stanley J. Grenz and Jay T. Smith, Pocket Dictionary of Ethics: 
Over 300 Terms & Ideas Clearly & Concisely Defined (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2003), 77; and 
J.P. Moreland and William Lane Craig, Philosophical Foundations for a Christian Worldview (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2003), 393. 

39 Moreland and Craig, Philosophical Foundations, 393; Birch and Rasmussen, Bible and Ethics, 39.
40 Ethics carries a broader metaphysical sense that morality never does. So, while ethics can substi-

tute for the particular meaning of morality, the term morality cannot substitute for the general meaning 
of ethics.

41 This explains the difference between the title of Alasdair MacIntyre’s book, A Short History of 
Ethics, and the title of my book, True Sexual Morality. Alasdair MacIntyre, A Short History of Ethics 
(Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame, 1998); Daniel R. Heimbach, True Sexual Morality: Recovering 
Biblical Standards for a Culture in Crisis (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2004). MacIntyre used the 
term ethics for dealing with the way moral right and wrong have been studied, and I used the term 
morality for presenting standards by which Christians must actually live.

42 This last distinction only pertains to Christian ethics. No ethical approach other than what God 
reveals in the Bible provides life-transforming empowerment through God’s indwelling Holy Spirit. 
But that empowerment goes beyond just having standards to live by and therefore is a matter of “eth-
ics” rather than “morality.”
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more narrow sense of morality can be seen in the Bible by contrasting God’s message to Israel 
in Isaiah 28:9–13 with what he later says in Micah 6:8. In the first passage, God condemns the 
immaturity of people who never grow beyond the level of simple morality, those who never 
grow beyond living for “Law after law, law after law, line after line, line after line, a little here, 
a little there” (Isa 28:10). And in the second passage God explains how ethics goes beyond 
mere rule-following morality to include understanding what guides moral judgment and dis-
tinguishes right from wrong, saying, “Mankind, He has told you what is good and what it is 
the LORD requires of you: (which is) to act justly, to love faithfulness, and to walk humbly 
with your God” (Mic 6:8).

What Christian Ethics Means

There was a time when scholars denied that theological treatment of moral matters quali-
fied as ethics.43 That is no longer the case,44 but there is still a lot of disagreement as to what 
Christian ethics means. Non-Christian and theologically liberal scholars are in a way excused 
for lacking clarity because, as Stanley Hauerwas explains, they are “less and less clear [on] . . . 
what it means to be Christian” in the first place.45 But Evangelical Christians have no excuse 
because clarity on what it means to be Christian is what defines us. This section will survey 
and criticize seven views published in scholarly literature ranging from very bad to rather 
good but nevertheless incomplete definitions and then will discuss how Christian ethics will be 
understood in this book, using a definition we believe not only is most faithful to the Word 
of God but also follows the best Christian scholarship on this subject.46

43 For the first, see Sidgwick, Outlines, vi.
44 For the second, see Abelson and Nielsen, “Ethics, History of,” 81–82.
45 Stanley Hauerwas, The Hauerwas Reader, eds., John Berkman and Michael Cartwright (Durham, 

NC: Duke University, 2001), 43.
46 For a longer version of material covered in this section, readers are referred to Daniel R. 

Heimbach, “Toward Defining Christian Ethics,” Global Journal of Classical Theology, 8/3 (January 
2011), http://www.phc.edu/gj_toc8_3.php. For this book, I have decided not to include two further 
definitions covered in that article. That is because I am trying to be concise and because these two treat-
ments may be viewed as arising more from differences in focus than in conception.
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A First Very Bad Definition 

Robin Lovin, in Christian Ethics: An Essential Guide, offers a bad definition that treats Christian 
ethics as nothing more than using human philosophy to make moral choices.47 Lovin denies 
God or the Bible provide any “set answers to be learned” and alleges Christian ethics must 
follow an “Aristotelian understanding” in place of any sort of religious understanding.48 This 
definition attracts non-Christians who deny God exists and do not accept the Bible as the Word 
of God. But it cannot be reconciled with historic Christianity.

A Second Bad Definition

Edward LeRoy Long, Jr., in A Survey of Christian Ethics, and Jochem Douma, in Responsible 
Conduct, view Christian ethics as a matter of using human moral philosophy to determine 
what moral messages in the Bible are acceptable or not.49 These scholars use the Bible but do 
not consider it authoritative. For Long, Christian ethics so relies on human moral philosophy 
it “cannot be understood” without it,50 and Douma believes, while “the Bible provides build-
ing blocks, the Bible itself provides no ethics that we can simply adopt as our own.”51 Thus, 
for Long and Douma, Christian ethics starts with philosophers like Aristotle, Kant, Bentham, 
and Mill and then accept from the Bible what corresponds to what they say. This attracts 
people who deny transcendence, but it defines Christian ethics in a way that clashes with 
moral revelation and historic Christian faith.

A Third Rather Poor Definition

Lewis Smedes, in Choices: Making Right Decisions in a Complex World, and Kerby Anderson, 
in Christian Ethics in Plain Language, offer a less bad but still rather poor definition that views 

47 Robin W. Lovin, Christian Ethics: An Essential Guide (Nashville: Abingdon, 2000), 16.
48 Lovin, 7, 17.
49 Edward LeRoy Long, Jr., A Survey of Christian Ethics (New York: Oxford University, 1967); 

Jochem Douma, Responsible Conduct. Douma’s work was first published in Dutch as Verantwoord 
Handelen: Inleiding in de Christelijke Ethiek by Kok Voorhoeve, Kampen, 1997.

50 Long, Survey, 3.
51 Douma, Responsible Conduct, 19–25, 30.
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Christian ethics as a matter of combining an overall biblical worldview with ideas and prin-
ciples collected from human moral philosophy.52 This definition goes beyond just picking a 
few preferred statements out of the Bible to using a generally biblical worldview for assessing 
what philosophical materials are acceptable. But other than starting with a biblical worldview, 
this definition assumes Christian ethics requires human philosophy for everything else. 

Smedes starts out claiming “to let the biblical message control my reasoning” but then 
never mentions God or the Bible anywhere else in his book,53 and Anderson claims the philo-
sophical ideas he accepts are limited by a “biblical worldview” but then treats Christian ethics 
as applying philosophy and only using Scripture in a backup manner. He sees the Bible as 
“the foundation and the filter” for assessing the outer limits of human philosophy but does 
not think it provides all we must know to live worthy lives.54 Thus, he thinks the Bible offers 
a good start but is not sufficient. This definition respects the Bible but does not think the 
Bible is enough to make Christian ethics a fully operational system of thinking, deciding, 
and behaving.

A Fourth Slightly Better Inadequate Definition

A fourth slightly better but still inadequate definition views Christian ethics as a matter of 
divinely revealed moral truth that needs to be interpreted using categories taken from human 
moral philosophy. This definition sees the Bible as good for more than just setting worldview 
limits but still treats human philosophy as necessary to understanding Christian ethics. This 
approach has been followed by some Evangelicals, including Norman Geisler in Christian 
Ethics, John Jefferson Davis in Evangelical Ethics, John and Paul Feinberg in Ethics for a Brave 
New World, Joe Trull in Walking the Way, and Scott Rae in Moral Choices.55 

52 Lewis Smedes, Choices: Making Right Decisions in a Complex World (New York: 
HarperSanFrancisco, 1991); Kerby Anderson, Christian Ethics in Plain Language (Nashville: Thomas 
Nelson, 2005).

53 Smedes, Choices, xii.
54 Anderson, Plain Language, 20.
55 Norman L. Geisler, Christian Ethics: Options and Issues (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1989); John 

Jefferson Davis, Evangelical Ethics: Issues Facing the Church Today, 3rd ed. (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian 
and Reformed, 2004, originally in 1985); Feinberg and Feinberg, Brave New World; Joe E. Trull, 
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Geisler uses the Bible heavily but thinks God’s moral revelation has no understandable 
structure without human philosophy. In fact, this so controls how Geisler interprets the Bible 
that he overlooks all it says about character, love, wisdom, and virtue in order to claim Christian 
ethics is a version of what philosophers call “deontological” ethics.56 Davis, the Feinbergs, and 
Trull all do much the same,57 and Rae even says the Bible’s moral message needs to borrow 
structural concepts from philosophers to become “a fully developed biblical ethic.”58 

This fourth definition relies on the Bible more fully than previous definitions, but it still 
assumes human moral philosophy is necessary to gain a better, more complete understanding 
of ethics than the Bible provides on its own. This definition assumes God’s moral revelation 
needs human help to fully communicate what he means.

A Fifth Decent but Still Less Than Adequate Definition

Henlee Barnette in Introducing Christian Ethics, Terence Anderson in Walking the Way,59 and 
Dennis Hollinger in two books, Choosing the Good and The Meaning of Sex,60 offer a fifth 
somewhat better but still less than adequate definition that views Christian ethics as a matter 

Walking in the Way: An Introduction to Christian Ethics (Nashville: Broadman and Holman, 1997); Rae, 
Moral Choices.

56 Geisler, Christian Ethics, 24.
57 Davis, Evangelical Ethics, 16; Feinberg and Feinberg, Brave New World, 30; Trull, Walking in the 

Way, 17.
58 Rae, Moral Choices: An Introduction to Ethics, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2000), 19. 

In later editions, Rae revises this to claim Scripture itself affirms the notion of supplementing special 
revelation with natural law. But, since Rae never distinguishes man-centered, humanly devised, natural 
law “philosophy” (which Scripture never affirms) from God-centered, divinely revealed, natural law 
“theology” (which it does affirm), Rae’s later editions continue to promote thinking Christian ethical 
thought is not “fully developed” without some mixing with anthropocentric, humanly devised philo-
sophical speculation, and that is something I dispute in chapter 7.

59 Terence Anderson must not be confused with Kerby Anderson mentioned earlier. Kerby 
Anderson is the national director of Probe Ministries International. Terence Anderson serves as profes-
sor of Christian Ethics at the Vancouver School of Theology.

60 Henlee H. Barnette, Introducing Christian Ethics (Nashville: Broadman, 1961); Terence R. 
Anderson, Walking the Way: Christian Ethics as a Guide (Toronto, ON: The United Church, 1993); 
Dennis P. Hollinger, Choosing the Good: Christian Ethics in a Complex World (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
2002); Hollinger, The Meaning of Sex.
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of divinely revealed moral truth combined with aspects of human moral philosophy that go 
beyond but do not conflict with anything the Bible says. This view not only uses the Bible 
to reject biblically incompatible philosophical ideas and to supply moral content by which 
Christians must live but also uses the Bible to frame Christian moral understanding. This 
view structures Christian ethics theologically, not philosophically, but still assumes Christian 
ethics is not as good as it can be made until humanly conceived philosophical ideas are added 
to things God says in the Bible.

After claiming Christian ethics is “a systematic explanation of the moral example and 
teaching of Jesus applied to the total life of the individual in society,” Barnette goes on to 
insist it also requires considering “philosophical insights which contribute to an understand-
ing of these problems.”61 Terence Anderson says that while the Bible is our “most authoritative 
source,” Christian ethics must also go beyond what the Bible reveals by learning from other 
sources as well.62 And Hollinger thinks that, while the Bible guides Christian moral under-
standing, Christian ethics can be improved using philosophical theories that “match up to 
biblical teachings and a Christian understanding of reality.”63

This definition has worthy qualities but continues to rely too much on humanity and 
too little on God. It respects God and the Bible more than previous definitions but does 
not affirm God’s claim to have provided in the Bible enough “training in righteousness” for 
Christians to be completely “equipped for every good work” (2 Tim 3:16–17), and it does not 
consider God’s warning “that no one takes you captive through philosophy and empty deceit 
based on human tradition, based on the elements (στοιχεῖα, stoicheia, foundational presump-
tions, framing ideas) of the world, rather than Christ” (Col 2:8).

A Sixth Problematic Definition

Stanley Hauerwas, in The Peaceable Kingdom, and Wyndy Reuschling, in Reviving Evangelical 
Ethics,64 offer a definition that views Christian ethics as a matter of human speculating on 

61 Barnette, Introducing Christian Ethics, 3.
62 Anderson, Walking the Way, 229.
63 Hollinger, Meaning of Sex, 24.
64 Stanley Hauerwas, The Peaceable Kingdom: A Primer in Christian Ethics (Notre Dame, IN: 

University of Notre Dame, 1983); Wyndy Corbin Reuschling, Reviving Evangelical Ethics: The Promises 
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what Christians say comes from God that, while not classified as philosophy, arrives at simi-
lar conclusions. Hauerwas and Reuschling both insist Christian ethics always is theological 
and not philosophical. But they both reconceive what theology means in human rather than 
divine terms. What they offer begins with man, not God, and is speculative, not dogmatic, 
which means it really is philosophy despite being labeled “theology.” Their version of “theol-
ogy” is theological only in the sense of using “god-words” to express their own human ideas 
and does not mean they are discussing Christian ethics in a way that includes anything actu-
ally transcendent or that actually comes from God. Neither believes God truly exists (except 
as something imagined) and both simply are engaging in “god-talk.” So, while Hauerwas 
and Reuschling claim to define Christian ethics theologically, what they in fact say is just 
philosophical.

Hauerwas claims to define Christian ethics theologically and not philosophically. But he 
views it as an “activity relative to particular times, places, and communities” with no fixed 
reality applying to everyone,65 which does not come from divine revelation but rather from 
his own imagination. Reuschling also claims to define Christian ethics theologically and not 
philosophically. But she reduces theology to humanistic speculation.66 So, while this last 
approach alleges to define Christian ethics theologically, it denies transcendence and so merely 
relabels philosophy, calling it “theology” instead. This definition, while theological, must be 
rejected because it conflicts with the reality of God, with trusting moral revelation, with his-
toric Christian faith and practice, and with treating the Bible as God’s Word. 

A Seventh Very Good but Incomplete Definition

Wayne Grudem, in Christian Ethics: An Introduction to Biblical Moral Reasoning,67 views 
Christian ethics as biblical ethics and nothing else. He defines what Christian ethics means as 
a field of academic study to be nothing more than studying Bible passages and relating them 
to moral issues. This sounds very good and is better than all the previous definitions because 

and Pitfalls of Classic Models of Morality (Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2008).
65 Hauerwas, 1.
66 Reuschling, Reviving Evangelical Ethics, 169.
67 Wayne Grudem, Christian Ethics: An Introduction to Biblical Moral Reasoning (Wheaton, IL: 

Crossway, 2018).
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doing that truly is a most important part of what Christian ethics does and even can be a valid 
approach to how everything in the field is evaluated. But is studying Bible passages on moral 
issues just part of what the academic field covers, or is it the whole thing? Is it a valid and very 
fruitful approach scholars can study, compare with, or use alongside other approaches, or is 
it the only valid approach scholars have for studying anything in the whole field, leaving no 
other approaches with which to compare or use it? The problem is this definition views the 
academic field in a way that excludes large bodies of theological, historical, and philosophi-
cal scholarship and cannot even include debating anyone conceiving Christian ethics in ways 
with which we disagree. That is, it excludes work debating what we see as misconceptions of 
Christian ethics even though the academic field consists of scholarly examination and debate. 
Finally, even if used as the only right way of approaching issues, this definition leaves out dis-
cussing these same issues in theological, historical, philosophical, and biblical terms.

The Best Definition

This brings us to what most leaders in the field have considered the best definition, which is 
understanding Christian ethics to be a matter of divinely revealed moral truth, studied and 
applied by human minds, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, relying only on what God 
reveals by his own authority and initiative, and which therefore evaluates but never submits 
to, depends on, or combines with human philosophy or anything else arising from human 
reason, feelings, or experiences apart from God. We acknowledge that not everyone agrees 
with this definition. But it has the advantage not only of being the definition I think is most 
faithful to Scripture, but of following the best Christian scholarship on this subject as well.68 
And so, for these reasons, that is what Christian ethics will be taken to mean in this book.

By this definition, Christian ethics is entirely theological and is neither reducible to philo-
sophical categories nor something that can be mixed with humanly conceived ideas with-
out compromising or distorting what it means. The definition rejects thinking God’s moral 

68 I do not dispute the integrity of colleagues preferring other definitions, but I am saying they 
diverge from the main tradition. Of course, which is correct depends in the end on fidelity to the 
Word of God, and readers must examine that for themselves. Whatever one concludes, it cannot be 
disputed that lack of consensus indicates that contrary influences have affected Christian as well as 
non- Christian understanding of the subject.
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revelation is incomplete and needs supplementing from ideas people have starting with noth-
ing but their own minds apart from God. It denies God’s moral revelation needs improving 
from sources other than the Word of God. This definition insists Christian ethics is something 
transcendent, dogmatic, theistic, theocentric, revealed, and supernaturally ordered and is not 
something speculative, mundane, naturalistic, anthropocentric, or humanly generated. It is 
a definition that insists Christian ethics has a vantage point superior to all human think-
ing and holds that from this vantage point, Christian ethics judges and interprets human 
 philosophy—never the other way around.

We cannot mention here every significant Christian scholar taking this approach, but the 
list includes Barth in Ethics and in The Christian Life (volume 4 of his Church Dogmatics), 
Niebuhr in An Interpretation of Christian Ethics, Dietrich Bonhoeffer in Ethics, Paul Ramsey 
in Basic Christian Ethics, Georgia Harkness in Christian Ethics, Henry in Christian Personal 
Ethics, Helmut Thielicke in Foundations, Jacques Ellul in The Ethics of Freedom, Cornelius Van 
Til in Christian Theistic Ethics, Francis Schaeffer in How Should We Then Live?, R. E. O. White 
in Christian Ethics: The Historical Development and in Biblical Ethics, Oliver O’Donovan in 
Resurrection and Moral Order, and John Frame in The Doctrine of the Christian Life.69

Karl Barth insisted Christian ethics could not be distinguished from theology because 
allowing that denied something truly essential. Christian ethics is itself “a theological disci-
pline . . . in which an answer is sought in the Word of God to the question of the goodness 

69 Barth, Ethics; Karl Barth, The Christian Life, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley, titled “Lecture 
Fragments” in Church Dogmatics, volume 4, part 4 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1981); Niebuhr, An 
Interpretation of Christian Ethics; Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Ethics (New York: Macmillan, 1955; Simon 
& Schuster, 1995); Paul Ramsey, Basic Christian Ethics (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1950); 
Georgia Harkness, Christian Ethics (New York: Abingdon, 1957); Henry, Christian Personal Ethics; 
Helmut Thielicke, Theological Ethics, vol. 1, Foundations, ed. William H. Lazareth (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1979, earlier by Fortress in 1966 and by Mohr in 1958); Jacques Ellul, The Ethics of 
Freedom, trans. and ed. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976, originally 1973), also 
as Ethique de la Liberté (Genève: Editions Labor et Fides, 1973–1974); R. E. O. White, Christian 
Ethics: The Historical Development (Atlanta, GA: John Knox, 1981); Van Til, Christian Theistic Ethics; 
Francis A. Schaeffer, How Should We Then Live? (Westchester, IL: InterVarsity, 1972); R. E. O. White, 
Biblical Ethics (Atlanta, GA: John Knox, 1979); Oliver O’Donovan, Resurrection and Moral Order: An 
Outline for Evangelical Ethics (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986); and John M. Frame, The Doctrine of the 
Christian Life: A Theology of Lordship (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed, 2008).
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of human conduct.”70 It could not be separated from theology because “theology in general 
includes from the very first and at every point the problem of ethics,” and, as a Christian, 
he knew “the goodness of human conduct can be sought only in the goodness of the Word 
addressed to man.”71

Barth criticized “the philosopher who really thinks he knows a higher principle by which 
to ask and answer the question of the whence and whither, and who thinks he can meet the 
theological as a judge in the question of truth.”72 Philosophers, he said, have no standing 
from which they may allege ways to improve “the Word of God itself,” and for that reason 
they have no basis for asserting ultimate claims, moral or otherwise. If they do, their attempts 
are idolatrous because they turn philosophizing into false theology.73 For Barth, not only is 
Christian ethics theological but nothing else qualifies. The only truly real ethics, the only 
ethics that matters in the end, is moral truth revealed on God’s terms, in God’s way, in the 
Word of God. This means that Christian ethics makes an ownership claim vis-à-vis all human 
thought on moral matters. Thus, Barth said, in the field of ethical deliberation, Christian 
ethics “advances the claim that it is the one that with its investigation has the last word which 
absorbs all others.”74

Niebuhr believed that “a Christianity which leans unduly on or borrows excessively from 
naturalistic (philosophical) idealism . . . is really betrayed into dependence upon corruptions 
of its own ethos and culture.”75

Dietrich Bonhoeffer observed that “no man can look with undivided vision at God and at 
the world of reality so long as God and the world are torn asunder. Try as he may, he can only 
let his eyes wander distractedly from one to the other. But there is a place at which God and 
the cosmic reality are reconciled. . . . This place does not lie somewhere out beyond reality in 
the realm of (philosophical) ideas. It lies in the midst of history as a divine miracle. It lies in 
Jesus Christ, the Reconciler of the world.”76

70 Barth, Ethics, 3.
71 Barth, 13, 15.
72 Barth, 22.
73 Barth, 44.
74 Barth, 20.
75 Niebuhr, An Interpretation of Christian Ethics, 12.
76 Bonhoeffer, Ethics, 8.
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Paul Ramsey taught that Christian ethics is “the continuing conversation among us by which 
we commend to one another the bearing Jesus Christ has for our ethical thought” and so “rejected 
the idea that there need be any necessarily permanent coalition between Christian ethics and any 
other school of ethics founded on philosophical insight or the findings of social science.”77

Carl F. H. Henry warned that “every proposal to arrive at the content of Christian ethics 
by a synthesis of speculative morality and revealed morality minimizes the extent to which 
secular ethics is forged from the standpoint of revolt, and is over-optimistic about the precise 
continuity between speculative systems and the Hebrew-Christian world and life view,” and 
therefore “every attempt to explain Christian ethics as being merely a more complex develop-
ment of the insights of general (philosophical) ethics either conceals or minimizes the basis 
that it has in special revelation.”78

Helmut Thielicke held that “evangelical ethics is completely different from all natural or 
philosophical ethics,” that these “must be sharply differentiated from one another, however 
much the theme of obedience may be common to both,” and that “the task of Christian eth-
ics must consist exclusively in putting questions to the secular understanding of reality, in 
demanding responsibility from it, and in showing it to be a system by means of which man 
hopes to protect himself against the divine attack.”79

Cornelius Van Til said, “It is true that we should make our theology and our ethics wide 
enough to include man’s moral relationships to the whole universe. But it is not true that any 
ethical question that deals with man’s place in nature can be interpreted rightly without the 
light of Scripture.”80 And Francis Schaeffer, following Van Til, believed that because “human-
istic philosophers tried to make ethics independent of biblical teaching,” it has led, in our 
culture and even parts of the Church, to “the loss of humanness on every level” and made 
“ethics equal to no ethics.”81

Oliver O’Donovan has argued more recently that exploring “Christian moral concepts 
must always in the first place, be the work of theology,” that “Christian ethics must arise from 

77 Ramsey, Basic Christian Ethics, xxiv, 344.
78 Henry, Christian Personal Ethics, 148, 146.
79 Thielicke, Theological Ethics, 51, 38
80 Van Til, Christian Theistic Ethics, 16.
81 Francis A. Schaeffer, Whatever Happened to the Human Race? In The Complete Works of Francis 

A. Schaeffer, vol. 5 (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1982), 290.



Importance, Meaning & Distinctives 33

the gospel of Jesus Christ. Otherwise, it could not be Christian ethics,” and that “a belief 
in Christian ethics is a belief that certain ethical and moral judgments belong to the gospel 
itself.”82 And lastly, John Frame insists “all ethics is religious, even when it tries hard to be secu-
lar,” because all ethics “requires allegiance to someone or something that demands devotion 
and governs all thinking.” Thus, Frame joins Barth and others in maintaining Christian ethics 
is the only real ethics and all “non-Christian ethics is flawed, not only in its conclusions, but 
also in its initial understanding of its task.”83

This shows that most leading scholars in the field have agreed with Barth’s view of what 
Christian ethics means. Niebuhr followed Barth, as did Bonhoeffer, as did Ramsey, as did 
Harkness, as did Van Til, as did Henry, as did Thielicke, as did Schaeffer (following Van Til), 
as did Jacques Ellul, as did R. E. O. White, and as do O’Donovan and Frame currently. These 
are not minor figures but represent the most respected minds in the field. This book follows 
their lead regarding the priority of God’s Word over human speculation. It does not treat 
Christian ethics as something new, speculative, or evolving that builds on philosophers like 
Aristotle or Kant and only uses God’s Word to confirm their ideas. Rather, it treats Christian 
ethics as something ancient, fixed, universal, transcendent, and dogmatic, based on which the 
work of philosophers like Aristotle and Kant is evaluated, but never submits to their categories 
or judgment apart from the one unified moral truth applied to all in the person and work of 
Jesus Christ.

What Are “Judeo-Christian Values”?

The term Judeo-Christian values refers to something so general it cannot be identified by just 
offering a list of rules. There are rules typically associated with the term, but the term itself 
more concerns a way of thinking about moral truth than merely listing what it requires. And 
yet, while the term cannot be reduced to a set of rules, it can be clarified by essential charac-
teristics. First, the term concerns “values,” which means it concerns a way of framing moral 
judgment. This requires a source of moral authority, an application of moral norms, a forma-
tion of moral character, a pursuit of moral goals, and an execution of moral accountability. 

82 O’Donovan, Resurrection and Moral Order, 8, 11, 12.
83 Frame, Doctrine of the Christian Life, 5, 10.



Fundamental Christian Ethics34

Second, the term concerns values that are “Judeo-Christian,” meaning the way it frames moral 
judgment has to do not only with Jews but also with Christians, and not only with Christians 
but also with Jews. It is something most Jews and Christians hold in common, which means 
it does not include matters of moral judgment held by Jews but very few Christians or held 
by Christians but very few Jews.

So far, this sets limits to what the term Judeo-Christian values means, but it does not yet 
say much about what this commonly held way of framing moral truth actually includes. Even 
at this point, just because Jews and Christians accept and follow the same moral ruler of the 
universe, we know enough already to understand that Judeo-Christian values means taking an 
approach to moral thinking that opposes most contemporary ways of valuing. That is, because 
it necessarily treats God (not man) as being the ultimate source of moral truth and authority; 
it necessarily treats main principles of moral right and wrong as being fixed (not changing), 
universal (not limited by culture or place), and timeless (not depending on time and circum-
stance); it necessarily treats the structuring of moral reality as being objective (beyond human 
control); it necessarily measures human desires and behavior by norms transcending human 
volition and ability; and it necessarily relies on enforcement (accountability) from a source 
that, while governing human life, also transcends human power and perception.

We have said Judeo-Christian values are more a way of thinking than of listing rules, but 
there are a number of behavioral norms typically associated with the term. Here, it is impor-
tant to understand that these norms result from what the term generally means, and it is 
wrong to think they can be used in reverse to define the general term. Thinking so is not just 
wrong but perverts understanding of what the general term means. It would be like defining 
womanhood by starting with a list of the chores one woman does in her day. The chores she 
may do in a given day (like cooking food or washing clothes) do not define her, much less 
every other female, even if they rise out of a relationship she has with a man. She defines her 
chores; they do not define her. In the same way, Judeo-Christian values define certain norms. 
But the norms, however typical, do not define Judeo-Christian values.

There is more to Judeo-Christian values than behavioral rules, but the valuing system 
commonly shared by Jews and Christians does involve honoring and applying the ten com-
mands God issued to Israel at Sinai, and that is because these identify ten categories of moral 
obligation revealed to be essential for living a morally worthy life. These categories set bound-
aries for human behavior, but Judeo-Christian values go beyond this to developing good 
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character, learning to exercise wise judgment, and pursuing worthy goals. And even that does 
not cover all that Judeo-Christian values entail. We have so far only addressed the behavior, 
character, and goals of individuals, and the moral ordering shared by Jews and Christians 
includes community as well as individual life. In other words, it includes the right ordering, 
evaluating, and judging of families, societies, nations, civilizations, and the entire human 
race—as well as of persons considered individually.

In summary, the term Judeo-Christian values refers to an approach to moral truth that 
requires following rules, developing character, and pursuing purposes that apply to everyone 
because they come from the one Creator-God. More particularly, Judeo-Christian values refers 
to an approach to moral thinking and living revealed by God to Israel in the Old Testament, 
applied to Christians in the New Testament, and believed to be true and authoritative by Jews 
and Christians alike. 

Christian Ethics & Apologetics

How does Christian ethics relate to apologetics? These are often confused because people 
assume they are either totally different or completely the same. Neither is correct. They 
are related but not the same, and avoiding confusion requires understanding exactly how. 
“Christian ethics” and “apologetics” relate the way “finance” relates to “saving” or “aesthetics” 
relates to “painting.” They have something in common but connect with it in different ways. 
Christian ethics is a subject area having to do with the study, practice, and promotion of God’s 
moral revelation, and apologetics is the function of defending what God reveals to be true. So, 
just as “finance” is a subject area and “saving” is a function, both relating to money, and just 
as “aesthetics” is a subject area and “painting” is a function, both relating to art, in a similar 
way “Christian ethics” is a subject area and “apologetics” is a function, both relating to God’s 
revealed truth.

This can be taken further by observing that, just as the function of “saving” can refer to 
saving time or energy as well as to saving money, and just as the function of “painting” can 
refer to covering the plaster walls of your house as well as to producing a Rembrandt master-
piece, so also the function of “apologetics” can defend other areas of God’s truth besides his 
moral revelation. And just as the subject area of “finance” includes functions like investing, 
lending, and accounting besides just saving money, and just as the subject area of “aesthetics” 
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includes functions like acting, drawing, and poetry besides just painting pictures, so also 
“Christian ethics” is a subject area including other functions like Bible exposition, historical 
research, character formation, discipleship, and rational analysis besides just defending God’s 
moral revelation.

Practicing apologetics falls into two categories—one legitimate and the other not. 
Legitimate apologetics, though tasked with defending everything the Word of God reveals, 
ends up mostly defending God’s moral revelation without giving up anything God says is 
true and without compromising a Christian worldview. And that portion of apologetics is, of 
course, a function within the field of Christian ethics. It is true, though, that apologetics more 
broadly understood sometimes defends more than God’s moral truth, as it does for example 
when defending the existence of God. Because Christian ethics studies, applies, and defends 
God’s moral revelation all the while assuming God really does exist, this means arguing for 
God’s existence lies beyond Christian ethics, even though doing so strengthens and supports 
the Christian ethics subject area. But while apologetics legitimately defends more than God’s 
moral revelation, it mostly, these days, ends up defending Christian ethics, and that is because 
we live at a time when God’s moral truth is being forcefully excluded from public and private 
spheres. For this reason, legitimate apologetics presently defends Christian ethics more than 
anything else, which makes contemporary work in apologetics mostly a component (and only 
just one component) of the larger field of Christian ethics.

That is when apologetics does its job correctly. But scholars doing apologetics sometimes 
attempt doing something else—something different than defending what God says on biblical 
terms—and if so, the apologetic task runs into trouble of two sorts. First, it runs into trouble 
if it uses man-centered speculative thinking to defend God-centered dogmatic revelation. 
This makes apologetics guilty of trying to frame transcendent reality in mundane terms or 
of reducing God’s reality to what human minds make up or accept on their own terms. This 
subordinates theology to philosophy rather than the other way around and inevitably places 
human speculation over the Word of God. And, as Barth explains, the problem with this kind 
of apologetics is with how it attempts “to establish and justify theological thinking in the con-
text of . . . nontheological thinking,” tries “to justify Christian ethics at the bar of philosophi-
cal ethics,” and measures “theological ethics by philosophical ethics as its appointed judge.”84

84 Barth, Ethics, 21–22.
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The second way apologetics can flounder is by shifting focus away from defending God’s 
truth and toward promoting human ideas instead. This occurs when scholars become greater 
proponents of this or that philosophical system than of what God says, or if they focus more 
on philosophical ideas than on revealed truth. There is much value in understanding how 
human philosophies challenge the Word of God. But teaching human philosophy does not 
defend God’s truth on its own any more than going on a foreign tour stops enemy soldiers 
from invading your country. Knowing where enemy soldiers are from can help us understand 
how and why they attack but does not substitute for using your own weapons when meeting 
them in battle. When soldiers fight, the enemy never surrenders just because you may have 
visited their homeland.

Conclusion

This chapter introduced readers to the importance, meaning, and distinctives of Christian 
ethics as a field of study situated at the nexus joining Christian belief with Christian action, 
Christian orthodoxy with Christian orthopraxy, and Christian faith with Christian living. 
We considered the need to be ethical, learned how the term ethics has evolved linguistically, 
and clarified how the term is used now. Then we covered different ways Christian ethics has 
been defined, arriving at how it should be used by Evangelicals, and lastly, we discussed how 
Christian ethics relates to apologetics. But Christian ethics is a large and complex field, and 
we are not yet finished with introducing the field in a general way. The next chapter will finish 
introducing readers in a general way to this exciting and most relevant field of study.
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