As Long As it Doesn’t Hurt Anyone Else – A
Biblical Critique of Modern Ethics
Rick Wade considers a common idea behind the ethical thinking of many people. He identifies the
inconsistencies in this approach and compares it to a biblically informed ethical system. As
Christians, we should bring a Christ centered perspective to our ethical decisions.
What ethical principle guides our society these days? Clearly the Bible isn’t the norm. What is?
As I see it, people generally don’t try to justify their actions. We want to do something, so we do it.
And if we’re criticized by someone else, how do we respond? The one justification I hear over and
over again is, “I can do whatever I want, as long as it doesn’t hurt anyone else.”
Do a quick search on the Internet using the phrase “hurt anyone else.” Here’s a blog by a motorcycle
rider who says it’s no one else’s business whether he wears a helmet because it doesn’t hurt anyone
else.{1} Here’s another one where the topic is some kind of staph infection that seems to be
spreading among gay men. The writer says he or she’s a “big gay rights supporter and definitely
[believes] that a person should be true to their own sexuality (as long as it doesn’t hurt anyone
else).” The writer goes on to raise a question about whether certain sexual activity is okay from a
public health perspective.{2} Now there’s a dilemma.
“As long as it doesn’t hurt anyone else.” On the surface, that looks like a pretty good rule. I can think
of things we’d all agree are morally acceptable that we should avoid if others could be hurt. There’s
nothing wrong with swinging a baseball bat around, unless you’re in a roomful of people. In
Scripture we’re admonished to give up our freedoms if necessary to save the conscience of weaker
believers (1 Corinthians 8).

Problems with the Rule
As a fundamental rule of life, “as long as it doesn’t hurt anyone else” is a pretty skimpy ethical
principle. There are several problems with it.
First, if there are no concrete ethical principles that apply across the board, how do we measure
hurt? Some things are obvious. Swinging a bat in a roomful of people will have immediate and
obvious negative consequences. But physical hurt isn’t the only kind. We need to know what
constitutes “hurt” in order to apply the “as long as” principle. So, one question to ask a person who
touts this approach to life is, How do you decide whether something is hurtful or not? Without
concrete ethical norms, the “as long as” rule is empty.
Second, this rule faces a problem similar to one faced by utilitarian ethics. Utilitarianism seeks to
achieve the greatest good for the greatest number of people. But how can a person predict the
outcome of an action? It’s difficult to work out a greatest good calculus. The “as long as” rule
doesn’t even go as far as utilitarianism. The latter at least seeks the good of others (in principle,
anyway). The former only seeks to avoid harming them. So the question becomes, How can you
predict who will be hurt or how?
Here’s another thought. Consider the influence others have had on you, including those who did
what they wanted “as long as it didn’t hurt someone else.” What about the young man who was just
enjoying his high school prom night with a little partying and wrecked his car, killing someone’s

daughter? Or how about the couple who had a sexual relationship apart from the responsibilities of
marriage, and then parted over jealousy or a changed mind and carried the scars of that relationship
into others? Maybe you’ve had to deal with the ramifications of such experiences, yours or your
spouse’s. Maybe you’ve had to try to learn on your own how to behave like a grownup because your
dad never buckled down in the serious business of life but just had fun, forgetting that he was
teaching you by word and example how to live.
When hearing this rule espoused, I can’t help wondering how many people even try to figure out the
effects of their actions on others. I mean, we might give a moment’s thought to whether something
will hurt anyone in the immediate setting or within a short period of time. But do we think beyond
the immediate? How do our actions as young people affect our children not yet born? Or what does
it mean for parents if their teenage daughter engages in a hard night of partying and winds up in a
coma because of what she’s imbibed? Such things do happen, you know?
One more objection before giving a thumbnail sketch of biblical teaching on the matter. When a
person speaks of not hurting others, what about that person him- or herself? Is it acceptable to hurt
ourselves as long as we don’t hurt others? I’m not talking about taking measurable risks that we are
confident we can handle. I’m talking about the array of things people do and justify with the “as long
as” principle: doing drugs, engaging in “safe” sex apart from marital commitment, cheating on taxes,
spending years following childish dreams without giving serious thought to the future, even living a
very shrunken life.
That last one is important to note because ethics isn’t just a set of rules given to prevent harm; it
also has to do with guiding us into fulfilled lives. The “as long as” rule can justify a seriously
diminished life. Most of us have encountered people (maybe our own teenagers!) who could be doing
so much better in life than they are, and when challenged they respond, “What does it matter? I’m
not hurting anybody else.” Maybe not, but they’re sure hurting themselves.

A Biblical Ethic
What does the Bible say about these things? Scripture calls us to put others ahead of ourselves. We
aren’t to cause others harm. More than that, we’re to seek others’ good. We’re given the ultimate
example of sacrifice in Christ, “who, though he was in the form of God did not count equality with
God a thing to be grasped, but made himself nothing” for our benefit (Philippians 2:6-8). We’re told
to give up things we can legitimately enjoy if they hurt other people (1 Corinthians 8).
Furthermore, we’re given real ethical content: Don’t steal. Don’t murder. Don’t take someone else’s
wife. Do good to others. Feed the hungry. Practice justice grounded in the righteousness of God.
Then there’s the matter of our own lives. Is the “as long as” principle sufficient to encourage us to
develop and use the abilities God has given us? A couch potato might truly not be hurting anyone
else, but he’s living a small life. Just seeking to do good to others can be a motivation to get up and
get busy and do ourselves some good as a result.
The “as long as” rule pushes personal liberty almost to the limit. It puts me at the center of the
world. I can do whatever I want, and furthermore, you’d better not do anything that I find hurtful. I
stated the rule in the first person in the opening paragraph (“I can do whatever I want”)
deliberately. For some reason we don’t apply it as liberally to others as we do to ourselves!
Without ethical content, however, it gives no direction at all. It really has no place in the Christian
life. Our lives are to be governed by an ethics grounded in the nature and will of God which takes
into account a biblical view of human nature, a biblical call to protect others and seek their good,

and the divine project of redemption that seeks to save and build people up in the image of Christ,
including ourselves.
This vision of life makes the “as long as” rule look rather paltry, doesn’t it? We can do better.
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