
Lessons from C.S. Lewis
Two issues which vex Christians today are moral subjectivism
and the origin of the world. Through a couple of his recorded
lectures, C.S. Lewis provides helpful insights and answers to
the challenges we face.

The Poison of Subjectivism
C.S. Lewis was both a serious scholar who could tangle with
the great minds of his day and a popular author who had the
wonderful ability to write for children. Lewis, who died in
1963,  is  still  an  intellectual  force  who  is  well  worth
reading.

I  want  to  dig  into  Lewis’s  thinking  on  a  few
subjects which are still applicable today. Studying
writers  like  Lewis  helps  us  love  God  with  our
minds.

Are Values Created by Us?

Let’s  begin  with  a  very  pertinent  issue  today,  that  of
subjectivism.  Subjectivism  is  the  belief  that  individual
persons—or  subjects—are  the  source  of  knowledge  and  moral
values. What is true or morally good finds its final authority
in people, not in an external source like God. Today there is
more  of  an  emphasis  on  groups  of  people  rather  than
individuals. However, truth and morality arise from our own
ideas or feelings.

Over the last few hundred years there have been many attempts
to  work  out  ethical  systems  that  are  grounded  in  our
subjective states apart from God but somehow provide universal
moral values. That project has been a failure. The individual
is now left to his or her own devices to figure out how to
live, except, of course, for laws of the state.
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In  a  lecture  titled  “The  Poison  of  Subjectivism,”  Lewis
scrutinizes subjectivist thinking with a special focus on what
he calls “practical reason.” Practical reason is our capacity
for deciding what to do, how to act. It has to do with
judgments of value. It is different from theoretical reason
which deals with, well, theories. Practical reason answers the
question, What should I do?

It sounds odd today to talk about moral values as matters of
reason since people tend more to go with what they feel is the
right thing to do. But this is just the problem, Lewis says.
“Until modern times,” he wrote, “no thinker of the first rank
ever  doubted  that  our  judgements  of  value  were  rational
judgements or that what they discovered was objective.”{1} In
other words, matters of value have not always been separated
from the realm of reason.

Lewis continues:

Out  of  this  apparently  innocent  idea  [that  values  are
subjective] comes the disease that will certainly end our
species (and, in my view, damn our souls) if it is not
crushed; the fatal superstition that men can create values,
that a community can choose its ‘ideology’ as men choose
their clothes.{2}

Just as we don’t measure the physical length of something by
itself,  but  rather  use  a  measuring  instrument  such  as  a
yardstick, we also need a moral “instrument” for deciding what
is good or bad. Otherwise, what we do isn’t good or bad, it’s
just . . . what we do.

Cultural Relativism

A  prominent  form  of  moral  relativism  today  is  cultural
relativism. This is the belief that each culture chooses its
own values regardless of the values other cultures choose.
There is no universal moral norm. This idea is supposed to



come  from  the  observation  that  different  cultures  have
different sets of values. A leap is made from there to the
claim that that is how things should be.

We’re often tempted to counter such a notion with the simple
answer that the Bible says otherwise. Lewis provides a good
lesson in doing apologetics by subjecting the belief itself to
scrutiny. Cultural relativism is based on the assumption that
cultures are very different with respect to values. Lewis
claims that all the supposed differences are exaggerated. The
idea that “cultures differ so widely that there is no common
tradition  at  all”  is  a  lie,  he  says;  “a  good,  solid,
resounding  lie.”  He  elaborates:

If a man will go into a library and spend a few days with
the  Encyclopedia  of  Religion  and  Ethics  he  will  soon
discover that massive unanimity of the practical reason in
man. From the Babylonian Hymn to Samos, from the Laws of
Manu, the Book of the Dead, the Analects, the Stoics, the
Platonists, from Australian aborigines and Redskins, he will
collect the same triumphantly monotonous denunciations of
oppression,  murder,  treachery  and  falsehood,  the  same
injunctions of kindness to the aged, the young, and the
weak, of almsgiving and impartiality and honesty. He may be
a little surprised . . . to find that precepts of mercy are
more frequent than precepts of justice; but he will no
longer doubt that there is such a thing as the Law of
Nature. There are, of course, differences. . . . But the
pretence that we are presented with a mere chaos . . . is
simply false.{3}

Someone might ask whether the Fall of Adam and Eve made us
incapable of knowing this law. But Lewis insists that the Fall
didn’t damage our knowledge of the law as much as it did our
ability to obey it. There is impairment, to be sure. But as he
says,  “there  is  a  difference  between  imperfect  sight  and
blindness.”{4}



We still have a knowledge of good and evil. The good that we
seek is not found within the subject, within us. It is rooted
in God. It is neither above God as a law He has to follow, nor
is it a set of rules God arbitrarily made up. It comes from
His nature. And, since we are made in His image, it suits our
nature to live according to it.

Is Theology Poetry?
In 1944, Lewis was invited to speak at a meeting of the
University  Socratic  Club  at  Oxford.  The  topic  was,  “Is
Theology Poetry?”{5}

Lewis defines poetry here as, “writing which arouses and in
part satisfies the imagination.” He thus restates the question
this way: “Does Christian Theology owe its attraction to its
power of arousing and satisfying our imagination?”{6}

Why would this question even be raised? This was the era of
such scholars as Rudolph Bultmann who believed the message of
the Bible was encrusted in supernatural ideas unacceptable to
modern people. Bultmann wanted to save Christian truth by
“demythologizing” it.

Some Problems

It has been assumed by some critics that until modern times
people didn’t know the difference between reality and fantasy.
But  this  is  a  condescending  attitude.  People  know  the
difference for the most part, even premodern people—and even
Christians! In fact, Lewis believes there are elements in
Christian theology which work against it as poetry. He says,
for example, that the doctrine of the Trinity doesn’t have the
“monolithic grandeur” of Unitarian conceptions of God, or the
richness  of  polytheism.  God’s  omnipotence,  for  another
example, doesn’t fit the poetic image of the hero who is
tragically defeated in the end.{7}



Critics point out that the Bible contains some of the same
elements found in other religions—creation accounts, floods,
risings from the dead—and conclude that it is just another
example of ancient mythology. Lewis says there are notable
differences. For example, in the pagan stories, people die and
rise again either every year or at some unknown time and
place, whereas the resurrection of Christ happened once and in
a recognizable location.

However, we shouldn’t shy away from the fact that our theology
will sometimes resemble mythological accounts. Why? Because we
cannot state it in completely non-metaphorical, nonsymbolic
forms. “God came down to earth” is metaphorical language, as
is “God entered history.” “All language about things other
than  physical  objects  is  necessarily  metaphorical,”  Lewis
says.{8}

Did  early  Christians  believe  the  metaphorical  language  of
Scripture  literally?  Lewis  says  “the  alternative  we  are
offering them [between literal and metaphorical] was probably
never  present  to  their  minds  at  all.”{9}  While  early
Christians  would  have  thought  of  their  faith  using
anthropomorphic imagery, that doesn’t mean their faith was
bound up with details about celestial throne rooms and the
like. Lewis says that once the symbolic nature of some of
Scripture became explicit, they recognized it for what it was
without feeling their faith was compromised.

The Myth of Evolution
Lewis had a wonderful way of turning criticisms back on the
critics. So they believe Christian doctrine is mythological
because  of  its  language?  They  should  look  to  their  own
beliefs! These critics, Lewis says, believe “one of the finest
myths which human imagination has yet produced,” the myth of
blind evolution. This is how he describes this myth.{10}



The story begins with infinite void and matter. By a tiny
chance the conditions are such to produce the first spark of
life. Everything is against it, but somehow it survives. “With
infinite suffering, against all but insuperable obstacles,”
Lewis says, “it spreads, it breeds, it complicates itself,
from the amoeba up to the plant, up to the reptile, up to the
mammal. We glance briefly at the age of monsters. Dragons
prowl the earth, devour one another, and die. . . . As the
weak, tiny spark of life began amidst the huge hostilities of
the inanimate, so now again, amidst the beasts that are far
larger and stronger than he, there comes forth a little naked,
shivering,  cowering  creature,  shuffling,  not  yet  erect,
promising nothing, the product of another millionth millionth
chance. Yet somehow he thrives.” He becomes the Cave Man who
worships the horrible gods he made in his own image. Then
comes true Man who learns to master nature. “Science comes and
dissipates the superstitions of his infancy.” Man becomes the
controller of his fate.

Zoom  into  the  future,  when  a  race  of  demigods  rules  the
planet, “for eugenics have made certain that only demigods
will be born, and psychoanalysis that none of them shall lose
or smirch his divinity, and communism that all which divinity
requires shall be ready to their hands. Man has ascended to
his throne. Henceforward he has nothing to do but to practice
virtue, to grow in wisdom, to be happy.”

The last scene in the story reverses everything. We have the
Twilight of the Gods. The sun cools, the universe runs down,
life is banished. “All ends in nothingness, and ‘universal
darkness covers all.'”

“The pattern of the myth thus becomes one of the noblest we
can  conceive,”  Lewis  says.  “It  is  the  pattern  of  many
Elizabethan tragedies, where the protagonist’s career can be
represented by a slowly ascending and then rapidly falling
curve, with its highest point in Act IV.”



“Such a world drama appeals to every part of us,” Lewis says.
However, even though he personally found it a moving story,
Lewis said he believed less than half of what it told him
about the past and less than nothing of what it told him about
the future.{11}

This kind of response to the critic of Christianity doesn’t
prove that the critic is wrong. Just to show that he has his
own mythology doesn’t prove he is wrong about Christianity.
That’s called a tu quoque argument, which means “you too.” It
serves, however, to make the critic hesitate before making
simplistic charges against Christians. What is important about
a  belief  system  isn’t  first  of  all  whether  it  contains
poetical elements. It’s whether it is true.

Naturalism and Reason
Having pointed out that the critic has his own mythology,
Lewis  examines  another  aspect  of  the  issue,  that  of  the
reliability of reason, the primary tool of science.

Critics were purportedly looking at Christian doctrine from a
scientific perspective. They believed that the findings of
science  made  religious  belief  unacceptable.  Lewis  was  no
outsider  to  the  atheistic  mentality  often  found  among
scientists; he had been an atheist himself. Yet even as such,
he didn’t have a triumphal vision of science as being the
welcomed incoming tide that overtook the old mythological view
of the world held by Christians. Lewis had accepted as truth
the “grand myth” of evolution which I recounted previously,
but he came to see a serious problem with it quite apart from
any  religious  convictions.  “Deepening  distrust  and  final
abandonment of it,” Lewis wrote, “long preceded my conversion
to Christianity. Long before I believed Theology to be true I
had already decided that the popular scientific picture at any
rate  was  false.”{12}  There  was  “one  absolutely  central
inconsistency” that ruined it. This was the inconsistency of



basing belief in evolution on human reason when the belief
itself made reason suspect!{13}

What  Lewis  calls  “the  popular  scientific  view”  or  “the
Scientific Outlook” is based on naturalism, the view that
nature is all there is; there is no supernatural being or
realm. Everything must be explained in terms of the natural
order; the “Total System,” Lewis calls it.{14} If there’s any
one thing that cannot be given a satisfactory naturalistic
explanation, then naturalism falls.

Lewis contends that reason itself is something that can’t be
explained  in  naturalistic  terms.  This  is  an  especially
pertinent matter, because reason is one of the primary tools
of  science,  and  science  is  the  great  authority  for
evolutionists.

Science,  Lewis  says,  depends  upon  logical  inferences  from
observed facts. Unless logical inference is valid, scientific
study has no basis. But if reason is “simply the unforeseen
and unintended by-product of mindless matter at one stage of
its endless and aimless becoming,” how can we trust it? How do
we know our thoughts reflect reality? How can we trust the
random movement of atoms in our brain to reliably convey to us
knowledge of the world outside us? “They ask me at the same
moment to accept a conclusion,” Lewis says, “and to discredit
the only testimony on which that conclusion can be based.”{15}

In short, then, if reason is our authority for believing in
naturalistic evolution, but the theory of evolution makes us
question reason, the whole theory is without solid foundation.

The  science  of  the  evolutionist  cannot  explain  reason.
Christianity, however, can. In fact, it explains much more
than that. Lewis ends the lecture with one of his famous
quotations, one that is hanging on my office door: “I believe
in Christianity,” he says, “as I believe that the Sun has
risen: not only because I see it, but because by it I see



everything else.”{16}
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Cultural Relativism
Kerby Anderson presents the basics of cultural relativism and
evaluates  it  from  a  Christian  worldview  perspective.  
Comparing the tenets of cultural relativism to a biblical view
of  ethics  shows  how  these  popular  ideas  fail  the
reasonableness  test.
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John Dewey

Any student in a class on anthropology cannot help
but notice the differences between various cultures of the
world.  Differences  in  dress,  diet,  and  social  norms  are
readily  apparent.  Such  diversity  in  terms  of  ethics  and
justice are also easily seen and apparently shaped by the
culture in which we live.

If  there  is  no  transcendent  ethical  standard,  then  often
culture becomes the ethical norm for determining whether an
action is right or wrong. This ethical system is known as
cultural relativism.{1} Cultural relativism is the view that
all ethical truth is relative to a specific culture. Whatever
a cultural group approves is considered right within that
culture. Conversely, whatever a cultural group condemns is
wrong.

The key to cultural relativism is that right and wrong can
only be judged relative to a specified society. There is no
ultimate  standard  of  right  and  wrong  by  which  to  judge
culture.

A  famous  proponent  of  this  view  was  John  Dewey,  often
considered the father of American education. He taught that
moral standards were like language and therefore the result of
custom.  Language  evolved  over  time  and  eventually  became
organized  by  a  set  of  principles  known  as  grammar.  But
language  also  changes  over  time  to  adapt  to  the  changing
circumstances of its culture.
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Likewise,  Dewey  said,  ethics  were  also  the  product  of  an
evolutionary process. There are no fixed ethical norms. These
are merely the result of particular cultures attempting to
organize a set of moral principles. But these principles can
also change over time to adapt to the changing circumstances
of the culture.

This would also mean that different forms of morality evolved
in different communities. Thus, there are no universal ethical
principles. What may be right in one culture would be wrong in
another culture, and vice versa.

Although it is hard for us in the modern world to imagine, a
primitive culture might value genocide, treachery, deception,
even torture. While we may not like these traits, a true
follower of cultural relativism could not say these are wrong
since they are merely the product of cultural adaptation.

Clifford Gertz argued that culture must be seen as “webs of
meaning” within which humans must live.{2} Gertz believed that
“Humans are shaped exclusively by their culture and therefore
there  exists  no  unifying  cross-cultural  human
characteristics.”{3}

As we will see, cultural relativism allows us to be tolerant
toward other cultures, but it provides no basis to judge or
evaluate other cultures and their practices.

William Graham Sumner
A key figure who expanded on Dewey’s ideas was William Graham
Sumner of Yale University. He argued that what our conscience
tells  us  depends  solely  upon  our  social  group.  The  moral
values we hold are not part of our moral nature, according to
Sumner. They are part of our training and upbringing.

Sumner argued in his book, Folkways: “World philosophy, life
policy, right, rights, and morality are all products of the
folkways.”{4} In other words, what we perceive as conscience



is  merely  the  product  of  culture  upon  our  minds  through
childhood  training  and  cultural  influence.  There  are  no
universal  ethical  principles,  merely  different  cultural
conditioning.

Sumner  studied  all  sorts  of  societies  (primitive  and
advanced),  and  was  able  to  document  numerous  examples  of
cultural relativism. Although many cultures promoted the idea,
for  example,  that  a  man  could  have  many  wives,  Sumner
discovered that in Tibet a woman was encouraged to have many
husbands. He also described how some Eskimo tribes allowed
deformed babies to die by being exposed to the elements. In
the Fiji Islands, aged parents were killed.

Sumner believed that this diversity of moral values clearly
demonstrated  that  culture  is  the  sole  determinant  of  our
ethical  standards.  In  essence,  culture  determines  what  is
right and wrong. And different cultures come to different
ethical conclusions.

Proponents  of  cultural  relativism  believe  this  cultural
diversity proves that culture alone is responsible for our
morality. There is no soul or spirit or mind or conscience.
Moral  relativists  say  that  what  we  perceive  as  moral
convictions or conscience are the byproducts of culture.

The strength of cultural relativism is that it allows us to
withhold moral judgments about the social practices of another
culture. In fact, proponents of cultural relativism would say
that  to  pass  judgment  on  another  culture  would  be
ethnocentric.

This strength, however, is also a major weakness. Cultural
relativism excuses us from judging the moral practices of
another culture. Yet we all feel compelled to condemn such
actions  as  the  Holocaust  or  ethnic  cleansing.  Cultural
relativism  as  an  ethical  system,  however,  provides  no
foundation  for  doing  so.



Melville Herskovits
Melville  J.  Herskovits  wrote  in  Cultural  Relativism:
“Judgments  are  based  on  experience,  and  experience  is
interpreted  by  each  individual  in  terms  of  his  own
enculturation.”{5} In other words, a person’s judgment about
what  is  right  and  wrong  is  determined  by  their  cultural
experiences.  This  would  include  everything  from  childhood
training to cultural pressures to conform to the majority
views of the group. Herskovits went on to argue that even the
definition  of  what  is  normal  and  abnormal  is  relative  to
culture.

He believed that cultures were flexible, and so ethical norms
change over time. The standard of ethical conduct may change
over time to meet new cultural pressures and demands. When
populations  are  unstable  and  infant  mortality  is  high,
cultures value life and develop ethical systems to protect it.
When a culture is facing overpopulation, a culture redefines
ethical systems and even the value of life. Life is valuable
and sacred in the first society. Mercy killing might become
normal and acceptable in the second society.

Polygamy might be a socially acceptable standard for society.
But  later,  that  society  might  change  its  perspective  and
believe that it is wrong for a man to have more than one wife.
Herskovits  believed  that  whatever  a  society  accepted  or
rejected became the standard of morality for the individuals
in that society.

He believed that “the need for a cultural relativistic point
of view has become apparent because of the realization that
there is no way to play this game of making judgment across
cultures except with loaded dice.”{6} Ultimately, he believed,
culture  determines  our  moral  standards  and  attempting  to
compare or contrast cultural norms is futile.

In  a  sense,  the  idea  of  cultural  relativism  has  helped



encourage such concepts as multiculturalism and postmodernism.
After all, if truth is created not discovered, then all truths
created by a particular culture are equally true. This would
mean that cultural norms and institutions should be considered
equally valid if they are useful to a particular group of
people within a culture.

And this is one of the major problems with a view of cultural
relativism: you cannot judge the morality of another culture.
If there is no objective standard, then someone in one culture
does not have a right to evaluate the actions or morality of
another culture. Yet in our hearts we know that certain things
like racism, discrimination, and exploitation are wrong.

Evolutionary Ethics
Foundational to the view of cultural relativism is the theory
of evolution. Since social groups experience cultural change
with the passage of time, changing customs and morality evolve
differently in different places and times.

Anthony  Flew,  author  of  Evolutionary  Ethics,  states  his
perspective this way: “All morals, ideas and ideals have been
originated in the world; and that, having thus in the past
been subject to change, they will presumably in the future
too, for better or worse, continue to evolve.”{7} He denies
the existence of God and therefore an objective, absolute
moral authority. But he also believes in the authority of a
value system.

His  theory  is  problematic  because  it  does  not  adequately
account for the origin, nature, and basis of morals. Flew
suggests that morals somehow originated in this world and are
constantly evolving.

Even if we concede his premise, we must still ask, Where and
when did the first moral value originate? Essentially, Flew is
arguing that a value came from a non-value. In rejecting the



biblical idea of a Creator whose character establishes a moral
standard for values, Flew is forced to attempt to derive an
ought from an is.

Evolutionary ethics rests upon the assumption that values are
by nature constantly changing or evolving. It claims that it
is  of  value  that  values  are  changing.  But  is  this  value
changing?

If the answer to this question is no, then that would mean
that moral values don’t have to always change. And if that is
the case, then there could be unchanging values (known as
absolute standards). However, if the value that values change
is itself unchanging, then the view is self-contradictory.

Another form of evolutionary ethics is sociobiology. E. O.
Wilson  of  Harvard  University  is  a  major  advocate  of
sociobiology,  and  claims  that  scientific  materialism  will
eventually  replace  traditional  religion  and  other
ideologies.{8}

According  to  sociobiology,  human  social  systems  have  been
shaped by an evolutionary process. Human societies exist and
survive because they work and because they have worked in the
past.

A  key  principle  is  the  reproductive  imperative.{9}  The
ultimate goal of any organism is to survive and reproduce.
Moral  systems  exist  because  they  ultimately  promote  human
survival and reproduction.

Another principle is that all behavior is selfish at the most
basic level. We love our children, according to this view,
because  love  is  an  effective  means  of  raising  effective
reproducers.

At the very least, sociobiology is a very cynical view of
human nature and human societies. Are we really to believe
that all behavior is selfish? Is there no altruism?



The Bible and human experience seem to strongly contradict
this. Ray Bohlin’s article on the Probe Web site provides a
detailed refutation of this form of evolutionary ethics.{10}

Evaluating Cultural Relativism
In  attempting  to  evaluate  cultural  relativism,  we  should
acknowledge that we could indeed learn many things from other
cultures.  We  should  never  fall  into  the  belief  that  our
culture  has  all  the  answers.  No  culture  has  a  complete
monopoly on the truth. Likewise, Christians must guard against
the  assumption  that  their  Christian  perspective  on  their
cultural  experiences  should  be  normative  for  every  other
culture.

However, as we have already seen, the central weakness of
cultural relativism is its unwillingness to evaluate another
culture.  This  may  seem  satisfactory  when  we  talk  about
language,  customs,  even  forms  of  worship.  But  this  non-
judgmental mindset breaks down when confronted by real evils
such  as  slavery  or  genocide.  The  Holocaust,  for  example,
cannot be merely explained away as an appropriate cultural
response for Nazi Germany.

Cultural relativism faces other philosophical problems. For
example, it is insufficient to say that morals originated in
the world and that they are constantly changing. Cultural
relativists need to answer how value originated out of non-
value. How did the first value arise?

Fundamental to cultural relativism is a belief that values
change.  But  if  the  value  that  values  change  is  itself
unchanging, then this theory claims an unchanging value that
all  values  change  and  evolve.  The  position  is  self-
contradictory.

Another  important  concern  is  conflict.  If  there  are  no
absolute values that exist trans-culturally or externally to
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the group, how are different cultures to get along when values
collide? How are we to handle these conflicts?

Moreover, is there ever a place for courageous individuals to
challenge the cultural norm and fight against social evil?
Cultural  relativism  seems  to  leave  no  place  for  social
reformers. The abolition movement, the suffrage movement, and
the civil rights movement are all examples of social movements
that ran counter to the social circumstances of the culture.
Abolishing slavery and providing rights to citizens are good
things  even  if  they  were  opposed  by  many  people  within
society.

The Bible provides a true standard by which to judge attitudes
and  actions.  Biblical  standards  can  be  used  to  judge
individual  sin  as  well  as  corporate  sin  institutionalized
within a culture.

By contrast, culture cannot be used to judge right and wrong.
A  changing  culture  cannot  provide  a  fixed  standard  for
morality. Only God’s character, revealed in the Bible provides
a reliable measure for morality.
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Measuring Morality
What  makes  an  action  right  or  wrong?  The  answer  to  this
question, when asked of various ethical systems, helps sort
through the maze of beliefs that muddy the ethical waters. Lou
Whitworth  provides  a  condensation  of  Erwin  Lutzer’s  book
Measuring Morality: A Comparison of Ethical Systems.

In evaluating ethical systems we can be lost in a
maze  of  systems,  details,  and  terminology.  Such
arguments lead nowhere, shed little light on the
subject, and polarize people into opposing camps. A
helpful way to sort through this subject is to ask a
basic question which will make clear the assumptions
underlying disparate views. That question could be stated this
way: “What makes an action right or wrong in this system?”

https://www.probe.org/sociobiology-evolution-genes-and-morality/
https://www.probe.org/sociobiology-evolution-genes-and-morality/
https://probe.org/measuring-morality/
https://amzn.to/380i4nZ


Cultural Relativism
When the question is asked “What makes an action right or
wrong?” one category of answer will be: “Culture,” that is,
culture determines what is right or wrong whatever a cultural
group approves of is right; whatever the group disapproves of
is wrong.

This is the ethical position known as cultural relativism.
There are several key ingredients that make up this view.

1.  Culture  and  Custom  —  In  cultural  relativism,  moral
standards  are  the  result  of  group  history  and  common
experience which over time become enculturated ways of belief
and action, i.e., customs, mores, and folkways.

2. Change — Since group experiences change with the passage of
time, then naturally customs will change as a reflection of
these new experiences.

3. Relativity — What is right (or normal) in one culture may
be wrong (or abnormal) in another, since different forms of
morality evolved in different places as a result of different
experiences  cultural  adaptation.  Thus,  there  are  no  fixed
principles or absolutes.

4. Conscience — Cultural relativism holds that our consciences
are the result of the childhood training and pressures from
our group or tribe. What our consciences tell us is what our
culture has trained them to tell us.

An Evaluation of Cultural Relativism
In trying to evaluate cultural relativism some things must be
clear. First, it is quite obvious that there are many things
we  can  all  learn  from  other  cultures.  No  culture  has  a
monopoly  on  wisdom,  virtue,  or  rationality.  Second,  just
because we may do things a certain way doesn’t mean that our
way is the best or the most moral way to do those things.



Having said this, however, there are some problems cultural
relativism faces. First, it is not enough to say that morals
originated in the world and that they are constantly evolving.
Cultural relativism needs to answer how value originated out
of non-value; that is, how did the first value arise?

Second, cultural relativism seems to hold as a cardinal value
that values change. But, if the value that values change is
itself unchanging, then this theory claims as an unchanging
value that all values change and progress. Thus, the position
contradicts itself.

Third,  if  there  are  no  absolute  values  that  exist
transculturally or externally to the group, how are different
cultures to get along when values collide? How are they to
handle such conflicts?

Fourth,  where  does  the  group,  tribe,  or  culture  get  its
authority? Why can’t individuals assume that authority?

Fifth, most of our heroes and heroines have been those who
courageously went against culture and justified their actions
by  appealing  to  a  higher  standard.  According  to  cultural
relativism such people are always morally wrong.

Finally, cultural relativism assumes human physical evolution
as well as social evolution.

Situational Ethics
When the question “What makes an action right or wrong?” is
asked  another  answer  one  hears  is  that  “love”  is  the
determining  principle.  This  is  the  basis  of  situational
ethics, a system made popular by Joseph Fletcher.

Three Types of Ethical Systems
Fletcher believes there are three approaches to making moral
decisions. The first he calls legalism which he defines as



“rules and regulations.” He rejects this system as being more
concerned with law than with people.

Fletcher  states  that  the  second  approach  to  morality  is
antinomianism, meaning “against law.” Antinomians reject all
rules, laws, and principles regarding morality and see no
basis  for  determining  whether  acts  are  moral  or  immoral.
Fletcher  rejects  antinomianism  because  it  refuses  to  take
seriously the demands of love.

The third option, Fletcher’s personal choice, is situationism.
It is often called situation ethics or the new morality. It
argues for a middle road between legalism and antinomianism.

The Three Premises of Situationism
The first premise of situationism is that love is the sole
arbiter of morality in any situation. This means that under
certain conditions doing the loving thing may require us to
break the rules or commandments of morality because they are
only contingent, whereas love is the unchanging absolute.

Second, situationism holds that love should be defined in
utilitarian  terms.  This  means  that  to  be  truly  loving  an
action should be judged by whether or not it contributes to
the greatest good for the greatest number.

Third, situationism is forced to accept the view that the end
justifies the means. The problem here is that the end in mind
is often one chosen arbitrarily by the person who acts. This
posture,  of  course,  opens  to  the  door  for  all  sorts  of
brutality and abuse.

Criticisms of Situationism
The ethical system known as situationism is subject to several
serious criticisms. The first is that love, as defined by
Fletcher, is of no help whatsoever in making moral decisions
because  everyone  may  have  a  different  opinion  of  what  is
loving or unloving in a given situation. The truth is, love



without ethical content is meaningless, and without rules (or
principles, or commandments), love is incapable of giving any
guidance on making moral decisions. In fact, it isn’t love
that guides many of the decisions in Fletcher’s system at all,
but preconceived personal preferences.

A second criticism of situationism is that in a moral system
based on the consequences of our actions, we have to be able
to predict those consequences ahead of time if we want to know
whether or not we are acting morally.

We may start out with the best of intentions, but if our
prediction of the desired consequences does not come true, we
have committed an immoral act in spite of our good intentions.
And now we begin to see the enormity of the situationist’s
dilemma: (1) calculating the myriad possible outcomes of each
and  every  ethical  possibility  before  making  the  needed
decisions,  and  then  (2)  choosing  the  very  best  course  of
action. Such calculations are impossible and thus render the
moral life impossible.

Naturalism and Behaviorism
When the question, “What makes an action right or wrong?” is
posed to the naturalist, the answer comes back “Whatever is,
is right.” To see how we came to this point, we must review
how naturalism and behaviorism arose in reaction to dualism.

Dualism’s Difficulties
the philosophy of dualism holds that there are two principal
substances  in  the  universe:  matter  and  mind  (or  soul  or
spirit). These two substances correspond to the material and
immaterial aspects of human life and reality. The belief goes
back all the way to Plato and is compatible with the Christian
worldview.

When Descartes came along, he ascribed to the concept that
matter and mind (or spirit) are different, but he eventually



came to assert that matter and mind (spirit) are so diverse
that they have no common properties and cannot influence each
other. This led to what is known as the mind-brain problem:
namely, if mind and body (matter) cannot interact, how do we
explain the fact that the mind appears to affect the body and
the body appears to affect the mind?

Naturalism Catches On
While philosophers and scientists pondered this dilemma, the
growing  implications  of  Newton’s  discovery  of  the  law  of
gravity served to further complicate things. Since observation
and  mathematical  calculations  revealed  that  all  bodies
(including human bodies) are subject to the same seemingly
unbreakable laws, the existence of the mind (or spirit) became
increasingly  difficult  to  maintain.  Consequently,  some
philosophers thought it much simpler to believe in only one
substance in the universe.

Thus dualism (meaning two substances: matter and mind) lost
popular  appeal  and  naturalism  or  materialism  (meaning  one
substance: matter) gained the ascendancy. If there is only one
substance in the universe, then all particles of matter are
interrelated in a causal sequence and the universe, human
beings included, must be a giant computer controlled by blind
physical forces. Thus, according to naturalism, humans are
mere cogs in the machine. We cannot act upon the world, rather
the world acts upon us. In such a world the mind is just the
by-product of the brain as the babbling is the by- product of
the brook. Freedom, therefore, is an illusion, and strictly
speaking there is no morality at all.

Behaviorism
Behaviorism grew out of naturalism and is an extension of it.
One form of behaviorism is called sociobiology, a theory that
morality is rooted in our genes. That is, all forms of life
exist solely to serve the purposes of the DNA code. According
to sociobiology, the ultimate rationale for one’s existence



and  behavior  is  the  preservation  or  advancement  of  the
person’s genes.

The  more  well-known  form  of  behaviorism  comes  from  B.  F.
Skinner. He stated that we are what we are largely because of
our environmental training or conditioning.

Evaluating Behaviorism
When we remember that both forms behaviorism are built on
naturalism, the implications are the same: man is a machine;
all our actions are the product of forces beyond our control,
and  we  possess  no  special  dignity  in  the  universe.  Thus,
strictly speaking, behaviorism does not propose a theory of
morality, but it results in antimorality.

Emotive Ethics
In modern ethical thought an unusual answer has been given to
the  question,  “What  makes  an  action  right  or  wrong?”  The
answer? “Nothing is literally right or wrong: these terms are
simply the expression of emotion and as such are neither true
nor false.” This is answer of emotive ethics.

This theory of morality originated with David Hume and his
belief that knowledge is limited to sense impressions. Beyond
sense impressions, our knowledge is unfounded. What difference
does such a theory make? It renders intelligent talk about
God, the soul, or morality impossible, because real knowledge
is limited to phenomena observable by our physical senses.
Discussion of phenomena not observable by our physical senses
is considered to belong to the realm of metaphysics, a realm
that cannot be touched, felt, seen, heard, nor smelled.

What can we know if our knowledge is limited to our sense
experience? Hume claimed that all we can know are matters of
fact. We can only make factually verifiable statements such
as, “That crow is black” or “The book is on the table.” On the
other hand, we cannot, in this system, make a statement like,



“Stealing is wrong.” We cannot even say, “Murder is wrong.”
Why? Because wrong is not a factual observation and cannot be
verified empirically. In fact, it is a meaningless statement,
and merely an expression of personal preference. We are really
just saying “I don’t like stealing,” and “I dislike murder.”
It is on the order of saying, “I like tomatoes.” Someone else
can say, “I dislike tomatoes,” without factual contradiction
because it’s just the statement of two different personal
preferences.

In summary, emotive ethics holds that it is impossible to have
a rational discussion about morals. This is because ethical
statements  cannot  be  analyzed  since  they  do  not  meet  the
criteria  of  scientific  statements;  that  is,  they  are  not
observation statements. Thus, in emotivism, all actions are
morally neutral.

An Evaluation of Emotivism
Upon reflection, emotivism is less devastating than it first
appears. For starters, emotivists can never say that another
ethical system is wrong; they can only volunteer that they
don’t like or prefer other systems. Likewise, they can’t say
that we ought to accept their views. Emotivism, therefore, by
its own principles, allows us to reject this theory.

Second, unless emotivists provide some rational criterion for
making moral choices, they must allow moral anarchy. Their
only objection to terrorist morality would be, “I don’t like
it.” The emotivist, then, is left with no reason to judge or
oppose a dictator or terrorist.

Third, the thesis of emotivism that rational discussion of
morality is impossible is false. Their assumption that the
only  meaningful  utterances  are  statements  of  factual
observation is one of emotivism’s basic philosophical flaws,
and it cannot be factually verified! It does not fit into the
“crow  is  black”  model  proposed  by  emotivists  themselves.



Morality is open to rational discussion. Emotivism’s arbitrary
limitations on language cannot be maintained.

Traditional Absolutes
Earlier  we  considered  four  systems  of  ethics  cultural
relativism, situationism, behaviorism, and emotivism that in
one way or another all self-destruct, ultimately destroyed by
their own arbitrarily chosen principles.

Now we must reexamine traditional ethics: the Judeo-Christian
ethic based on revelation, i.e., the Bible.

1. God’s moral revelation is based on His nature.

God is separate from everything that exists, is free of all
imperfections and limitations, and is His own standard. No
moral rule exists outside of Him. Holiness, goodness, and
truthfulness indeed all biblical morality are rooted in the
nature of God.

2. Man is a unique moral being.

The biblical picture of mankind differs strikingly from the
humanistic versions of mankind. We alone were created in the
image  of  God  and  possess  at  least  four  qualities  that
distinguish  us  from  the  animals:  personality,  ability  to
reason, moral nature, and spiritual nature.

3. God’s moral principles have historical continuity.

If God’s moral revelation is rooted in His nature, it is clear
that  those  moral  principles  will  transcend  time.  Although
specific commands may change from one era to another, the
principles remain constant.

4. God’s moral revelation has intrinsic value.

God’s  standards,  like  the  laws  of  nature,  have  built-in
consequences. Just as we have to deal with the laws of nature,



we  will  eventually  have  to  deal  with  the  consequences  of
violating God’s standards unless we put our faith in Christ
who took on the consequences of our disobedience by His death
on the cross.

5. Law and love are harmonized in the Scriptures.

In the biblical revelation, love and law are not mutually
exclusive, but are harmonized. Love fulfills the law. If we
love God, we will want to keep His commandments.

6. Obedience to God’s Law is not legalism.

The  Bible  speaks  strongly  against  legalism  since  biblical
morality is much more than external obedience to a moral code.
No one can live up to God’s standards without the enabling
power  of  the  Holy  Spirit,  because  we  are  judged  by  our
attitudes and motivations not just external performance.

7. God’s moral revelation was given for our benefit.

Though in the short run it may sometimes appear that biblical
moral standards are too restrictive, we can be sure that such
injunctions are for our benefit because of His love for us.
After all, in the long run God knows best since because of His
omniscience, He can calculate all the consequences.

8. Exceptions to God’s revelation must have biblical sanction.

Biblical morality is not based on calculating the consequences
since only God can do that perfectly. Our responsibility is to
obey;  God’s  responsibility  is  to  take  care  of  the
consequences.

9. “Ought” does not always imply “can.”

According to the Bible, we do not, and cannot, live up to what
we know to be right. Yet God is not mocking us because He has
left us a way out. He made provision for our weaknesses and
failures because Christ’s death on the cross in our behalf



satisfied His moral requirements.

What makes an act right or wrong then? The answer is: the
revealed will of God found in the Bible.
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