The All-Powerful God

Dr. Michael Gleghorn examines the important doctrine of the
omnipotence of God, and what it means for God to be all-
powerful.

Introducing Omnipotence

When the angel Gabriel appeared to Mary and told her that she
would give birth to Israel’s promised Messiah, she was
stunned. After all, she was a virgin. How could she possibly
give birth to a son? But the angel informed her that God’s
power was more than sufficient to accomplish such a thing,
“for nothing is impossible with God” (Luke 1:37; NIV).

A foundational element of a Christian worldview is
a proper view of God. This article is about God’s omnipotence.
Although the term may sound a bit intimidating, it simply
means that God is all-powerful. A number of scriptural
passages speak to this issue.

For example, through the prophet Jeremiah God warned the
people of Judah that because of their wickedness their land
would soon be conquered by the Babylonians (Jer. 32:26-35).
Nevertheless, God also promised that he would one day restore
his people to their land and bless them with great prosperity
(Jer. 32:37-44). As if to make clear that the Lord was
completely able to fulfill his promise, the context twice
leads us to reflect upon the fact that nothing is too
difficult for God (Jer. 32:17, 27). The text, therefore, seems
to clearly indicate that God is all-powerful, or omnipotent.

This power is revealed in a number of different ways. For
example, the creation of the universe reveals his “eternal
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power and divine nature” (Rom. 1:20; Heb. 1:3). The
resurrection of Jesus reveals his “mighty strength,” which not
only raised Christ from the dead, but which seated him at the
right hand of God, “far above all . . . power and dominion”
(Eph. 1:18-23). Finally, his might is also revealed in the
gospel, which the apostle Paul described as “the power of God
for the salvation of everyone who believes” (Rom. 1:16).

In fact, He is often referred to as God Almighty. In the book
of Revelation the twenty-four elders who are seated before the
throne of God fall on their faces and worship the Lord
declaring, “We give thanks to you, Lord God Almighty, the One
who is and who was, because you have taken your great power
and have begun to reign” (Rev. 11:17).

The cumulative picture is indeed a grand one—and quite
naturally leads to the believer’s affirmation that God is all-
powerful, or omnipotent. But how is this attribute to be
understood? What exactly does it mean to say that God 1is
omnipotent? These are some of the questions with which we’ll
grapple in the remainder of this article.

Omnipotence and Creation

The Apostle’s Creed begins, “I believe in God the Father
almighty, creator of heaven and earth.”{1} Not only does this
statement affirm a central (and biblical) Christian truth-
claim, namely, that God is the creator of the heavens and the
earth (Gen. 1:1), it also clearly links this affirmation with
God's attribute of omnipotence by referring to him as “God the
Father almighty.” By linking God'’'s omnipotence with creation
in this way, the creed reaffirms what the Apostle Paul had
previously taught in his letter to the Romans, that God’s
“eternal power and divine nature” are “clearly seen in what
has been made, so that men are without excuse” (Rom. 1:20).

But why does the Bible, and Christian tradition, link God'’s



omnipotence with creation in this way? One of the most
important reasons is to be found in the Christian doctrine of
creation itself. You see, unlike certain pagan doctrines of
creation, which taught that the universe was formed out of
pre-existent matter, Christianity teaches that God created the
universe out of nothing. And when we say that God created the
universe “out of nothing,” we are claiming, as the theologian
Thomas Torrance reminds us, that the universe “is not created
out of anything.” Rather, “it came into being through the
absolute fiat of God’s Word in such a way that whereas
previously there was nothing, the whole universe came into

being.”{2}

Now what's astonishing about this is that it's perfectly
consistent with today’s standard Big Bang model of the origin
of the universe! This is because, as physicist P. C. W. Davies
observes, “On this view the big bang represents the creation
event; the creation not only of all the matter and energy in
the universe, but also of spacetime itself.”{3} Hence, the
origin posited by this model 1is “an absolute origin” out of
nothing.{4}

This is why omnipotence and creation are so closely linked in
the Christian tradition. It’'s one thing to merely form a
universe out of pre-existent matter. It 1s another thing
entirely to create a universe out of absolutely nothing! As
Christian philosophers Paul Copan and Bill Craig observe, “It
is difficult to imagine any more stunning display of God’s
almighty power than the world’s springing into being out of
nothing, at his mere command.”{5}

Omnipotence and Morality

Now you might be thinking that if God is all-powerful, then he
can do absolutely anything. But if we adopt this understanding
of omnipotence, we quickly run into conflict with the teaching
of Scripture, for Scripture tells us plainly that there are



some things God cannot do.

For example, in Numbers 23:19 we read: “God is not a man, that
he should lie, nor a son of man, that he should change his
mind. Does he speak and then not act? Does he promise and not
fulfill?” According to this text, God is not the sort of being
to tell a lie. When he makes a promise, we can be confident
that he will keep it, because God does not lie (see also 1
Sam. 15:29 and Tit. 1:2).

This is particularly important for New Testament believers,
for God has made many wonderful promises to those who have
trusted Christ for salvation. Is there any reason to fear that
God may not keep some of these promises? No, there is not, for
as the author of Hebrews reminds us, “it is impossible for God
to lie” by making a promise and then failing to keep it. And
because of this, our hope in Christ is “firm and secure” (Heb.
6:18-19).

But if we say that God cannot lie, or break a promise, or do
anything else that is morally evil, then haven’t we denied
that God is all-powerful? Not necessarily. The vast majority
of Christian theologians throughout the history of the church
have consistently taught that God’s omnipotence does not
include the ability to do that which is logically impossible
or contradictory.

Of course, there 1is no contradiction in saying that an
omnipotent being can commit a morally evil act. But there does
seem to be a contradiction in saying that a completely good,
morally perfect being can perform such an act. As a morally
perfect being, God not only has no moral faults, but as James
reminds us, he cannot even be tempted by sin and evil (James
1:13). Hence, as one Christian philosopher observes, “for an
essentially morally perfect being, doing what is wrong is just
a special case of doing what is impossible for that being to
do.”{6} And clearly, the inability to do what is morally evil
should not be seen as detracting from God’'s omnipotence.



Instead, it should be viewed as exalting his moral perfection.

Omnipotence and Freedom

We've seen that omnipotence cannot mean that God can do
absolutely anything. For as a morally perfect being, God is
incapable of doing what is morally evil. This might lead us to
think that God can do anything that is consistent with his
morally perfect nature. But most theologians would still
reject such a view. They would insist that some things are
just logically impossible and that it can’t count against
God’s omnipotence to admit that he cannot do such things.

Let’s consider an example. A square is a geometrical object
with four angles. A triangle has only three. This being so,
what do you think the chances are of constructing a square
triangle? Not very good, right? After all, if something has
four angles, then it has more than three. And if it has only
three angles, then it has less than four. Regardless of how
much power one has, a square triangle is a logical
impossibility.

With this in mind, let’s now consider another example. Suppose
that John is the kind of person who, if married, would always
freely seek his wife’s input before making any major financial
decision. If this is true, then it would seem that not even
God could create John, place him in such circumstances, and
have him freely refrain from seeking his wife’'s input—for this
is simply not what John would freely do in such circumstances.

Of course, God still has plenty of options. He could always
refuse to create John, or refuse to let him get married, or
refuse to let him be confronted with a major financial
decision. Alternatively, God could put John in the
circumstances we'’re considering, but make him decide not to
seek his wife'’s input. But what he cannot do is place John in
these circumstances and then make him freely decide not to



seek his wife’s input. For to make John freely do something is
as logically impossible as creating a square triangle.{7}

Of course, God’s inability to perform a logically impossible
task can’'t fairly count against his omnipotence. For this
would suggest “that a task has been specified, that transcends
the capacities . . . of Omnipotence. But no task at all has
been specified by uttering a self-contradictory . . . mixture
of words.”{8} So we needn’t worry that we’ve abandoned the
doctrine of omnipotence by admitting that God cannot perform
meaningless tasks! We've simply clarified the meaning of
omnipotence.

The Importance of Omnipotence

The doctrine that God is omnipotent, or all-powerful, 1is, as
one philosopher has observed, “not a bit of old metaphysical
luggage that can be abandoned with relief.” Instead, it’s
“indispensable for Christianity.” After all, God has made many
wonderful promises to his people. But if he “were not almighty

he might . . . sincerely promise, but find fulfillment
beyond his power.”{9} So only if God is omnipotent can we
confidently bank on his promises. But this is a bit of a two-
edged sword.

On the one hand, the doctrine of God’s omnipotence can be very
comforting for believers, who are rightly related to God
through faith in Jesus Christ. After all, “God is our refuge
and strength, an ever-present help in trouble” (Psalm 46:1).
Whatever problems and difficulties we face in life, our
omnipotent God has more than enough power to see us through.
If he chooses, he can easily deliver us from fire or water,
sword or famine, sickness or disease. And if he lets us go
through such things, he can provide all the grace and strength
we need to endure. While the suffering of God’s saints can
indeed be great, we must also remember that this life is not
the end of our story, for “in keeping with his promise we are



looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth, the home of
righteousness” (2 Pet. 3:11). A promise our omnipotent God is
more than able to fulfill!

On the other hand, however, an omnipotent Deity is a most
frightening prospect for anyone who persists in spurning his
love and grace. For as the author of Hebrews reminds us, we
are each “destined to die once, and after that to face
judgment” (9:27) and “it is a dreadful thing to fall into the
hands of the living God” (10:31)-—especially when that God is
all-powerful! It’'s a sobering thought to remind ourselves that
not one of us can ultimately escape God’s power and judgment.
If we make the omnipotent God our enemy, then no one can
deliver us from his hand.

Thankfully, however, peace with God is available to anyone who
wants it. The Bible tells us that God does not want anyone to
perish, but for all to come to repentance (2 Pet. 3:9). He
pleads with men to be reconciled to God through faith in Jesus
Christ (2 Cor. 5:16-21). “Whoever is thirsty,” he says, “let
him come . . . let him take the free gift of the water of
life” (Rev. 22:17b). The omnipotent God offers us all good
things in Christ—and nothing can prevent him making good on
his offer!
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“Is It Small-Minded of Me to
Base Morality on Scripture?”

A friend of mine and I were recently discussing different
things and two things relating to scripture things came up.
The first (what started the argument) Was I asked whether
morality could be determined by age; for example, we say that
is wrong for a kid but OK for an adult. My view was, if
something is wrong should it not be wrong for all? She is a
Christian but made some comments I wasn’t sure how to respond
to. She implied that I “thought small” because after about
thirty minutes of debate I realized my morality was based
totally on scripture. When I said “moral” I meant biblical.
She however was saying the Bible doesn’t answer everything and
it is up to society to decide, because as she pointed out not
every one is Christian and I needed to see the whole picture.
This sounds immoral to me and in arguing it (using the Bible)
she asked what seems un-biblical, yet I was stumped she said
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that “If the Old Testament grew into the New Testament then
who’s to say it isn’t still growing?” She almost seemed to be
implying that 1) scripture is not a complete canon yet and 2)
it should change based on society. This seems very un-biblical
and wrong but I wasn’t sure how to respond effectively.

Thanks for your e-mail. The two questions you brought up show
a great deal of insight on your part. I would be honored to
help you work through these issues.

First, let’s deal with morality. It’s great that you base your
moral behavior based on biblical principles. Unfortunately,
not everyone 1is so wise. But even biblically speaking, there
are some things that may be appropriate for some people that
are not so wise for others. For instance, look at marriage.
Wouldn’'t it be safe to say that a grown up married man 1is
morally free to have sexual intimacy with his wife, but an
unmarried teenage boy is not morally free to have sex with his
girlfriend? Circumstances may determine some of our standards
of behavior. Paul says in 1 Corinthians 10:23-33 that we are
free to act the way we think we should (since we have been
freed from the Law), but that we must first consider that our
actions affect others. Christian morality is not based on a
list of rights and wrongs, but on the law of love for one
another. Sure, there are some things that are always wrong
(such as murder), and some that are always right (such as
love), but to say that every wrong is wrong for everyone 1is
going to lead to trouble.

Your friend has a point that not every issue 1is covered
specifically in the Bible. But the Bible’'s principles can be
applied to every issue. So, in fact, to think biblically is to
think about the “big picture.” Society is actually more
interested in keeping order than in encouraging morality. Age,
therefore, does make a difference about what a person ought to
do; not because morality is relative, but because sources of
weakness can be different in people.



The freedom that we Christians have to make decisions 1is kept
in check with our biblically-minded discernment about what is
best for others and ourselves.

To answer your second question: yes, the canon of Scripture is
closed. The New Testament is not just a highlight in the
evolutionary development of the 0ld Testament. It is the “New
Covenant.” It’'s called a covenant because Jesus Christ
fulfilled in person the “0ld Covenant’s” purpose. Hebrews
1:1-2 points out that God has spoken in these “last days” in
the person of Jesus Christ. The 0ld Testament is the inspired
foreshadowing of Jesus. The New Testament is the inspired
testimony to His life and works. The first few centuries of
Christians had divinely guided criteria for evaluating the
worthiness of a letter to be included in the New Testament.
(For more on this, see Don Closson’s article on the Web.)
Nothing society or anyone else can come up with since could
come close to adding to what Jesus has already done.

Furthermore, Jesus is the Word of God. How can God’s very
presence on earth be matched? His ascension into the heavens
ended His earthly ministry. In the same way, His ascension
also ended any speculation about another testament. (That'’s
why there can be no new New Testament.) When He spoke the
words “It is finished” on the cross, it illustrates that there
is nothing else to be revealed. All that is necessary now 1is
the fulfillment of His New Covenant, with the ministry of
God’'s Spirit (through His church) and Jesus’ glorious return.
Our job is not to write more books of the Bible in order to
make it apply to society. Instead we need to take what'’s
already there and interpret it’s vital and timeless message to
every new society.

I hope this helps with your questions. If you have any more
questions or need some elaborating, please feel free to
respond. Awesome questions! He rewards those who seek Him.

Kris Samons
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“My Husband Wants to Put Our
Daughter on Birth Control!”

Help! During a casual child raising discussion, I found out
that my husband insists on putting our (unborn) daughter on
birth control when she enters high school. He claims that it
is the best thing “just in case” she gets caught up in
temptation — he does not want her to “ruin” her life by having
a baby so young nor does he want to raise the child for her. I
tried to express my disagreement with the idea, indicating
that I believe that placing her on birth control is a form of
condoning the behavior and I do not want to give that
impression to her. I even tried to use an analogy of telling
her not to use drugs, but giving her a clean pipe to carry
around “just in case” she is at a party one night and is
tempted to smoke crack! Of course he saw the drugs as
completely different, and he insists that birth control is the
way to go. Your personal input backed by theological soundness
is greatly appreciated.

I answer your question both as a mom and as someone who
ministered to high school girls for several years.

First of all, you can relax. Making policy about unborn
children 1is something lots of parents do and it completely
changes when reality sets in.

Secondly, the cross-gender relationship between your husband
and his little girl is going to be very different from what he
expects. If he’'s like most fathers he’'s going to be extremely
protective of her, and that means looking at the young men she
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hangs around with a very wary eye. Instead of putting her on
birth control, there’s an even better chance he’ll have an
eyeball-to-eyeball little “chat” with her male friends and let
them know how he expects them to take extremely good care of
her and that means not touching her sexually in ANY way. (With
some dads, that “chat” happens without words by giving them
the evil eye. . .<smile>)

Your drug analogy was really very good even if he blew you off
about it. Here’s another one: what if he bought a Lambourghini
that he kept in the garage, washed and waxed every week, was
absolutely obsessive-compulsive about keeping it maintained to
perfection. . . and then, when you daughter got her license at
16, said, “Here are the keys, honey, and of course, I got you
insurance because you might get in a wreck but hey—-no big
deal. I expect you to wreck a car the first year of driving.”
Uhh....I'm thinkin’, NOT!!! <grin>

When parents get their teenagers birth control, they are
making a statement about having low expectations of their
kids. It’s amazing that we can expect that kids will exercise
tremendous self-discipline for sports or academics, but when
it comes to sexual activity we assume they are incapable of
it! It’'s entirely possible to start talking about the treasure
of virginity and the importance of maintaining modesty as soon
as kids are old enough to know what they are, and build a
protective wall of positive expectations that help the kids
maintain their purity. It has been a joy to see both our
teenage sons accept a chastity ring and the challenge to stay
virgins until they get married, and to fight the temptations
of the flesh out of their own convictions. In other words, it
CAN be done.

When my husband and I were growing up, we were told “Just say
no” to sex, but not given any reasons why. When it was our
turn to parent, we explained how God’s word tells us to keep
the marriage bed pure and condemns fornication (sexual
immorality), which is any kind of sexual activity outside of



marriage. As Josh McDowell communicates in his “Right From
Wrong” conferences and book, God’'s commands are given to both
protect us from harm and provide us with good. We talked to
our kids about sexually transmitted diseases (and showed them
really gross photos of diseased sexual organs from the Medical
Institute for Sexual Health [http://www.medinstitute.org/],
where Ray got training for giving lectures on STDs). We also
told them that sex in marriage is worth waiting for.

We understand that our kids will make their own decisions
about these things, but we gave them all the ammunition to
fight temptation (and a culture that is absolutely saturated
in sex) that we could.

The great news is that parents today have more help [for
example, Aim for Success at http://www.aimforsuccess.org] in
assisting their kids to value purity and chastity than ever
before, especially in the church. I hope that by the time your
daughter is old enough to handle this issue, there will be
even more!

Sue Bohlin
Probe Ministries

“Jesus Contradicts the O0.T.
Law, Especially Regarding
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Homosexuality!"”

You point out that the O0ld Testament forbids homosexuality.
Yes it does, but Jesus’ teachings in the gospels have
superseded the primitive teachings of the 0.T. For example in
Matthew 5:17-34 Jesus systematically rips apart some of the
most important Jewish laws. When he says he has come to fulfil
the Law, he is not talking about the Pharisees’ law, he is
talking about God’s Law. People who say that Jesus agreed with
the Jewish laws are completely wrong— even an idiot can see
this.

People who practice homosexuality in their own homes, with
each others’ consent are not breaking the law “love your
neighbor as yourself.” They are not harming anyone! What is
harmful though is the constant attack by you so-called
Christians on them which provides gay people with much misery.
I am not homosexual myself — the reason why I am sticking up
for gay people is because I am a Christian. Wake up to the
fact that the law of loving your neighbor has replaced the
0.T. laws.

Your essays clearly show you have some degree of intelligence
— why can’t you see that Jesus’ law is in contradiction to the
law of the Jewish scriptures?

Hello @, Thanks for your e-mail. I will try to respond to
your comments as best I can.

You point out that the 0.T. forbids homosexuality. Yes it
does, but Jesus’ teachings in the gospels have superseded the
primitive teachings of the 0.T. For example in Matthew
5:17-34 Jesus systematically rips apart some of the most
important Jewish laws. When he says he has come to fulfil the
law, he 1is not talking about the Pharisee’s law, he 1is
talking about God’s law. People who say that Jesus agreed
with the Jewish laws are completely wrong — even an idiot can
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see this.

I'm sorry, I fail to see which laws Jesus is ripping apart in
this passage. What I see is that He is going beyond the LETTER
of the law, to the SPIRIT of the law, to make it abundantly
clear that Yahweh is concerned with the motives and intentions
of the heart and not merely surface obedience. If a person
holds to the SPIRIT (or intention) of the law, he will also
obey the LETTER of it. This is a long way from “ripping apart”
the law.

I do agree with you, however, that the Lord Jesus did not
agree with the Jewish laws that were like fences built around
the inspired laws of God, but which were not, in themselves,
laws of God. Those laws don’t appear in the Bible though. The
commandments against practicing homosexuality, however, were
not Jewish laws, but God’s laws.

People who practice homosexuality in their own homes, with
each others consent are not breaking the law “love your
neighbor as yourself.” They are not harming anyone!

Morality aside, ask any physician how healthy the homosexual
lifestyle is. Ask the Center for Disease Control how healthy
the homosexual lifestyle is. Ask counselors who are trying to
help people leave the homosexual lifestyle and get beyond
their painful homosexual desires. Talk to the parents,
siblings, spouses and children of practicing homosexuals and
ask if they are not harming anyone.

Let’s put the homosexual issue aside and substitute another
deviant sexual lifestyle. Do you think you would write to
someone and say, “Men who are attracted to pre-school children
and entice them into their homes to have sex with them, are
not breaking the law ‘love your neighbor as yourself.’ 1In
fact, these men are loving these children-isn’t that
admirable? They are not harming anyone! The men are enjoying



the sex, and the children are enjoying the attention..and what
child doesn’t enjoy attention?”

I would suggest that you would never say something like this,
and I would further suggest that the reason such a large
portion of our culture has decided that sex between two men
using parts of their bodies that were intended for excretion,
not sex, 1s acceptable, is a result of a carefully-planned
disinformation campaign. It is not a result of something
normal and natural and God-intended.

What 1is harmful though is the constant attack by you so-
called Christians on them which provides gay people with much
misery. I am not homosexual myself — the reason why I am
sticking up for gay people is because I am a Christian.

It’s interesting to me that you seem so devoted to the issue
of “love,” yet do not hesitate to cast aspersions on my
relationship with Jesus Christ by calling me a “so-called
Christian.” This doesn’t strike me as very loving, or am I
missing something?

I'm also wondering if you read my entire article, or just bits
and pieces. Because I strongly believe that the responsible
Christian response to the homosexual movement is one of deep
compassion for the individuals caught in wunnatural,
unfortunate desires while not compromising on what God has
said about the homosexual ACT. In fact, I have received e-mail
accusing me of “sticking up for gay people,” to use your term.

People like me who speak out, agreeing with what God has said
about homosexuality, are not causing all the misery gays
experience. That happens long before someone even comes out or
tells their first friend of these unwelcome feelings and
attractions. There 1is misery inherent 1in a homosexual
orientation; it means something is wrong, in the same way that
there’s something wrong with someone who is sexually attracted
to small children. And that’s why these feelings need to be



dealt with and healed, not celebrated as something good and
beautiful.

(I will admit, with a great deal of sadness, that there has
been a terrible amount of judgmental condescension from
Christians towards homosexuals, that has, indeed, caused
grief. There is no excuse for not making a distinction between
the desires, which are wrong but unasked-for, and the people
experiencing them. I know God does.)

Wake up to the fact that the law of loving your neighbor has
replaced the 0.T. laws.

No, the law of loving your neighbor sums up the 0.T. laws. At
least the moral ones. If you keep all the moral laws of the
Old Testament, you will be demonstrating love for your
neighbor. Not stealing, telling the truth, not charging
usurious interest against your neighbor, and keeping all
sexual activity within marriage are all demonstrations of love
for one’s neighbor.

The law against homosexual actions is part of the moral code;
the consequence of death by stoning is part of the civil code,
which controlled how the people of God were to conduct their
lives in a culture where God was their head and not a law-
making king. It makes sense for the civil code to be done away
with, because the people of Israel are no longer living under
that system. But God has not done away with a single
commandment of His moral code, because the moral laws are
rooted in the person and character of God Himself.

What is it that makes homosexual activity sin? The fact that
God has ordained sex to be the glue that holds husband and
wife together. Sex 1is so powerful that it is only safe within
the confines of marriage, because it acts like superglue
between two souls. Tear them apart and you have broken hearts.
So why not make homosexual marriage legal? Because Ephesians 5
says that marriage goes beyond merely a civil convenience; it



is an eloquent word picture that God ordained to help us
understand the amazing unity within diversity of Christ and
the church. Men and women are so different that it’s a
mystical union when they come together in marriage. Man and
man coming together, or woman and woman, does not provide the
dynamic difference that mirrors the “otherness” of Christ-and-
the-church. Gay relationships are sameness, not otherness. So
gay marriage can never be blessed by God because marriage
means far more than simply living together, even having sex
together. It’s supposed to teach us something about God.

Your essay clearly shows you have some degree of intelligence
— why can’t you see that Jesus’ law is 1in contradiction to
the law of the Jewish scriptures?

Well, I do thank you for the compliment <smile>. . .I don’'t
see it because it’s not there. Have you read the whole New
Testament? How about just the four gospels? If you look at
what the Lord Jesus taught, one thing you’ll see is that He
mentioned two things people often overlook. One is references
to Sodom and Gomorrah as places of judgment, which the Bible
makes clear were judged for homosexual sin. Jesus believed in
Sodom and Gomorrah, and He believed in the judgment they
received. In fact, He was involved in sending the judgment.
The other thing is His references to fornication, which means
any sex outside of marriage. All homosexual sex 1s
fornication. Even if there is some sort of religious ceremony,
it’s still fornication because you can’t get around God’s
restrictions on marriage, which is one man and one woman. God
is not impressed by our ceremonies when they disregard what He
has established.

A lot of people like to talk about Jesus’ law of love; what’s
intriguing to me is how they never balance it with the fact
that Jesus also talked about holiness, and purity, and
justice. While it’s true that many homosexuals love each
other, that kind of love still falls short of God’s standard



of holiness. There’s nothing holy about what God has called an
abomination. That is not “the law of Jewish scriptures” as if
they were written by scribes and Pharisees; that is the very
word breathed by God Himself. There is no contradiction
between the 0ld and New Testament when it comes to what 1is
moral, what reflects the character of God. Homosexual sin is
not love as God defines it, regardless of how the culture
tries to persuade people it is.

Thank you for reading this far. I hope what I’'ve said gives
you something to think about. I also pray that the Lord gives
you a higher esteem for the ENTIRE Word of God. Jesus said not
one jot or tittle of it would pass away. That’s a pretty high
value on it. May we all value His word so highly.

Respectfully,

Sue Bohlin
Probe Ministries

Ethics and Economics

Introduction

What does the Bible have to say about economics? As we will
see, the Bible does provide a firm moral foundation for
economics. Previously we have talked about what the Bible has
to say about economics.{1l} In this article we will discuss the
ethical implications of economics, drawing many principles
from the book Bulls, Bears & Golden Calves by John E.
Stapleford.{2}

We should begin by establishing that there is a moral aspect
to economics. This question was an important one a few
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centuries ago, but today economics 1is usually taught without
any real consideration of an ethical component.

Paul says, “All Scripture 1is inspired by God and profitable
for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in
righteousness” (2 Tim. 3:16). He adds that this will enable
the people of God to be equipped for every good work (2 Tim.
3:17). Certainly that would include economic works.

James calls on believers to be “doers of the word, and not
merely hearers” of the word (James 1:22). This command applies
to more than just our church life and family life. This would
apply to doing good works in the economic realm.

There are obvious moral implications to issues often discussed
in relation to economic issues. For example, in previous radio
programs we have talked about the morality of such topics as
drugs, pornography, and gambling. We have also talked about
the importance of Christians learning to be_good stewards of
the environment. Each of these topics has an economic
component to it, and thus implies that we should apply ethics
to economics.

Legalizing drugs has economic consequences, but it also has
moral consequences as well.

In previous programs, we have talked about the pornography
plague.{3} The Bible teaches that we are created in the image
of God (Gen. 1:27), and our bodies are the temple of the Holy
Spirit (1 Cor. 6:19). We should, therefore, flee the
temptation of pornography (1 Cor. 10:13; 2 Tim 2:22).

We have in previous programs also talked about what the Bible
has to say about the subject of gambling.{4} The Bible teaches
that we are to work by the sweat of our brow (Gen. 3:19). This
is God’s command as well as an opportunity. Work can be
fulfilling to us as we accomplish a task and is an essential
element of human worth and dignity. Gambling undercuts the
work ethic by emphasizing greed (Rom. 1:29), materialism,
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laziness (Prov. 19:15), and covetousness (Ex. 20:17).

Private Property

What does the Bible say about property, and especially about
private property? First, the Bible clearly teaches that
everything in the world belongs to the Lord. Psalm 24:1 says,
“The earth is the Lord’'s, and all it contains, the world, and
those who dwell in it.”

At the same time, the Bible also teaches that we are given
dominion over the creation (Gen. 1:28). We are accountable to
God for our stewardship of the resources.

Because God owns it all (Ps. 24:1), no one owns property in
perpetuity. But the Bible does grants private property rights
to individuals. One of the Ten Commandments prohibits
stealing, thus approving of private property rights. The book
of Exodus establishes the rights of property owners and the
liabilities of those who violate those rights.{5} Financial
restitution (Ex. 22) must be made to property owners in cases
of theft or neglect. Physical force is allowed to protect
property (Ex. 22:2). Lost animals are to be returned, even
when they belong to an enemy (Ex. 23:4). Removing landmarks
that protect property is clearly forbidden (Deut. 19:14;
27:17; Job 24:2; Prov. 22:28; Hos 5:10).

Some Christians have suggested that the New Testament rejects
the idea of private property because the book of Acts teaches
that the early Christians held property in common. But this
communal sharing in the New Testament was voluntary. Acts
2:44-47 says, “And all those who had believed were together
and had all things in common; and they began selling their
property and possessions and were sharing them with all, as
anyone might have need. Day by day continuing with one mind in
the temple, and breaking bread from house to house, they were
taking their meals together with gladness and sincerity of



heart, praising God and having favor with all the people. And
the Lord was adding to their number day by day those who were
being saved.”

The early Christians did not reject the idea of private
property. Notice that they still retained private property
rights until they voluntarily gave up those rights to help
other believers in Jerusalem. This was a specific leading of
the Holy Spirit to meet the increasing needs of the growing
New Testament church.

We can see that they retained property rights in the actions
of Ananias and Sapphira. Their sin was not that they retained
control of some of their property but that they lied about it.
Acts 5:4: “While it remained unsold, did it not remain your
own? And after it was sold, was it not under your control? Why
is it that you have conceived this deed in your heart? You
have not lied to men but to God.”

Also notice that Paul called for voluntary charity toward
believers in Jerusalem when he called New Testament believers
to give to the needs of those within the church. 2 Corinthians
8:13-15 says, “For this is not for the ease of others and for
your affliction, but by way of equality—at this present time
your abundance being a supply for their need, so that their
abundance also may become a supply for your need, that there
may be equality; as it is written, ‘He who gathered much did
not have too much, and he who gathered little had no lack.'”

Work

What is the place of work in economic activity? First, we see
that God put Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden to work. God
commanded them to work it and take care of it (Gen. 2:15-17).
They were given an explicit command to exercise stewardship
over the creation.

However, when sin entered the world, God’s curse brought toil,



sweat, and struggle to work (Gen. 3:17-19). But we still
maintain the responsibility to work the land and cultivate it.
We are also given the privilege by God of enjoying the earth
and deriving profit and benefit from what it might produce
(Gen. 9:1-3).

Second, we are created in God’s image (Gen. 1:27), so we can
find work rewarding and empowering. At the same time, we
should also be held accountable for the work we do or fail to
do. Paul says, “If a man will not work, he shall not eat” (2
Thess. 3:10, NIV).

Third, there is also a satisfaction in work. It not only
satisfies a basic human need but it also is a privilege
provided by the hand of God. Ecclesiastes 2:24 says, “There 1is
nothing better for a man than to eat and drink and tell
himself that his labor is good. This also I have seen that it
is from the hand of God.”

Fourth, we are to work unto the Lord. Paul admonishes
believers to “work heartily as for the Lord rather than for
men” (Col. 3:23). He also says, “For consider your calling,
brethren, that there were not many wise according to the
flesh, not many mighty, not many noble; but God has chosen the
foolish things of the world to shame the wise, and God has
chosen the weak things of the world to shame the things which
are strong, and the base things of the world and the despised
God has chosen, the things that are not, so that He may
nullify the things that are, so that no man may boast before
God. But by His doing you are in Christ Jesus, who became to
us wisdom from God, and righteousness and sanctification, and
redemption, so that, just as it is written, ‘Let him who
boasts, boast in the Lord’ (1 Cor. 1:26-31).

We also learn from Scripture that without God’s involvement in
our work, human labor is futile. Psalm 127:1 says, “Unless the
Lord builds the house, they labor in vain who build it.” God’s
blessings come to us through our labors.



Finally, with work there should also be rest. The law of the
Sabbath (Ex. 20:8-11) and the other 0ld Testament provisions
for feasts and rest demonstrate the importance of rest. In the
New Testament also we see that Jesus set a pattern for rest
(Mark 6:45-47; Luke 6:12) in His ministry. Believers are to
work for the Lord and His Kingdom, but they must also avoid
being workaholics and take time to rest.

Government

What is the role of government in the economic arena? In
previous radio programs, we have discussed the role of
government in society.{6}

First, Christians are commanded to obey government (Rom. 13:1)
and submit to civil authority (1 Pet. 2:13-17). We are called
to render service and obedience to the government (Matt.
22:21). However, we are not to render total submission. There
may be a time in which Christians may be called to disobey
government leaders who have set themselves in opposition to
divine law (Rom. 13:1-5; John 19:11). We are to obey civil
authorities (Rom.13:5) in order to avoid anarchy and chaos,
but there may be times when we may be forced to obey God
rather than men (Acts 5:29).

Second, we understand that because of the fall (Gen. 3), all
have a sin nature (Rom. 3:23). Government must therefore
administer justice in the political and economic realm. It
must also protect us against aggression as well as provide for
public works (1 Kings 10:9).

As we have discussed in previous articles, the reality of sin
nature dictates that we not allow a political concentration of
power. Governmental power should be limited with appropriate
checks and balances. Government also should not be used in a
coercive way to attempt to change individuals. We should not
accept the idea that the state can transform people from the



outside. Only the gospel can change people from the inside and
so that they become new creatures (2 Cor. 5:17).

In his book Bulls, Bears & Golden Calves, John E. Stapleford
sets forth many functions of government in the economic realm.
Government must ensure justice in the following ways:

* “Weights and scales are to be honest, a full measure (shaken
down) is to be given (Lev. 19:35-36; Deut. 25:15; Prov. 20:23;
Lk. 6:38), and currency is not be debased by inflationary
monetary policy or other means (e.g., mixing lead with
silver)."”{7}

* Procedural justice requires that contracts and commitments
be honored (Lev. 19:13).

* Government must also ensure justice when people are cheated
or swindled. In these cases, the cost of restoration should be
borne by the guilty or negligent party (Ex. 21:33-36; 22:5-8,
10-15). Government should also deal with those who give a
false accusation (Deut. 19:16-19).

* Government should also prevent economic discrimination. This
would apply to those of different economic class (James 2:1-4)
as well as to those of different sex, race, and religious
background (Gal. 3:26-29). Government can exert a great
influence on the economy and therefore should use its
regulatory power to protect against discrimination.

e That being said, the primary function of government 1is to
set the rules and provide a means of redress. The free market
should be allowed to function with government providing the
necessary economic boundaries and protections. Once this 1is
done in the free enterprise system, individuals are free to
use their economic choices in a free market.



Conclusion

What is the connection between economics and ethics? The fact
that we even refer to these as separate issues 1is an
indication of the times in which we live. In the past, ethics
and economics were interconnected.

Thomas Aquinas, in his Summa Theologica, addressed economic
issues in a moral and theological way. He wouldn’t just ask
about prices and markets, but also asked the fundamental
question, What is a just price?

John Calvin'’s Institutes of the Christian Religion also
devoted whole sections to government and economics. These were
issues that he believed Christian theologians should address.

Today if moral questions about economics are discussed at all,
they might be discussed in a class on economic theory. While
we might hope that such discussions might surface in a
seminary, usually those classes focus on theological questions
rather than economic questions that deserve a moral
reflection.

We have shown that economic issues often have a moral
component. You can’t just talk about the economic consequences
of legalizing drugs, promoting pornography, or promoting
gambling without dealing with the moral consequences.

We have also seen that the Bible has a great deal to say about
work. Through the creation and the fall, human beings have a
right and an obligation to work.

We find that the Bible also warns us of the consequences of
idleness. Proverbs 24:30-34 says, “I passed by the field of
the sluggard and by the vineyard of the man lacking sense, and
behold, it was completely overgrown with thistles; Its surface
was covered with nettles and its stone wall was broken down.
When I saw, I reflected upon it; I looked, and received
instruction. A little sleep, a little slumber, A little



folding of the hands to rest, Then your poverty will come as a
robber and your want like an armed man.”

People are supposed to work and should be held accountable for
the work they do or fail to do. Paul says, “If a man will not
work, he shall not eat” (2 Thess. 3:10, NIV).

The Bible also teaches that God has endowed individuals with
different gifts and talents (1 Cor. 12, Rom. 12). Even within
the body of Christ, there are different members even though we
are all one body in Christ.

When these differences in gifts and abilities are expressed
within a free market, their respective value in terms of
supply and demand means that they will receive different
remuneration (1 Tim. 5:18). So it is not surprising that there
are economic distinctions among individuals. Proverbs 22:2
says, “The rich and the poor have a common bond, The Lord is
the maker of them all.”

Ethics and economics are related, and Christians would be wise
to begin exploring the moral implications of economic behavior
and the impact it is having on them and society.
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Making Moral Choices — From A
Biblical Worldview
Perspective

Kerby Anderson addresses making moral choices using the Bible
and biblical principles, using both philosophical and
practical approaches.

Love and Biblical Morality

= A Christian view of morality is based upon the assumption
that God exists and has revealed Himself to the human race. He
has chosen to reveal Himself in nature (Psalm 19, Romans 1)
and in human conscience (Romans 2:14-15). He has also revealed
Himself through the Bible (Psalm 119, 2 Timothy 3:16) and in
the person of Jesus Christ (John 10:30, Hebrews 1:1-4).

God’'s character is the ultimate standard of right and wrong.
And even though the Bible was written long before the
development of genetic engineering or modern media, it
nevertheless provides principles that can be used to evaluate
the morality of social, scientific, and technological issues.

Biblical morality can be developed from learning to live God's
way according to biblical principles. Though the Christian
life is much more than a set of rules or principles, these
principles do provide moral boundaries for behavior.

Biblical morality is also based upon love that has its source
in God. Jesus was asked by the teachers of the law which was
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the most important commandment. “The most important one,”
answered Jesus, “is this: ‘Hear, 0 Israel, the Lord our God,
the Lord is one. Love the Lord your God with all your heart
and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all
your strength.’ The second is this: ‘Love your neighbor as
yourself.’ There is no commandment greater than these” (Mark
12:29-31).

The two most important commandments are to love God and to
love your neighbor. Essentially all biblical principles rest
upon this foundation. And these principles can be found in
God’s revelation in the Bible. God’s character as expressed in
God’s Word should be diligently applied to every area of life.

Jesus also taught Christians to love their enemies (Matthew
5:44-45): “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love
your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I say to you, love
your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.” As his
opening phrase suggests, this was not the common practice of
the day. In fact, it was completely contrary to the concept of
love practiced in that day or even in our day.

The apostle Paul teaches that love is “the law of Christ” and
thereby supreme and sufficient (Galatians 5:14; 6:2). He also
teaches that love is the foundation of Christian obedience.
Even if we manifest the gifts of the Spirit and do good works,
they do not profit us unless they are done in love (1
Corinthians 13:1-3).

He also teaches that God shows His love to us in that Christ
died for us (Romans 5:8) and that nothing will separate us
from the love of Christ (Rom. 6:37-39). And this is not just a
theological truth, but the “love of Christ controls us” (2
Corinthians 5:14) and provides us with an ability to live the
Christian life.



Knowing God’'s Will

How do we make proper moral choices based upon biblical
principles? The Bible does provide biblical guidelines on a
vast array of issues. Christians also have the liberty to make
individual moral choices in areas of moral neutrality.
Ultimately, making moral choices involves discerning the will
of God in one’s life.

Whole books have been written on how we can know the will of
God, but we can summarize a few key principles here.

First, we can know God’s will through the Bible. Before
considering any other way to discern God’s will, one should
ask whether the Bible has already provided guidance in this
area. The Bible is full of God’'s specific commands and
principles.

A teenager doesn’t have to ask if he should get drunk; the
Bible has already addressed that issue (Ephesians 5:18). An
unmarried couple doesn’t need to ask if they should live
together before they marry. Again, the Bible has addressed the
topic (1 Corinthians 6:18).

The Bible provides boundaries and barriers to our moral
actions. We are to stay within those moral boundaries. Paul,
writing to the church in Corinth (1 Corinthians 4:6), told
them “Do not go beyond what is written.”

A second way we discern God’s will is through prayer. We are
commanded to bring our requests before God. In Philippians 4:6
we are told: “Do not be anxious about anything, but in
everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present
your requests to God.”

If we are earnestly reading the Bible and seeking God’s will,
He will reveal it to us, often through the work of the Holy
Spirit in our lives. We read in Romans 8:27 that “The Spirit
intercedes for the saints in accordance with God’s will.”



A third way we discern God’s will is through our conscience.
If our conscience is troubling us about a particular action or
behavior, then we should refrain from that activity. Paul says
that each person “must be fully convinced in his own mind”
(Romans 14:5). He adds that “whatever is not from faith is
sin” (Romans 14:23).

The opposite is not necessarily true. In other words,
conscience is a good stop sign but not a green light. A
troubled conscience 1is sufficient justification to refrain,
and a guilty conscience is reason enough to stop a particular
action or behavior.

A clear conscience is no justification for proceeding. The
Bible teaches that, “The heart is deceitful above all things
and beyond cure. Who can understand it?” (Jeremiah 17:9). We
can easily deceive ourselves into sin.

Christians should strive to have a good conscience before God
and man (Acts 24:16). A troubled conscience is reason to avoid
an action, but a clear conscience may not be sufficient
justification to proceed.

Christian Liberty

What about times when the Bible does not clearly seem to speak
to a particular action? These areas of moral neutrality are
still governed by biblical principles that guide our Christian
liberty.

Even though a particular action may not be prohibited in
Scripture, it still may be offensive to others because of
their social, ethnic, or religious background. Another
person’s family background or spiritual maturity is also a
consideration Christians must make.

The Apostle Paul articulates the principles guiding our
liberty in Romans 14-15. The specific example that he uses



involves the eating of meat sacrificed to idols. While this
issue is of no moral concern today, it does provide key
biblical principles which we can apply in determining our
response to issues not specifically addressed in the Bible.

The first principle is that Christians are not to have a
judgmental attitude toward one another in regard to issues
that are morally neutral. Paul says in Romans 14:3 that the
“one who eats is not to regard with contempt the one who does
not eat” nor should the “one who does not eat . . . judge the
one who eats.” In other words, whether you participate in or
refrain from a morally neutral activity, you should not be
judgmental of the other person.

No one has the right to force their moral conclusions on
others when the Bible does not provide clear principles on the
matter. Paul asks in Romans 14:4, “Who are you to judge the
servant of another?” Christians are instructed to decide these
matters for themselves as they consult the Bible and their
conscience.

Second, each Christian must decide what is right or wrong for
him or her. Paul teaches that if you believe a particular
action to be wrong for you, then it is wrong. He says 1in
Romans 14:4, “I know and am convinced in the Lord Jesus that
nothing is unclean in itself; but to him who thinks anything
to be unclean, to him it is unclean.”

He taught that all things were clean. In other words, there
was no sin in eating meat sacrificed to idols (it was morally
neutral). But he also teaches that if a person believes it is
sinful to indulge in a practice, then it is indeed sinful for
them.

Each person “must be fully convinced in his own mind” (Romans
14:5). If there is doubt, then it is better to refrain from
participating rather than engaging in what has become a sinful
action for the person. Doubt or uncertainty is a sufficient



reason to refrain from a particular activity or behavior.

A key test of Christian obedience is whether a person can do
so “for the Lord” (Romans 14:6). Christians are to “live for
the Lord” because “we are the Lord’s” (Romans 14:8). If one
cannot participate in an activity while serving the Lord, then
he or she should refrain. Paul says that “whatever is not from
faith is sin” (Romans 14:23).

A third principle is whether a morally neutral activity would
be “an obstacle or a stumbling block” to another believer
(Romans 14:13). Christians should be aware of their actions on
the Christian walk of others around them. While we may have
liberty in Christ to participate in an action or behavior,
another believer might be offended or adversely affected by
what we do.

Paul teaches that we have a moral responsibility to other
believers. He says, “we who are strong ought to bear the
weaknesses of those without strength” (Romans 15:1). In order
to do so we may have to limit our Christian liberty.

At the same time there 1s a balance between enjoying our
liberty in Christ and trying not to give offense. If one
believes he or she can participate in an activity, then one
should do so with that firm “conviction before God” (Romans
14:22). But it would be wise not to participate publicly but
privately for the sake of a believer who might be hurt by
one’s actions (Romans 14:15).

A final principle is how a particular action or behavior will
affect the individual believer’s walk with the Lord. Paul says
in 1 Corinthians 6:12 that; “All things are lawful for me, but
not all things are profitable. All things are lawful for me,
but I will not be mastered by anything.”

Although these morally neutral practices are lawful, they may
not be profitable and could actually master (or enslave) a



person. There is nothing in the Bible about such things as
poor nutrition, addiction to caffeine, or watching lots of
television, yet most would agree that such behaviors are not
profitable. In fact, they are frequently debilitating to the
individual. Paul reminds us in 1 Corinthians 10:31 that
whether “you eat or drink or whatever you do, do all to the
glory of God.”

Honesty and Biblical Morality

Although the Bible admonishes us to be honest and to tell the
truth, honesty seems to be at an all-time low. One study of
high school students found that 71 percent of them admitted to
cheating on an exam at least once in the last twelve months.
And 92 percent of them said they lied to their parents in the
last twelve months while 79 percent said they did so two or
more times. So what does the Bible say about honesty and
truth?

The 0ld Testament calls upon the people of God to deal
honestly with one another. Leviticus 9:35 says “You shall do
no wrong in judgment, in measurement of weight, or capacity.”
Likewise, Proverbs 11:1 warns that “A false balance is an
abomination to the Lord.” Believers are to use honest weights
and be honest in their dealings with others.

A righteous person does not “take a bribe against the
innocent” (Psalm 15:5). Isaiah (5:23) pronounces judgment on
those “who justify the wicked for a bribe, and take away the
rights of the ones who are in the right.”

The New Testament admonishes Christians to “have a good
conscience” and desire to conduct themselves “honorably in all
things” (Hebrews. 13:18). Paul said he attempted to always
maintain “a blameless conscience both before God and before
men” (Acts 24:16). Christians should “have regard for what is
honorable, not only in the sight of the Lord, but also in the



sight of men” (2 Corinthians 8:21).

Honesty also requires telling the truth. The Ten Commandments
forbids both the swearing of false oaths and the bearing of
false testimony (Exodus 20:7, 16; Deuteronomy 5:11, 20; cf.
Leviticus 19:12; Jeremiah 7:9). In the 0ld Testament, false
witnesses were to suffer the same punishment that they had
hoped to inflict upon the others (Deuteronomy 19:16-21).

Telling the truth also involved more than false testimony in a
court. Believers are not to spread false reports (Proverbs
12:17; 14:5, 25) or report the truth maliciously or engage in
slander (Leviticus 19:16; Proverbs 26:20).

Speaking evil is prohibited (Psalm 34:13; Proverbs 24:28;
Ephesians 4:31; James 4:11; 1 Peter 3:10), and it disqualifies
a person from God’s favor (Psalm 15:3) and from a leadership
position in the church (1 Timothy 3:8; Titus 2:3).

In the 0ld Testament, oaths and vows were used many times.
Abraham (Genesis 21:22-34), Jacob (Genesis 25:33; 28:20),
Joseph (Genesis 50:5), Joshua (Joshua 6:26), Hannah (1 Samuel
1:11), Saul (1 Samuel 14:24), David (1 Samuel 20:17), Ezra
(Ezra 10:5), and Nehemiah (Nehemiah 13:25) all swore oaths or
vows. The swearing of these oaths and vows underscores the
seriousness of telling the truth and following up on one’s
commitment.

We need truth telling today like never before. Perhaps the
greatest battle in society today is a battle over truth.
Voters are skeptical of politicians. Proponents of various
biomedical procedures (abortion, cloning) often redefine terms
and mislead the public about the true nature of the procedures
they advocate. We need Christians to set an example by being
honest and telling the truth.

© 2005 Probe Ministries



Utilitarianism: The Greatest
Good for the Greatest Number

Utilitarianism 1is an ethical system that determines morality
on the basis of the greatest good for the greatest number. A
modern form of utilitarianism 1is situation ethics. Kerby
Anderson examines the problems with this ethical system, and
evaluates it from a biblical perspective.

This article is also available in Spanish.

You have probably heard a politician say he or she passed a
piece of legislation because it did the greatest good for the
greatest number of citizens. Perhaps you have heard someone
justify their actions because it was for the greater good.

In this article, we are going to talk about the philosophy
behind such actions. The philosophy 1is known as
utilitarianism. Although it is a long word, it is in common
usage every day. It is the belief that the sole standard of
morality is determined by its usefulness.

Philosophers refer to it as a “teleological” system. The Greek
word “telos” means end or goal. This means that this ethical
system determines morality by the end result. Whereas
Christian ethics are based on rules, utilitarianism is based
on results.

Utilitarianism began with the philosophies of Jeremy Bentham
(1748-1832) and John Stuart Mill (1806-1873). Utilitarianism
gets its name from Bentham’s test question, “What is the use
of it?” He conceived of the idea when he ran across the words
“the greatest happiness of the greatest number” in Joseph
Priestly’s Treatise of Government.
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Jeremy Bentham developed his ethical system around the idea of
pleasure. He built it on ancient hedonism which pursued
physical pleasure and avoided physical pain. According to
Bentham, the most moral acts are those which maximize pleasure
and minimize pain. This has sometimes been called the
“utilitarian calculus.” An act would be moral if it brings the
greatest amount of pleasure and the least amount of pain.

John Stuart Mill modified this philosophy and developed it
apart from Bentham’s hedonistic foundation. Mill used the same
utilitarian calculus but instead focused on maximizing the
general happiness by calculating the greatest good for the
greatest number. While Bentham used the calculus 1in a
quantitative sense, Mill used this calculus in a qualitative
sense. He believed, for example, that some pleasures were of
higher quality than others.

Utilitarianism has been embraced by so many simply because it
seems to make a good deal of sense and seems relatively simple
to apply. However, when it was first proposed, utilitarianism
was a radical philosophy. It attempted to set forth a moral
system apart from divine revelation and biblical morality.
Utilitarianism focused on results rather than rules.
Ultimately the focus on the results demolished the rules.

In other words, utilitarianism provided for a way for people
to live moral 1lives apart from the Bible and its
prescriptions. There was no need for an appeal to divine
revelation. Reason rather than revelation was sufficient to
determine morality.

Founders of Utilitarianism

Jeremy Bentham was a leading theorist in Anglo-American
philosophy of law and one of the founders of utilitarianism.
He developed this idea of a utility and a utilitarian calculus
in the Introduction to the Principles of Morals and



Legislation (1781).

In the beginning of that work Bentham wrote: “Nature has
placed mankind under the governance of two sovereign masters,
pain and pleasure. It is for them alone to point out what we
ought to do, as well as to determine what we shall do. On the
one hand the standard of right and wrong, on the other the
chain of causes and effects, are fastened to their throne.
They govern us in all we do, in all we say, in all we think:
every effort we can make to throw off our subjection, will
serve but to demonstrate and confirm it.”{1}

Bentham believed that pain and pleasure not only explain our
actions but also help us define what is good and moral. He
believed that this foundation could provide a basis for
social, legal, and moral reform in society.

Key to his ethical system is the principle of utility. That
is, what is the greatest good for the greatest number?

Bentham wrote: “By the principle of utility is meant that
principle which approves or disapproves of every action
whatsoever, according to the tendency which it appears to have
to augment or diminish the happiness of the party whose
interest is in question: or, what is the same thing in other
words, to promote or to oppose that happiness.” {2}

John Stuart Mill was a brilliant scholar who was subjected to
a rigid system of intellectual discipline and shielded from
boys his own age. When Mill was a teenager, he read Bentham.
Mill said the feeling rushed upon him “that all previous
moralists were superseded.” He believed that the principle of
utility “gave unity to my conception of things. I now had
opinions: a creed, a doctrine, a philosophy; in one among the
best senses of the word, a religion; the inculcation and
diffusion of what could be made the principle outward purpose
of a life.”{3}

Mill modified Bentham’s utilitarianism. Whereas Bentham



established an act utilitarianism, Mill established a rule
utilitarianism. According to Mill, one calculates what 1is
right by comparing the consequences of all relevant agents of
alternative rules for a particular circumstance. This is done
by comparing all relevant similar circumstances or settings at
any time.

Analysis of Utilitarianism

Why did utilitarianism become popular? There are a number of
reasons for its appeal.

First, it is a relatively simple ethical system to apply. To
determine whether an action is moral you merely have to
calculate the good and bad consequences that will result from
a particular action. If the good outweighs the bad, then the
action is moral.

Second, utilitarianism avoids the need to appeal to divine
revelation. Many adherents to this ethical system are looking
for a way to live a moral life apart from the Bible and a
belief in God. The system replaces revelation with reason.
Logic rather than an adherence to biblical principles guides
the ethical decision-making of a utilitarian.

Third, most people already use a form of utilitarianism in
their daily decisions. We make lots of non-moral decisions
every day based upon consequences. At the checkout line, we
try to find the shortest line so we can get out the door more
quickly. We make most of our financial decisions (writing
checks, buying merchandise, etc.) on a utilitarian calculus of
cost and benefits. So making moral decisions wusing
utilitarianism seems like a natural extension of our daily
decision-making procedures.

There are also a number of problems with utilitarianism. One
problem with utilitarianism is that it leads to an “end
justifies the means” mentality. If any worthwhile end can



justify the means to attain it, a true ethical foundation is
lost. But we all know that the end does not justify the means.
If that were so, then Hitler could justify the Holocaust
because the end was to purify the human race. Stalin could
justify his slaughter of millions because he was trying to
achieve a communist utopia.

The end never justifies the means. The means must justify
themselves. A particular act cannot be judged as good simply
because it may lead to a good consequence. The means must be
judged by some objective and consistent standard of morality.

Second, utilitarianism cannot protect the rights of minorities
if the goal is the greatest good for the greatest number.
Americans in the eighteenth century could justify slavery on
the basis that it provided a good consequence for a majority
of Americans. Certainly the majority benefited from cheap
slave labor even though the lives of black slaves were much
worse.

A third problem with wutilitarianism is predicting the
consequences. If morality is based on results, then we would
have to have omniscience in order to accurately predict the
consequence of any action. But at best we can only guess at
the future, and often these educated guesses are wrong.

A fourth problem with utilitarianism 1is that consequences
themselves must be judged. When results occur, we must still
ask whether they are good or bad results. Utilitarianism
provides no objective and consistent foundation to judge
results because results are the mechanism used to judge the
action itself.

Situation Ethics

A popular form of utilitarianism is situation ethics first
proposed by Joseph Fletcher in his book by the same name.{4}
Fletcher acknowledges that situation ethics is essentially



utilitarianism, but modifies the pleasure principle and calls
it the agape (love) principle.

Fletcher developed his ethical system as an alternative to two
extremes: legalism and antinomianism. The legalist is like the
Pharisees in the time of Jesus who had all sorts of laws and
regulations but no heart. They emphasized the law over love.
Antinomians are like the libertines in Paul’s day who promoted
their lawlessness.

The foundation of situation ethics is what Fletcher calls the
law of love. Love replaces the law. Fletcher says, “We follow
law, if at all, for love'’s sake.”{5}

Fletcher even quotes certain biblical passages to make his
case. For example, he quotes Romans 13:8 which says, “Let no
debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love
one another, for he who loves his fellow man has fulfilled the
law.”

Another passage Fletcher quotes is Matthew 22:37-40. “Christ
said, Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all
your soul and with all your mind. . . . Love your neighbor as
yourself.’ All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two
commandments.”

Proponents of situation ethics would argue that these summary
verses require only one absolute (the law of love). No other
universal laws can be derived from this commandment to love.
Even the Ten Commandments are subject to exceptions based upon
the law of love.

Situation ethics also accepts the view that the end justifies
the means. Only the ends can justify the means; the means
cannot justify themselves. Fletcher believes that “no act
apart from its foreseeable consequences has any ethical
meaning whatsoever.”{6}

Joseph Fletcher tells the story of Lenin who had become weary



of being told that he had no ethics. After all, he used a very
pragmatic and utilitarian philosophy to force communism on the
people. So some of those around him accused him of believing
that the end justifies the means. Finally, Lenin shot back,
“If the end does not justify the means, then in the name of
sanity and justice, what does?”{7}

Like utilitarianism, situation ethics attempts to define
morality with an “end justifies the means” philosophy.
According to Fletcher, the law of love requires the greatest
love for the greatest number of people in the long run. But as
we will see in the next section, we do not always know how to
define love, and we do not always know what will happen in the
long run.

Analysis of Situation Ethics

Perhaps the biggest problem with situation ethics is that the
law of love is too general. People are going to have different
definitions of what love is. What some may believe is a loving
act, others might feel is an unloving act.

Moreover, the context of love varies from situation to
situation and certainly varies from culture to culture. So it
is even difficult to derive moral principles that can be known
and applied universally. In other words, it is impossible to
say that to follow the law of love is to do such and such in
every circumstance. Situations and circumstances change, and
so the moral response may change as well.

The admonition to do the loving thing is even less specific
than to do what is the greatest good for the greatest number.
It has about as much moral force as to say to do the “good
thing” or the “right thing.” Without a specific definition, it
is nothing more than a moral platitude.

Second, situation ethics suffers from the same problem of
utilitarianism in predicting consequences. In order to judge



the morality of an action, we have to know the results of the
action we are about to take. Often we cannot know the
consequences.

Joseph Fletcher acknowledges that when he says, “We can’t
always guess the future, even though we are always being
forced to try.”{8} But according to his ethical system, we
have to know the results in order to make a moral choice. In
fact, we should be relatively certain of the consequences,
otherwise our action would by definition be immoral.

Situation ethics also assumes that the situation will
determine the meaning of love. Yet love is not determined by
the particulars of our circumstance but merely conditioned by
them. The situation does not determine what is right or wrong.
The situation instead helps us determine which biblical
command applies in that particular situation.

From the biblical perspective, the problem with utilitarianism
and situation ethics is that they ultimately provide no
consistent moral framework. Situation ethics also permits us
to do evil to achieve good. This is totally contrary to the
Bible.

For example, Proverbs 14:12 says that “There is a way which
seems right to a man, but its end is the way of death.” The
road to destruction is paved with good intentions. This 1is a
fundamental flaw with an “ends justifies the means” ethical
system.

In Romans 6:1 Paul asks, “Are we to continue sinning so that
grace may increase?” His response is “May it never be!”

Utilitarianism attempts to provide a moral system apart from
God’s revelation in the Bible, but in the end, it does not
succeed.
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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 1ideas fail the
reasonableness test.

This article is also available in Spanish. =]
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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 1is 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.{1l} Cultural relativism is the view that
all ethical truth is relative to a specific culture. Whatever
a cultural group approves 1is considered right within that
culture. Conversely, whatever a cultural group condemns 1is
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.

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 1is
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 1is
interpreted by each individual in terms of his own
enculturation.”{5} In other words, a person’s judgment about
what 1is 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 1s 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 1is.

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 1is 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 1is
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 1is sociobiology. E. O.
Wilson of Harvard University 1s 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 1is 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
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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 1is conflict. If there are no
absolute values that exist trans-culturally or externally to
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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“Is It Small-Minded of Me to
Base Morality on Scripture?”

A friend of mine and I were recently discussing different
things and two things relating to scripture things came up.
The first (what started the argument) Was I asked whether
morality could be determined by age; for example, we say that
is wrong for a kid but OK for an adult. My view was, if
something is wrong should it not be wrong for all? She is a
Christian but made some comments I wasn’t sure how to respond
to. She implied that I “thought small” because after about
thirty minutes of debate I realized my morality was based
totally on scripture. When I said “moral” I meant biblical.
She however was saying the Bible doesn’t answer everything and
it is up to society to decide, because as she pointed out not
every one is Christian and I needed to see the whole picture.
This sounds immoral to me and in arguing it (using the Bible)
she asked what seems un-biblical, yet I was stumped she said
that “If the 0ld Testament grew into the New Testament then
who’s to say it isn’t still growing?” She almost seemed to be
implying that 1) scripture is not a complete canon yet and 2)
it should change based on society. This seems very un-biblical
and wrong but I wasn’t sure how to respond effectively.

Thanks for your e-mail. The two questions you brought up show
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a great deal of insight on your part. I would be honored to
help you work through these issues.

First, let’s deal with morality. It’s great that you base your
moral behavior based on biblical principles. Unfortunately,
not everyone 1is so wise. But even biblically speaking, there
are some things that may be appropriate for some people that
are not so wise for others. For instance, look at marriage.
Wouldn’'t it be safe to say that a grown up married man 1is
morally free to have sexual intimacy with his wife, but an
unmarried teenage boy is not morally free to have sex with his
girlfriend? Circumstances may determine some of our standards
of behavior. Paul says in 1 Corinthians 10:23-33 that we are
free to act the way we think we should (since we have been
freed from the Law), but that we must first consider that our
actions affect others. Christian morality is not based on a
list of rights and wrongs, but on the law of love for one
another. Sure, there are some things that are always wrong
(such as murder), and some that are always right (such as
love), but to say that every wrong is wrong for everyone 1is
going to lead to trouble.

Your friend has a point that not every issue 1is covered
specifically in the Bible. But the Bible’s principles can be
applied to every issue. So, in fact, to think biblically is to
think about the “big picture.” Society is actually more
interested in keeping order than in encouraging morality. Age,
therefore, does make a difference about what a person ought to
do; not because morality is relative, but because sources of
weakness can be different in people.

The freedom that we Christians have to make decisions is kept
in check with our biblically-minded discernment about what is
best for others and ourselves.

To answer your second question: yes, the canon of Scripture is
closed. The New Testament 1is not just a highlight in the
evolutionary development of the 0ld Testament. It is the “New



Covenant.” It’s called a covenant because Jesus Christ
fulfilled in person the “0ld Covenant’s” purpose. Hebrews
1:1-2 points out that God has spoken in these “last days” in
the person of Jesus Christ. The 0ld Testament is the inspired
foreshadowing of Jesus. The New Testament is the inspired
testimony to His life and works. The first few centuries of
Christians had divinely guided criteria for evaluating the
worthiness of a letter to be included in the New Testament.
(For more on this, see Don Closson’s article on the Web.)
Nothing society or anyone else can come up with since could
come close to adding to what Jesus has already done.

Furthermore, Jesus 1is the Word of God. How can God'’'s very
presence on earth be matched? His ascension into the heavens
ended His earthly ministry. In the same way, His ascension
also ended any speculation about another testament. (That's
why there can be no new New Testament.) When He spoke the
words “It is finished” on the cross, it illustrates that there
is nothing else to be revealed. All that is necessary now 1is
the fulfillment of His New Covenant, with the ministry of
God’s Spirit (through His church) and Jesus’ glorious return.
Our job is not to write more books of the Bible in order to
make it apply to society. Instead we need to take what'’s
already there and interpret it’'s vital and timeless message to
every new society.

I hope this helps with your questions. If you have any more
questions or need some elaborating, please feel free to
respond. Awesome questions! He rewards those who seek Him.

Kris Samons
Probe Ministries
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Why Dr. Laura 1s (Usually)
Right

Why Dr. Laura Is Popular

Dr. Laura Schlessinger’s call-in radio show is wildly popular
in North America. According to her web site, Dr.Laura.com, the
purpose of her program 1is to dispense morals, values,
principles and ethics. Her refusal to coddle people’s self-
centered behavior and immoral or stupid choices is either
highly entertaining or absolutely infuriating, depending on
your worldview. She’s opinionated and not afraid to fly in the
face of the culture. Most of the time I agree with her, but
sometimes she misses the boat. In this essay I'll be looking
at why Dr. Laura is usually right-not because she agrees with
me (I mean, how arrogant is that?), but because her positions
are consistent with what God has revealed in the Bible.

Dr. Laura rejects the victim mentality. She says,
“Victimization status is the modern promised land of
absolution from personal responsibility. Nobody 1is
acknowledged to have free will or responsibility anymore.”{1}
Instead of coddling people because of past difficult
experiences, she calls her audience to make right choices. In
her book How Could You Do That?, she writes, “I don’t believe
for a minute that everything that happens to you is your doing
or your fault. But I do believe the ultimate quality of your
life, and your happiness, is determined by your courageous and
ethical choices, and your overall attitude.”{2} This call to
assume responsibility for our choices and our behaviors
resonates with us because it is consistent with the dignity
God endowed us with when He gave us the ability to make
significant choices and not be His puppets. Joshua encouraged
the Israelites, “Choose ye this day whom ye shall serve: but
as for me and my house, we will serve the Lord” (Josh. 24:15).
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It was a real choice with real consequences. That’'s because we
live in a cause-and-effect universe where “God is not mocked:
a man reaps what he sows” (Gal. 6:7).

There is a most interesting postscript in Dr. Laura’s book How
Could You Do That? She quotes from the Genesis 4 passage where
God confronts Cain for his bad attitude after He would not
accept Cain’s offering. God tells Cain, “If you do what is
right, will you not be accepted? But if you do not do what is
right, sin is crouching at your door; it desires to have you,
but you must master it.” (Gen. 4:7) She makes the point that
God seems to be teaching that there is joy in doing right, and
“God also reassures us that we do have the capacity to rise
above circumstance and attain mastery over our weaker
selves.”{3} It’s a good observation, and this passage makes a
strong statement about what God expects of every person, as a
moral creature made in His image. He wants us to do what is
right and resist the pull of sin’s temptation.

In a culture that gets increasingly secular every day, where
we have lost our moral compass, listeners are relieved to hear
someone who has a strong commitment to God-given absolutes.
Dr. Laura acts like an anchor of common sense for many who
find life’s choices too confusing and overwhelming in today’s
postmodern world.

Much of Dr. Laura’s “preaching, teaching and nagging” (her
words) is directed at helping people decide to make good moral
choices. Even if they don’t know God, their lives will work
better simply because they will be more in line with how God
created us to live. (Of course, from a Christian perspective,
this has no value in light of eternity if a life that “works
better” is lived separated from the life of God through Jesus
Christ.)

Dr. Laura’'s emphasis on honor, integrity and ethics strikes a
nerve in eighteen million listeners.{4} No surprise, really:
that nerve is common to all of us—-the nerve called



morality—because we are made in the image of a moral God.

Self-Esteem

One reason why Dr. Laura’s values and beliefs attract millions
of listeners to her daily radio program is her common-sense
approach to the whole issue of self-esteem. When a caller
complains, “I don’t feel very good about myself,” Dr. Laura
will fire back a great question: “Why should you feel good
about yourself? What have you done that gives you a reason to
feel good about yourself?” In a culture where people want to
believe they’'re wonderful and worthwhile without any basis for
such an assessment, Dr. Laura has a completely different
approach: self-esteem is earned.

In her books and radio show, she suggests several means of
earning the right to enjoy self-respect, and all of them are
good ideas from a pragmatic perspective.

Dr. Laura points out that we derive pleasure from having
character. We need to choose high moral values and then honor
them during times of temptation. She writes, “There is no fast
lane to self-esteem. It's won on . . . battlegrounds where
immediate gratification comes up against character. When
character triumphs, self-esteem heightens.”{5}

She also says that choosing personal and professional
integrity over moral compromise will make us feel good about
ourselves in the long run. So will valuing and honoring our
responsibilities, which she calls “the express route” to self-
esteem.{6} We build self-respect by choosing loyalty,
sacrifice, and self-reliance over short-term self-
indulgence.{7}

In her book Ten Stupid Things Women Do to Mess Up Their Lives,
Dr. Laura astutely demonstrates one of the differences between
the sexes: “Women tend to make a relationship their life,
their identity, while men make it a part of their lives.”{8}



She’s absolutely right. The reason a relationship cannot
provide true self-esteem for a woman is the same reason a
man’s job or accomplishments can’t do it: it is idolatry to
look to relationships or accomplishments for meaning and
purpose. God will never honor our false gods.

But self-esteem is only part of the equation for a healthy
view of ourselves. Self-esteem is how we feel about ourselves;
it needs to be built on the foundation of how we think about
ourselves, which is our sense of self-worth. How valuable am
I? What makes me significant? It doesn’t matter how good we
feel about ourselves if on a purely human level, we’re in
actuality worthless.

Pastor Don Matzat tells of a woman who came to him
complaining, “I feel like I am completely worthless.” He blew
her away with his response. Gently and slowly, he said, “Maybe
you are completely worthless.”{9} Are you shocked? This lady
was. But it's true. We are only valuable because God made us,
not because of anything within ourselves. We are infinitely
precious because He made us in His image, able to be indwelled
by God Himself. And He proved our value by paying an
unimaginable price for us: the lifeblood of His very Son.
Apart from God, we are completely worthless.

C. S. Lewis put it so well:

Look for yourself and you will find in the long run only
hatred, loneliness, despair, rage, ruin and decay. But look
for Christ and you will find Him, and with Him everything
else thrown in.{10}

Dr. Laura’'s right: we earn our self-respect. But our sense of
worth is one of God’s great gifts to us, because He’s the one
who determines our value.



Man as a Moral Creature

If you call Dr. Laura’s radio program, the screener will ask,
“What is your moral dilemma? What is the issue of right and
wrong that you want to discuss?” Zeroing in on moral problems
and not psychological ones sets her call-in talk show apart
from most others. Dr. Laura sees man as a moral creature,
capable of choosing good and evil. This is what she wrote in
her book, How Could You Do That?:

Why do people do good things?

In contrast to all other creatures on earth, only humans
measure themselves against ideals of motivation and action.
We are elevated above all other creatures because we have a
moral sense: a notion of right and wrong and a determination
to bring significance to our lives beyond mere existence and
survival, by actions that are selfless and generous.{11}

It's true, we are indeed elevated above all other creatures by
our moral sense. We are far, far more than animals. But where
does that morality come from?

Human beings are moral creatures because God created us in His
image. That means we can choose between good and evil because
God chooses between good and evil. We can think on a higher
level, contemplating abstracts and ideals like goodness and
nobility, because our minds are a reflection of God’s
unimaginably complex mind. We can choose to love others by
serving them sacrificially because that’s what God is like,
and He made us like Himself. Dr. Laura thinks it’s because
we're lapsing into our animal natures.{12} But we are not the
product of evolution. We were never animals. People do bad
things because we are born as fallen image-bearers. I love the
way Larry Crabb described it: “When Adam sinned, he disfigured
both himself and all his descendants so severely that we now
function far beneath the level at which we were intended.



We’'re something like an airplane with cracked wings rolling
awkwardly down a highway rather than flying through the air.
The image has been reduced to something grotesque. It has not
been lost, just badly marred.”{13} But our airplanes keep
wanting to wander off the runway and go our own way because we
let our flesh rule us. That’'s why we do bad things.

Why do people do bad things?

But although Dr. Laura is right about man being a moral
creature, she misses the boat on what it means to be human:

When Adam and Eve were in the Garden they were not fully
human because they made no choices between right and wrong,
no value judgments, no issues of ethics or morality. Leaving
Eden, though, meant becoming fully human.{14}

They certainly did make a moral choice in the Garden. They
chose wrong over right and chose disobedience over fellowship
with God. Actually, when Adam and Eve were still living in the
Garden, they were more fully human than we’ve ever been since,
because God created man sinless, perfect and beautiful. When
we look at the Lord Jesus, the Second Adam, we see just how
sinless, perfect and beautiful “fully human” is.

Dr. Laura is right to insist that we see ourselves as moral
creatures, because a moral God has made us in His image.

Dr. Laura’s Wisdom

Dr. Laura’s strong positions on certain topics has made some
people stand up and applaud her while others fume 1in
frustration at her bluntness.

She makes no bones about the sanctity of marriage and that sex
belongs only within a committed relationship sealed with a
sacred vow. People living together and having sex without
marriage are “shacking up.” She’s right because God ordained



sex to be contained only in the safe and committed
relationship of marriage.

Another of her well-known positions is that abortion is wrong
because it’s killing a baby. The much better alternative is
adoption. She gets particularly frustrated with women who say,
“Oh, I could never do that. I could never give up my baby once
it was born.” Her answer to that is, “You can kill it but you
can’t wave goodbye?” Here again, she’s right because abortion
is the deliberate taking of a human life. God’s Word clearly
commands us not to murder (Ex. 20:13).

Her strong views on abortion continue in her commitment to
children, and her disdain for the way so many parents indulge
their own whims and agendas at the expense of their kids. In a
day when divorce 1is so prevalent, she makes an impassioned
case for doing what's best for the children, with parents
remaining active and involved in the raising of their Kkids.
She believes that the family 1is the cornerstone of
civilization, and this is consistent with the biblical view
starting right in the first chapter of Genesis.(Gen. 1:28)

Part of the way parents should take care of their children is
to make sure they raise them in a religious faith shared by
both parents. Dr. Laura warns people not to enter into
interfaith marriages because usually the kids end up with no
religion at all. Both the 0ld and New Testaments warn against
being unequally yoked; God knows it’s a recipe for heartbreak
at best and disaster at worst.

She shows practical wisdom in many ways. She makes a
distinction between those who are evil and those who are
merely weak. In the same way, the book of Proverbs goes into
great detail about the difference between the wicked and the
fool.

Another evidence of her wisdom is her response to the fact
that some people are uncomfortable keeping secrets, believing



it’s dishonest to not tell everything you know. Dr. Laura says
there is a difference between maintaining privacy and
withholding truth. The question to ask is, “Will this benefit
the person I tell?” If not, don’t tell. The reason this works
is that this is how God operates. Everything He tells us in
His Word is truth, but it’s not exhaustive truth. Plus, God
doesn’t owe it to us to tell us everything He knows, and He’s
not being dishonest when He keeps information from us, like
the “whys” of our trials and sufferings, or the exact details
of how the endtimes will play out.

Finally, Dr. Laura exhorts people to choose “as if” behavior.
“What a radical idea: choosing how to behave regardless of how
you feel-and discovering that behaving differently seems to
change how you feel.”{15} In 2 Corinthians 5:7 we are told to
“walk by faith, not our senses” (a paraphrase), which 1is
another way of urging us to act as if something were already
true instead of being limited by our feelings. I do love Dr.
Laura’s practical wisdom.

Where Dr. Laura’s Wrong

Most of the time, Dr. Laura’s views are right on the mark
because they are consistent with the laws and values of
Scripture. A fairly recent convert to conservative Judaism,
she is still developing her own belief system, yet she can be
fair and open- minded in considering other viewpoints. But
there are some areas where she departs from the Bible’s
teachings.

For example, Dr. Laura believes that all religions are equally
effective for establishing morality. If a young mother calls,
looking for a religion in which to raise her children, Dr.
Laura doesn’t care if 1it’'s Hinduism or Islam or
Presbyterianism, just as long as there is a religion. To her
the issue is what works, or what seems to work, and most
religions are the same to her in the area of shaping behavior.
On the other hand, the truthfulness of religious claims 1is



apparently not as important to her. Yet only one religion
offers a personal relationship with God on His terms, by His
own definition. Only one religion is God reaching down to man:
Christianity, with its roots in Judaism.

Dr. Laura misunderstands biblical Christianity. She rejects
the notion that Jews can believe in Christ. Many rabbis teach
that to be Jewish is to reject Jesus as Messiah; they teach
that Jesus is the God of the Gentiles. Two thousand years of
unjust persecution feeds a heartbreaking “anti-Jesus”
mentality. But Jesus Christ was a Jew, and almost all of the
first believers were Jewish. As one messianic rabbi put it, to
believe in the Jewish Messiah is the most Jewish thing someone
can do!{16} Dr. Laura is mistaken in her belief here. When a
Jew trusts Christ as Savior, he does not stop being Jewish.
What he discovers, in an intensely personal way, 1is that
Judaism is the root, and Christianity is the fruit. He feels
“completed” in ways many Gentiles never can.

What is the purpose of life? Dr. Laura has told many people
who are floundering without personal meaning that they need to
find their niche in life to do their job, which is to perfect
the world. This sounds noble . . . but there is nothing in
Scripture that calls us to perfect an unperfectable world. In
fact, God plans on scrapping the whole thing and starting over
(Rev. 21:1). Perfecting the world is not our purpose in life:
the reason we are here is to bring glory to God (Eph.
1:6,12,14).

One other area where Dr. Laura misses the boat is in dealing
with guilt. I remember one caller who was filled with remorse
and regret over her abortion, and she asked what to do with
her guilt. But since Dr. Laura’'s belief system doesn’t offer a
way of handling it, she advised the woman to just carry the
guilt. This is her usual advice in such circumstances because
she believes the person will learn a deep life lesson from the
continual pain. I grieve that she has no understanding of the
cleansing that comes with Christ’s forgiveness. Jesus paid for



our sins on the cross, and when we come to Him in belief and
trust, He not only forgives the sin but cleanses us of the
guilt. We don’t have to carry guilt that He washed away!

There are a few subjects where Dr. Laura departs from the
Scriptures, most notably about Jesus and salvation, and we
can’'t agree with her. But for the most part, as far as her
positions and beliefs, Dr. Laura is usually right, and I think
she honors God as she proclaims His laws and ways. I just pray
she will respond to the light of the WHOLE truth.

Addendum on why I left out Dr. Laura’'s views on homosexuality
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