
The World of the Apostle Paul
Rick Wade examines different aspects of life in the day of the
Apostle Paul: religion, philosophy, the family unit, social
morality, and Christians’ conflict with the culture.

 This article is also available in Spanish.

Religion
The purpose of this essay is to take a look at the Greco-Roman
world in which the Apostle Paul lived so that we can better
comprehend his ministry. Understanding the historical context
helps us to gain such a perspective. We’ll discuss religion,
philosophy, the family unit, and the social morality of the
Hellenistic culture with a concluding look at the conflict
Christians faced.

Let’s  begin  with  the  religion  of  the  first  century.  Two
episodes  in  the  book  of  Acts  provide  insight  into  the
religious  beliefs  and  practices  of  that  time.

In Acts 19 we read about the trouble Paul’s companions got
into  over  His  ministry  in  Ephesus.  Craftsmen  who  made
miniature shrines of Artemis, the local deity, objected to
Paul’s teaching that “man- made gods are no gods at all” (Acts
19:26). In Paul’s world, religion was an integral part of
everyone’s  life.  State-sponsored  civic  cults  were  one
religious expression participated in by everybody. Historian
Everett  Ferguson  notes  that  “the  most  deeply  ingrained
religious beliefs and practice in both Greece and Rome. . . .
were associated with the traditional civic cult.”(1) The state
both funded and profited by these cults.

Each city had its patron deity. The city of Ephesus honored
Artemis, the goddess of nature and of childbirth. The statue
of Artemis stood in a magnificent temple, four times as large
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as  the  Parthenon  in  Athens.  Deities  such  as  Artemis  were
honored  with  festivals,  prayers,  and  sacrifices.  Annual
festivals  included  banquets,  entertainment,  sacrifices,
processions, athletic contests, and the performance of mystery
rites. Prayers included invocation, praise, and petition with
the goal of receiving the favor of the goddess. Sacrifices
were offered for praise, thanksgiving, or supplication.

The riot in Ephesus that resulted from Paul’s teaching was
prompted  partly  by  monetary  concerns;  the  craftsmen  were
afraid of losing business. But the chant, “Great is Artemis of
the  Ephesians”  which  went  on  for  two  hours–by  people  who
didn’t even know what the specific problem was–shows that
money  was  not  the  only  issue.  The  strength  of  religious
devotion to the civic cults was such that Roman emperors saw
the advantage of identifying with them instead of fighting
them. We’ll talk more about that later in this essay.

Ephesus was also a major center of magical activity, another
part of the religious practice of the first century. In Acts
19 we read about practitioners of magic or sorcery forsaking
their practices and burning their scrolls as they publicly
declared their new faith.

The Ephesians’ scrolls contained secret words and formulas
which were used to force the gods to do one’s bidding. The
precise  formula  was  critical.  Practitioners  sought  wealth,
healing, or power; they even used magic in an attempt to gain
another person’s love. Because it was also believed that to
know someone’s true name was to have power over that person,
names and formulas were blended to produce strong magic.

Paul  carried  his  message  to  a  world  with  a  multitude  of
religious beliefs, and the message he proclaimed showed its
power  over  them.  As  we  look  at  our  culture  with  its
increasingly pluralistic religious spectrum, we must remember
that we, too, carry the same gospel with the same power.



Philosophy
When the Apostle Paul visited Athens, he took the message of
Christ to the marketplace where a wide variety of people could
be encountered. Among those he talked to were Epicurean and
Stoic philosophers. We read about his encounter with them in
Acts 17.

Who were these Epicureans and Stoics? I’d like to give a
thumbnail sketch of their ideas about God, man, and the world
which will help us understand why Paul what he did.

Stoicism  and  Epicureanism  were  philosophies  which  were
developed to free people from the concerns of the present
life.

Stoicism was materialistic and pantheistic. That is, Stoics
believed that everything was composed of matter. The higher
form of matter was of a divine nature, and it pervaded the
universe. They called it various things: fire, Zeus, or even
God. They believed that this divine “fire,” or God, generated
the universe and would one day take the universe back into
itself through a great conflagration. This cycle of creation
and conflagration is repeated eternally.

Stoicism was thus deterministic. Things are the way they are
and can’t be changed. To find true happiness, they believed
one should understand the course of nature through reason and
simply accept things the way they are.

In contrast to the Stoics, Paul taught that God is personal
and not a part of this universe. He also taught that there
would be a judgment to come, not a giant conflagration leading
to another cycle.

Epicureans focused on the individual’s happiness, also, but
they went in a completely different direction than the Stoics.
They believed that the way to happiness was through maximizing
pleasure and minimizing pain. Tranquility was sought through a



quiet, contemplative life lived among a community of friends.

Epicureans  were  materialists,  also,  but  they  weren’t
pantheists. They believed the universe was formed from atoms
falling  through  space  which  occasionally  bumped  into  each
other accidentally, eventually forming the stars and planets
and us. When we die, we simply become dissolved into atoms
again. Epicureans believed in the gods, but thought they were
like men, only of a higher order. The gods resided out in
space somewhere, enjoying a life of quiet pleasure like that
of the Epicureans. They had nothing to do with men. Apart from
participation  in  sacrifices  and  religious  rituals  for
aesthetic purposes, Epicureans believed humans needn’t worry
about the gods.

Against the Epicureans, Paul taught that God is involved in
the affairs of His creation and created us specifically to
search  for  Him.  Of  course,  Paul’s  doctrine  of  a  future
judgment didn’t fit with their thinking either.

As Paul evangelized the Greek world, he sometimes used their
terminology and concepts; he even quoted their poets. But he
preached a very different message. Maybe we, too, can find
common ground with our culture by knowing what people believe
and by putting the gospel into terms they understand. Without
modifying the message itself, we must phrase it in a way that
it can be understood. If we don’t, we’ll have a hard time
getting people to listen.

The Family Unit
We’ve given some attention to the religion and philosophy of
Paul’s day, but what about the social structures of the Greco-
Roman world? More specifically, what was the family like in
the first century?

By  the  first  century  A.D.,  marriage  was  mostly  by  mutual
consent. Historian Everett Ferguson describes marriage this



way: “Consent to live together constituted marriage in all
societies, and the procreation of children was its explicit
object.  Marriages  were  registered  in  order  to  make  the
children  legitimate.”(2)  Although  marriages  were  mostly
monogamous, adultery was common. Divorce required only oral or
written notice.

Men had the dominant role in the family. They had absolute
authority over their children and slaves. Wives remained under
their  fathers’  authority.  Men  occupied  their  time  with
business interests and such social outlets as banquets, and
the gymnasia which included exercise facilities, pools, and
lecture halls. These functioned as community centers.

In the husband’s absence the wife might conduct his business
for him. However, managing the home was the wife’s primary
responsibility. Ferguson quotes the Greek writer Apollodorus
who said, “We have courtesans for pleasure, handmaidens for
the day-to- day care of the body, wives to bear legitimate
children  and  to  be  a  trusted  guardian  of  things  in  the
home.”(3)

Women weren’t necessarily confined to the home, however. Some
engaged in occupations as diverse as music, medicine, and
commerce. Many held civic office, and some held leadership
positions in the religious cults.

Children  were  not  considered  a  part  of  the  family  until
acknowledged by the father. They could be sold or exposed if
not wanted.

Parents were on their own to find suitable education for their
children. Girls could go to the elementary schools, but that
was  rare.  They  mostly  learned  household  skills  at  home.
Although most boys learned a trade at home or through an
apprenticeship, they could go through a series of primary,
secondary, and advanced schooling depending on their class
status.  Rote  memorization  was  a  key  element  in  primary



education. Rhetoric was the most important subject in advanced
education.

Slaves were a part of the family unit in the Roman Empire.
They might be obtained through a number of means including
war, child exposure, and the sale of persons to pay debts.
Slaves  might  work  in  the  mines,  in  temples,  in  homes  as
teachers, or in industry; they even held high positions as
administrators  in  civil  bureaucracy.  Slaves  often  earned
enough money to buy their own freedom, although they had to
continue working for their former owners.

Into this society the apostles brought new ideas about the
value  of  the  individual  and  about  family  relationships.
Husbands were to be faithful to their own wives and to love
them as their own bodies. Children were to be seen as much
more than economic assets or liabilities. Masters were told to
treat  slaves  with  justice  and  fairness.  People  today  who
revile Christianity as being “oppressive” probably have no
idea how much it elevated people in the Hellenistic world.

Social Morality
Moral instruction in the Hellenistic world was found more in
philosophy and custom than in religion. Religion was largely
external; that is, it was a matter of ritual more than of
inner transformation. Philosophy sought to teach people how to
live. Philosophers gave much attention to such matters as
virtue, friendship, and civic responsibility.(4)

Historian Everett Ferguson notes that evidence from the Greco-
Roman era indicates that many people lived quite virtuous
lives.  Inscriptions  on  grave  stones,  for  example,  include
praises  for  husbands  and  wives  for  kindness  and
faithfulness.(5)

In  spite  of  all  this,  history  reveals  a  morally  debased
culture  in  the  first  century.  One  example  is  sexual



immorality. “The numerous words in the Greek language for
sexual  relations,”  says  Ferguson,  “suggest  a  preoccupation
with this aspect of life.”(6) As I noted earlier, adultery was
common.  Men  often  had  courtesans  for  physical  pleasure.
Homosexuality between young men or between an older and a
younger man was openly accepted. Temple prostitution was part
of some religious cults.

A low estimate of human worth was exhibited in the Hellenistic
world. Earlier I mentioned child exposure as a way of getting
rid of children. Unwanted babies–more often girls–were put on
the garbage pile or left in some isolated area to die. They
might be picked up to be used, to be sold as slaves, or to
serve as prostitutes.

The brutality of the day was seen most clearly in the games in
the  Roman  amphitheaters.  Ferguson  notes  that,  “The
amphitheaters of the west testify to the lust for blood under
the empire. The spectacles of gladiatorial combat–man against
man, man against animal, and animal against animal–drew huge
crowds  and  replaced  Greek  drama  and  athletics  in
popularity.”(7) Executions were considered less exciting than
mortal combat. Consequently, when executions were included in
the day’s program, they were typically carried out during the
lunch break. One of the ways criminals were disposed of was by
dressing  them  in  animal  skins  and  throwing  them  to  wild
animals.

Such brutality was extended to the Christians in the days of
persecutions. Foxe’s Book of Martyrs records that Nero had
Christians thrown to the wild animals. He also had them dipped
in wax, mounted on trees, and burned like giant torches in his
gardens.(8)

Into this world of immorality and brutality came the message
of love and righteousness found in Jesus. As with Judaism
before, Christianity put religion and morality together. It
revealed God’s standard of goodness and the sacrificial love



of Christ, and it provided the power to attain that standard
through the regenerating work of the Spirit based on Christ’s
work on the cross.

Today, ethics and religion are again separate. And the results
are being seen. But as in the first century, Christians today
have a message of grace for our society: God not only tells us
what is good, He also enables us to be good.

Christians’ Conflict with the Culture
In the early church, the character of Christians was very
important for gaining a hearing and for winning converts as
they boldly gave testimony of their new faith.

What were these Christians like? The writer of the Epistle to
Diognetus, written probably in the early second century, said
this about them: “They marry as do all; they beget children,
but they do not destroy their offspring. They have a common
table, but not a common bed. They are in the flesh, but they
do not live after the flesh. They pass their days on earth,
but they are citizens of heaven. They obey the prescribed
laws, and at the same time surpass the laws by their lives.
They love all men, and are persecuted by all.”(9)

If their lives were of such an exemplary nature, what was it
that got Christians into so much trouble? Two of the most
important factors were their unwillingness to participate in
religious rituals and their refusal to bow before the images
of the emperors.

Earlier I mentioned the importance of the civic religious
cults in the Hellenistic world. The people believed that the
gods  required  their  sacrifices  and  other  observances;
otherwise, they would be angry and take their wrath out on the
people as a whole. For the Christians to refuse to participate
was to risk angering the gods.

The other factor was the matter of emperor worship. When Rome



conquered the Western world, the rulers saw how important
religion was to the people. Rather than fight against this,
they took advantage of it by putting images of the Roman
emperors in places of worship with the other deities. This
wasn’t a big problem for the Greeks. Apart from the fact that
the Romans were their rulers, Greeks weren’t exclusive in
their worship. To worship one deity didn’t preclude worshiping
others as well.

For the Christians, however, Jesus was Lord; there could be no
other gods besides Him, and they couldn’t bow before anyone
who claimed divine authority, including the emperor. However,
since in the minds of the Romans the emperor represented the
state, to refuse to bow before his image was to be an enemy of
the state.

Thus,  because  of  their  refusal  to  participate  in  these
activities, Christians were called atheists and enemies of the
state. Their behavior was baffling to their neighbors. Why
couldn’t they just go through the motions? As I already noted,
religion was non- exclusive. The people didn’t necessarily
believe in the gods to whom they made sacrifice, anyway. And
since there was little or no connection between religion and
ethics,  one’s  religious  activities  didn’t  normally  affect
one’s moral life. So, why couldn’t the Christians just play
along? The reason they couldn’t was that to bow before the
emperors or the gods would be to commit idolatry which was the
fundamental sin in the early church.

Christians in the early church had to decide where they could
conform to their society and where they couldn’t. There was a
difference of opinion as to what was appropriate and what
wasn’t. But it was clear that anyone who would be identified
as a Christian had to draw the line here: Jesus is Lord, and
there is no other.
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Morality Apart From God
Recently, I became aware of a professor at one of the local
colleges whose goal is to convince his students that you can
have a system of ethics without a belief in God. Now I agree
with him that holding his position is theoretically possible,
but I said to him that such an ethical system is one built on
sand. It would not stand the test of time nor the waves of
adversity.

The U.S.S.R. tried to build an empire on godless atheism, and
it failed miserably. Today in Russia we still see the results
of the ethics of atheism. You would think that the Russians,
having suffered so much under a totalitarian regime, would
strive to do the right thing in appreciation for their new
freedoms. Many have, but Russia today is torn apart by crime,
greed, lawlessness, and immorality. Why? Was it merely too
much freedom too soon, or are they still reaping the rewards
of the ethics of atheism?
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Many people today believe that God is, at best, unnecessary,
and at worst, an intolerant task master. They say they don’t
need God to live right, and they can set their own rules for
life. We live in a world obsessed with personal values. What
people  do  depends  on  their  personal  values,  but  since
everyone’s values are different, there seems to be no standard
by  which  we  must  all  live.  The  very  idea  of  basing  our
morality upon our values means that we have bought into the
idea of a system of relativistic ethics. Personal values have
replaced  values  of  virtue  as  the  foundation  for  ethical
thought.  Virtues  speak  of  some  objective  realities,  but
personal values speak only about subjective decisions of our
will.

Basing ethical decisions on personal values is problematic.
For example, is something good because we love it, or do we
love  it  because  it  is  good?  German  philosopher  Friedrich
Nietzsche would tell us that something is good because we love
it. According to Nietzsche, man himself is the universal and
absolute reference point for all of life. “God is dead,” he
declared,  believing  this  release  from  the  demands  of  any
metaphysical reality was an opportunity to develop his own
system of ethics based on self cultivation.

Today the world is continuing to build an ethical system based
on tolerance and enlightenment apart from God. Men have tried
many ways to teach this new godless form of morality. A decade
ago we constantly heard the term, “values clarification.” It
was a national effort to allow even children to set their own
standards  of  behavior.  It  was  a  disaster  as  it  justified
almost any kind of behavior. Educators may not loosely throw
around the term, “values clarification,” as they once did, but
many still try to teach a system of ethics based on man’s own
values. These are values which are rooted in the idea of
desirable goods, i.e., that which we decide is important to
us.

The use of the term “values” can have objective content, but



we must evaluate the source of that “objective content,” and
that leads us back to the question at hand: Is it possible to
have true morality without a belief in God?

In  this  essay  I  will  address  this  question  by  presenting
common arguments against the need for God and then I will
respond to those arguments.

What Is Ethics Without God?
From the time of the Greeks, there have been many philosophers
who  have  sought  to  prove  that  it  is  possible  to  have  a
universal morality without God. There have been many arguments
presented to support this position, and in theory they may be
right, depending on what one means by the word universal. They
would say, all you have to have is a consensus on what is
considered  right  and  wrong  behavior.  Their  position,  with
which I disagree, goes something like this:

First: If God is necessary for morality, then whatever God
deems moral is moral. Therefore, why praise God for what He
has done if He could have just as likely done the opposite,
and it would have been equally moral. If whatever God says
goes, then if God decreed that adultery was permissible, then
adultery would be permissible. If things are neither right nor
wrong independently of God’s will, then God cannot choose one
thing over another because it is right. Thus, if He does
choose one over another, His choice must be arbitrary. But a
being whose decisions are arbitrary is not worthy of worship.

Second: If goodness is a defining attribute of God, then God
cannot be used to define goodness. If we do so, we are guilty
of circular reasoning. That is, if we use goodness to define
God, we can’t also use God to define goodness.

Third: If one doesn’t believe in God, being told that one must
do as God commands will not help one solve any moral dilemmas.

Some  philosophers,  therefore,  come  to  the  following



conclusion:  the  idea  that  a  moral  law  requires  a  divine
lawgiver is untenable.(1)

What should be our response as Christians? We should point out
to people who side with the preceding position their lack of
understanding concerning both God and the nature of man.

God is the creator and sustainer of all things. We would not
even be self aware, let alone aware of right and wrong, if God
had not created within us His image, and therefore the ability
to make moral distinctions. The truth is we have no reference
point for all this discussion about morality except as God
reveals it. For us to argue with the source of morality is for
the clay to argue with the potter.

Some philosophers say that for God to define what is right or
wrong is arbitrary. God is not arbitrary; He is the source of
all life and therefore the source of all truth. We have no
basis to even understand the concept of being arbitrary except
in  reference  to  an  unchanging  God.  That  which  would  be
circular reasoning or arbitrary in discussions about ourselves
comes into perfect focus as we bring the dilemma close to the
universal, absolute focal point for all creation, God Himself.

The second problem with these arguments is that they fail to
recognize the nature of man. If man were not fallen, i.e., not
corrupted by sin, we would have limitless potential to create
from within ourselves a universal moral code. But, we are a
fallen lot, every last one of us, and therefore incapable of
fully knowing what is good (Rom. 3:23). We are even incapable
of carrying out what we do know to be good (Rom. 7:18-21).

So the question of right or wrong has everything to do with
the origin of our belief, not just the substance of it. No
matter how sincerely I believe I am right about some moral
decision, the true test is in the origin of that belief. And
God is the only universal and absolute origin to all morality.



The Ethics of Belief
We  are  discussing  arguments  for  the  removal  of  God  from
ethical systems of morality. Many are trying to formulate an
ethical platform that is devoid of any need for God.

We previously looked at one approach based on the idea that
the need for a divine lawgiver is arbitrary and untenable.

Another argument, also based on scientific naturalism, holds
that it is immoral to hold to a belief for which one has no
evidence. The problem is that the backers of this theory are
naturalists and, therefore, automatically limit all evidence
to that which is naturalistic, i.e., what can scientifically
be tested. For such people, putting any trust at all in the
metaphysical is folly.

To these naturalists, all humans are born with a moral sense
which becomes a habit of virtue as we practice comradeship and
work through our common struggles. It is merely the result of
a social instinct born within us.

This is a very evolutionary approach to knowledge and ethics
that  considers  theistic  approaches  as  outmoded  hypotheses.
Scientific discourse is seen as an alternative to faith.(2)

As  Christians,  we  recognize  that  man  is  more  than  just
material; there is a lot more to us than just the physical
body. We see this in our ability to mentally stand back and
evaluate our lives, our ability to know right from wrong, and
our self awareness and personality that make us unique from
the rest of God’s creation.

Because of our Christian perspective, we are interested not
just in the physical evidences to the realities of life, but
in the metaphysical evidences as well. For example, we have
this book called the Holy Bible. It obviously is physical in
nature because we can hold it and feel it and read it. But is
there valid evidence that this book contains a message from



God? Yes, in fact there are countless other books written to
affirm  that  there  is,  in  the  pages  of  the  Bible,  a
metaphysical message from the Creator of the Universe. The
historic testimony of the ages confirms to our satisfaction
that this book is the very communication from God to us. Can
we prove this with scientific experiments? No. But, we have
experienced countless testimonies and evidences that this book
is more than just physical in its nature.

As  Christians  we  must  not  allow  the  reductionism  of  this
present age to eliminate the metaphysical in ethical dialogue.
We must use the truth of God’s Word unashamedly. We do not
need to defend the Bible, for the Bible will defend itself. We
just need to use it and live it to show the reality of God in
our lives and demonstrate the power of our changed lives.

When  man  is  allowed  to  see  himself  as  only  an  animal,
controlled by inborn or acquired instincts, he becomes self-
centered and power oriented. Everything becomes an issue of
power to be what he wants to be, and we either seek to create
our own reality and purpose in life as the existentialist
would do, or we slump into the despair of the postmodernist
who says nothing makes any difference, and it really doesn’t
matter what we do.

Next we will look at what can happen if we allow the world to
tell us we are nothing but living flesh, totally on our own in
this physical universe.

From a Crack in the Dam, To a Flood in
the Valley
Intellectuals like Nietzsche, Spinoza, and Tillich and many
others who have followed them have tried to create a godless
society,  a  society  free  to  create  its  own  ethical  system
without the constraints of God-given mandates.

What can we expect if these leaders are able to advance their



model for a system of ethics that has no need for God?

An  interesting  example  may  be  the  story  of  the  medical
profession in Germany during the Nazi regime. The medical
profession is supposed to be the protector of human life. The
Hippocratic Oath, that dates back to the Egyptians, states the
highest standards of trust for those dedicating themselves to
this honorable profession.

How did the medical profession in Germany become nothing more
than an instrument of death in the hands of the Nazis? First,
one’s view of the nature of man had to change from that of a
spiritual being to that of a purely physical being of no
universal value beyond what society places on the individual.
Through years of assault upon traditional morals and biblical
truths, the German people began to see mankind through the
eyes  of  German  philosophers  like  Nietzsche  and  Hiedigger.
These  men  viewed  humanity  as  strictly  flesh  and  blood,
different from the animals only in progression, not in basic
nature.(3)

Once  the  German  population  in  general,  and  the  medical
profession  in  particular,  was  sold  on  a  collectivist-
authoritarian way of life, everything was in place to use the
medical profession to accomplish the purposes of the Third
Reich.

The Nazi holocaust began with a subtle shift in attitude that
judged the value of people based upon their cost/benefit ratio
to  the  state.  First,  it  started  with  sterilization  and
euthanasia of people with severe psychiatric illnesses. Soon
all those with chronic illness were being exterminated. Before
too long, all patients who had been sick for five years or
more, or were medically unable to work and unlikely to recover
were transported to killing centers; what started as “mercy
killings”  in  rare  cases  of  extreme  mental  illness  soon
expanded  to  mass  extermination  on  an  unprecedented  scale.
Before long all those who could not work and were medically



evaluated as incapable of being rehabilitated were killed.(4)

The German medical profession then started using human body
parts  for  medical  research,  and  this  led  to  the  grisly
“terminal human experiments,” in which live people were used
in medical experiments.(5)

It all started with the idea that humans belong to society and
the state. According to this view, if someone is a burden to
society and the state, it is logical to conclude that their
life was not a life worth living. From the first decision to
put to death burdensome mental patients, a chain of events
followed that ultimately led to the death of the majority of
all  the  Jews  in  Europe,  as  well  as  millions  of  other
“undesirables.”

If we don’t believe we are created by God, but simply highly
evolved animals, and if we believe we have accountability only
to society, then there is no end to the depths of depravity
that we can go in our search to justify our actions. Corrosion
of  morals  begins  in  microscopic  proportions,  but  if  not
checked by a standard beyond ourselves, it will continue until
the corrosion wipes away the very foundation of our lives, and
we find ourselves sinking in a sea of relativity.

Repairing the Ethical Breach
In this essay we have been addressing the danger of trying to
establish an ethical system apart from the need for God.

I was recently impressed by an editorial in the Dallas Morning
News. Written by Al Casey, the editorial was entitled, “Our
ethical foundation needs repair.”(6) In emphasizing the need
for  high  ethical  standards,  Mr.  Casey  quotes  the  famous
medical missionary, Dr. Albert Schweitzer: “Ethics is concern
for good behavior . . . an obligation to consider not only our
personal well-being, but also that of others and of human
society as a whole.”(7)



This is so true, but there is an even higher standard than
what we might consider the good of human society. It is God
alone who can set that standard. Earlier we spoke of some
unbelievable  atrocities  that  were  committed  by  the  German
medical profession for the “good of society.”

There is an old adage that says, “The road to hell is paved
with good intentions.” Human beings left to themselves often
start out with good intentions, but somehow, without guidance
from above and obedient hearts, we lose our way.

Al  Casey  came  the  closest  to  the  truth  when  he  quoted
Professor Alexander Tytler of the University of Edinburgh:

From bondage to spiritual faith.
From spiritual faith to great courage.
From courage to liberty.
From liberty to abundance.
From abundance to selfishness.
From selfishness to complacency.
From complacency to apathy.
From apathy to dependency.
From dependency back again into bondage.(8)

A consensus of ethical norms apart from the supervision of God
will  eventually  erode.  Power  begins  to  take  over  in
determining our actions. Look at our government today. It is
controlled for the most part by special interest groups vying
for influence. Every day I receive in the mail a plea for
funds to help some group influence our government. What ever
happened to sending upright men and women to Washington and
trusting  them  to  do  the  right  thing  without  our  funding
various organizations that seek to influence our leaders to do
their bidding?

Mr. Casey said it right, “To an alarming extent, America has
become complacent, a nation inhabited by people concerned only
with their own well-being.”(9)



But, we don’t just need a code of ethics, as important as that
is; we need to put God back into our lives. We need to submit
to His leadership in our lives, to recognize that only the God
who created us knows what is best for us and only God is
capable of revealing to us the ethical standards that can
ultimately bring the peace we so desperately seek.

How do we do that? It starts with His book, the Holy Bible.
God has spelled out some pretty clear principles on how to
treat others. Do we love others as we love ourselves? That is
not  so  easy  when  everyone  around  us  is  living  out  the
relativistic ethics of power. The true force of Christianity
has never been the use of power plays to conquer the world.
From the Crusades of the Middle Ages to the moral majority of
the last decade, efforts by Christians to use political or
economic  power  to  advance  the  Kingdom  of  God  have  been
questionable, if not disastrous. The true power of Christendom
has always been the testimony of Christians who are living out
their faith in a world obsessed with self promotion–Christians
who are in the Word of God and who maintain ethical and moral
integrity!
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The Morality of the West

Cheating in the Schools
According to a study by Rutgers University, over 70% of all
university students admit they have cheated at least once. And
there’s probably a few more who wouldn’t admit it. The most
common form of cheating admitted to is plagiarism. Students
have always copied from someone else’s paper or stealthily
brought forbidden notes into the classroom. But the incidence
is  rising.  Nineteen  percent  admit  they  have  faked  a
bibliography, and fourteen percent say they have handed in a
computer program written by someone else. {1}

This report highlights the fact that many students today are
either  unable  or  unwilling  to  act  in  an  ethical  manner.
William Kilpatrick, in his book Why Johnny Can’t Tell Right
From Wrong, brings to light the millions of crimes committed
yearly  on  or  near  school  property.  Children  go  to  school
scared and intimidated. Many teachers contemplate and actually
do leave the profession because of all the discipline and
behavior  problems.{2}  A  professor  of  philosophy  at  Clark
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University says:

Students come to college today as moral stutterers. They
haven’t been taught much respect for what I call “plain moral
facts,” the need for honesty, integrity, responsibility. It
doesn’t take a blue-ribbon commission to see this. Students
don’t reason morally. They don’t know what that means.{3}

Also, Mr. Michael Josephson, founder and president of the
Josephson Institute for the Advancement of Ethics, said “Far
too  many  young  people  have  abandoned  traditional  ethical
values in favor of self- absorbed, win-at-any-cost attitudes
that  threaten  to  unravel  the  moral  fabric  of  American
society.”{4} This “self-absorbed” attitude is based on a whole
new set of assumptions about how we should adopt our values
and the right of individuals to construct their own values.

Where do these ideas come from? Are our young people only now
discovering the difference between what their parents have
preached to them and what they actually do? Is it simply due
to the fact that society is changing? Or is this an ethical
vacuum caused by a value system without a solid foundation?

Some  have  suggested  that  we  have  simply  discovered  more
efficient ways of uncovering people’s wrongdoing so it just
seems that people are less moral in their dealings. In other
words, we are just more aware of the imperfections that were
always there. A more interesting question, however is whether
the behavior is the result of values being communicated by
society? Have the rules changed? and who makes these rules,
God or men? The Christian and the theist turn toward the
Creator of the Universe. The humanist or atheist turns toward
himself. This distinction between theism and humanism is the
fundamental division in moral theory.

It  appears  that  we  are  rapidly  approaching  a  Godless,
valueless society in which “power ethics” or the “political
rationalism”  of  humanism  is  replacing  the  Judeo-Christian



ethical base of traditional morality. The roots of our present
dilemma go all the way back to the secular humanism of the
fifteenth-  and  sixteenth-  century  Renaissance,  and  the
Enlightenment of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The
idea of the sufficiency of human reason grew stronger during
these periods, continually challenging Judeo- Christian values
in an increasingly sophisticated way. Humanity was placed at
the center of the universe, rather than God.

The Moral Results of Reason Alone
Just as our Lord said that man cannot live by bread alone, so
man cannot live by reason alone. If we exclude revelation as a
source of direction in discovering who man is and rely solely
on our intellect, and our own ideas of how we came to be, then
we  will  naturally  slip  into  a  pessimistic  and  ultimately
depressing view of human nature.

The seventeenth-century philosopher John Locke said that all
knowledge  comes  from  sensation.  In  other  words,  the  only
reality is what we can see, hear, feel, smell, taste, or
measure. Not much room for revelation here. Other philosophers
have followed up on this idea and have concluded that man is
shaped  by  evolutionary  processes  and  the  culture  that
surrounds us. The notion that man is born with some innate
nature has been rejected. Men like Hegel, Darwin, and Marx
believed that all living forms and social systems were nothing
more than the result of progressive transformations over time.
As the influence of the religious community began to wane in
the nineteenth century, many began to search for a meaning to
life totally apart from God. Man simply no longer believed he
had a place in eternity. Therefore all he could do was hope to
find his place in the movement of history.{5}

Charles  Darwin’s  Origin  of  the  Species  catapulted  the
abandonment of God and revelation by attempting to show that
God was not even necessary in the creation of living things.
If God did not create us, then we certainly could not gain our



sense of meaning and purpose from a book purportedly written
by Him. Frederich Nietzsche purposed to highlight the ethical
implications  of  Darwinism.  Nietzsche’s  “superman”  concept
transformed man into the maker of his own destiny. Man was
truly the measure of all things. If God is dead, as Nietzsche
declared, and nature is all there is, then what is, is right.
Human life was therefore stripped of any purpose or goal. The
contemporary Harvard professor, E. O. Wilson has stated, “No
species,  ours  included,  possesses  a  purpose  beyond  the
imperatives  created  by  its  genetic  history.”  Elsewhere  he
declares that our dilemma is that “we have no particular place
to  go.  The  species  lacks  any  goal  external  to  its  own
biological nature.” This will ultimately result in a sense of
hopelessness,  pessimism,  apathy,  and  absurdity.  William
Kilpatrick in his book Why Johnny Can’t Tell Right From Wrong,
says “Suicides among young people have risen by 300 percent
over the last thirty years.”{6} Next to accidents it is now
the second leading cause of death in teenagers. Many of the
deaths due to accidents are the result of auto accidents in
which alcohol has played a role which can also be traced back
to a sense of hopelessness and despair. Young people who may
have never heard of Nietzsche are nevertheless living their
lives in accordance with his philosophy of living recklessly.

A group of scholars presented the case of biblical authority
to  a  group  of  students  at  Princeton  University.  At  the
conclusion of their presentation, a student stood and said:

I am surprised that I found myself feeling that you two were
right and all of us were wrong, at least insofar as this very
basic point: why we stand where we stand makes all the
difference in the world. So the weakness of your presentation
was  that  you  were  arguing  on  the  basis  of  logic  and
presuppositions and intellectual integrity with persons who
are perfectly ready to dispense with all three.{7}

Our young people are so far removed from a rational discussion



of what is right and what is wrong that they are unable to
even  decide  what  criterion  should  be  used  to  make  the
decision, let alone make the decision itself. This is the
inevitable result of the philosophical trend to utilize human
reason alone apart from the revelation in Scripture. As our
creator, God alone has the authority and knowledge to inform
us as to how we are to act. Left to ourselves, we will only be
confused.

Why Are Biblical Values No Longer Taught
in Schools?
Many students today are so confused that they not only don’t
know what ethical system is valid, but they don’t even know
how to evaluate them. One might ask, why aren’t the schools
teaching the values our children need, values that will work
for them rather than against them?

To  understand  the  lack  of  values  being  taught  in  our
educational institutions, we need to go back to the biblical
critics who were writing in Germany in the nineteenth century.
The product of an attempt to operate by human reason alone,
this movement placed the claims of religion and particularly
the Bible outside the realm of human reason. If the Bible was
not reasonable, then the Scriptures lost their foundation in
real history. The traditions of the faith were seen as merely
that, tradition with no basis in reality. This meant that the
events contained in the Bible were to be evaluated on whether
they were reasonable within a universe where the supernatural
was assumed to be nonexistent or at least not involved in the
real world. These scholars, called higher critics, believed
that all morality is totally relative to historical time and
place. The laws of the Bible were now to be seen as being
understood  only  within  the  times  that  the  Bible  was
describing.  A  Sabbath  was  only  useful  to  an  agrarian  and
shepherding culture. The same would be true for adultery or
taking the Lord’s name in vain.



This approach essentially denies the unity and moral integrity
of the entire Bible.{8} The end result is that in people’s
minds, their ethics became separated from their faith. This
eventually resulted in deism, a view that says that God only
provided the necessary input to get the universe started but
left  it  completely  on  its  own  after  creation.  He  never
intervened in natural or human history again. God is still
there,  but  there  is  no  possibility  of  any  communication
between God and His creation. Well, if you can’t communicate
with God and He has no influence over your life, why bother
with worrying whether God existed at all? The worldview of
naturalism quickly follows which says that there is no God.

Nietzsche’s “madman” said, “God is dead!”{9} God was now out
of the picture. Nietzsche simply took the next step. He tried
to force men and women to, “feel the breath of empty space.”
If you have been following the train of thought here you are
probably beginning to see the connection between Nietzsche’s
ideas and the state of our youth today. Many young people feel
that there is no grand purpose for their life. Life is empty
and cheap. If you believe in some form of a grand purpose, it
is really only a grand illusion. All that is left, therefore,
is to live for the pleasure of the moment. Gain what pleasure
you can in an absurd universe. This will ultimately lead to an
attitude  of  despair.  If  God  is  dead,  what’s  the  use  of
conforming to any rules. If I die as a result of my actions,
so what, life is absurd anyway.

Students today often seem to be lost in relativism and are
unable to think about or look into their futures. They shrivel
up within the confines of their immediate surroundings. There
is no longer any hope in eternity or in real justice.

Many of today’s young people wander about their school halls
with no hope, no dreams, no optimism about their future. Rock
groups such as Nirvana and Nine Inch Nails continually fill
their heads with the meaninglessness of a universe in which
God is dead and life is absurd. We should be filled with great



sadness when we witness the destruction this kind of thinking
results in such as the suicide of Nirvana’s heart and soul,
Curt Cobain. I believe we should also see such people as Jesus
does, as lost sheep. They are a great mission field for which
the  truth  and  historical  reality  of  the  gospel  can  find
fertile ground.

The Twentieth Century Results of a “God
Is Dead” Universe
The Greek philosopher Plato understood that there must be some
universal or absolute under which the individual things (the
particulars,  the  details)  must  fit.  Something  beyond  the
everyday must be there to give it all unity and meaning. Even
the  atheist  and  existentialist,  Jean-Paul  Sartre,  realized
that a finite point is absurd if it has no infinite reference
point.{10}  Sartre  chose  to  believe  that  this  infinite
reference point did not exist, therefore, the only thing worth
doing is existing and making choices, regardless of what those
choices may be. But how can we tell students, our children,
that  anything  is  right  or  wrong  if  there  is  no  absolute
reference point such as the Bible, to base this on?

Existentialism says that we need to make a “leap of faith”{11}
and seek to find our meaning without reason. In other words,
we just have to find what works for us. And as we go through
life, what works will constantly be changing. If we actually
try to think about it, if we try to rationalize a meaning, we
will only get depressed. According to existentialism, the only
way to be happy, is to not think, to be blindly optimistic.

Another perspective is power ethics or “political naturalism.”
Niccolo  Machiavelli  (1469-1527)  was  a  great  voice  in  the
revival of political naturalism in the sixteenth century. In
his book The Prince, a ruler who wants to keep his post must
learn how not to be good, and use that knowledge, or refrain
from using it, as necessity requires.{12} In other words, do



what  you  need  to  do  to  preserve  your  position  and  don’t
concern yourself with what is ethical. Just preserve your
power. Machiavelli’s ethical stance of whatever strengthens
the state is right had a great influence on the thinking of
Ludwig Feuerbach (1804-1872). Feuerbach’s claim that God was
merely a human invention had a lot to do with the writings of
Karl Marx (1819-1883) who took these ideas as validation of
his own views. His ideas provided a foundation upon which
Lenin and Stalin were able to build a society around the power
ethics of political rationalism. Feuerbach and Marx rejoiced
in the fact that the loosing grasp of religion had made it
possible  to  create  a  city  of  man  in  an  entirely  human
space.{13} In Russia there was a concerted attempt to root out
Christianity  and  substitute  an  extremely  intolerant  and
militant form of the religion of the Enlightenment.{14}

Adolph Hitler is another example. So profound was Nietzsche’s
philosophy upon Hitler, that it provided the framework for his
tireless efforts to obliterate the Jews and the weak of this
world.{15} Nietzsche had proclaimed the coming of the Master
Race, and a Superman who would unify Germany and perhaps the
world.{16} Hitler, in his book Mein Kampf, clearly announced
his intent to take Nietzsche’s logic and drive the atheistic
worldview to its logical conclusion. In Nietzschean terms,
atheism will inevitably lead to violence and hedonism.{17}
Hitler personally presented a copy of Nietzsche’s works to
Benito  Mussolini,  and  Mussolini  submitted  a  thesis  on
Machiavelli  for  his  doctor’s  degree.

When human reason is allowed to be unaccountable it becomes
solely a function of power, it legitimatizes the construction
of a totalitarian state and in the case of Hitler the end
result  was  the  Holocaust.  The  real  legacy  of  unbridled
humanism is terror.{18}



The Purification of Moral Relativism
We construct museums so that we may never forget the horror of
the German Holocaust. Russia is trying to recover from a total
collapse of a power structure that was based on political
rationalism and historical materialism. They had to find out
the hard way. The fundamental dogma of the Enlightenment, the
natural goodness and/or reasonableness of man, is a myth at
best.  It  was  Aleksandr  Solzhenitsyn  who  related  what  he
overheard  two  old  peasants  say  during  the  blood  baths  of
Stalin’s regime, “It is because we have forgotten God. That is
why all this is happening to us.” Out of the rubble of a
failed  system  rose  a  people  desperate  to  reestablish  an
ethical base that will work for them rather than against them.
An article in USA Today illustrates a new hope for values in
Russia. It reports that:

Officials say up to 55% of Russian teachers, many of whom
were  former  atheists,  have  made  personal  commitments  to
Christ. Many are using the New Testament in schools. “For
ages, (Russia) was a country of believers and morality was
very close to the people,” says assistant principal Olga
Meinikova, 32, of school No. 788. “For a short period 74
years we lost it all. All Russian teachers should teach this
course;  Americans  too.  The  Bible  is  part  of  normal
education.”{19}

Teams of Americans are helping to train Russian teachers how
to teach Judeo-Christian morals and values based on a system
of biblical ethics. The military has also been retraining
their staff in Judeo-Christian morality, ethics, and values.
Russia reached the bottom of a Godless society and is making
an effort to rebuild its ethical base.

We face a dilemma in Western culture. We can continue along
the line of thinking that “reason” is our only hope and trust
in the natural goodness and/or reasonableness of man. Another



extreme is to throw out reason altogether and embrace the
philosophy and religion of the new age. The biblical view is
to return to the concept of the fallen nature of mankind and
rebuild  on  the  traditional  base  of  historic  Christianity,
which puts reason under the authority of Scripture. This is
the traditional basis for ethical teaching in Western culture.
It applies to all our institutions of training, including
churches  and  ministries.  The  ethics  modeled  by  too  many
Christian leaders is at best a utilitarian form of ethics. At
worst, it is a pragmatic form of ethics that serves the self-
centered goals of the individual or institution.

In conclusion, ethics based on Enlightenment thinking is not
the answer. Crane Brinton, in his book A History of Western
Morals says, “the religion of the Enlightenment has a long and
unpredictable way to go before it can face the facts of life
as effectively as does Christianity.”{20} We appear to have an
implosion of values in a society. Many are seeking to teach
our children that there is no God and no afterlife, but if you
live an ethical life it will pay off. It is a standard without
a foundation, floating in mid air. Society must re-evaluate
its commitment to Enlightenment ethics and thinking. Until it
does, we will see a continuing loss of values and respect for
humanity.
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Measuring Morality
What  makes  an  action  right  or  wrong?  The  answer  to  this
question, when asked of various ethical systems, helps sort
through the maze of beliefs that muddy the ethical waters. Lou
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Whitworth  provides  a  condensation  of  Erwin  Lutzer’s  book
Measuring Morality: A Comparison of Ethical Systems.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Finally, cultural relativism assumes human physical evolution



as well as social evolution.

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

Three Types of Ethical Systems
Fletcher believes there are three approaches to making moral
decisions. The first he calls legalism which he defines as
“rules and regulations.” He rejects this system as being more
concerned with law than with people.

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

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

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

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



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

Criticisms of Situationism
The ethical system known as situationism is subject to several
serious criticisms. The first is that love, as defined by
Fletcher, is of no help whatsoever in making moral decisions
because  everyone  may  have  a  different  opinion  of  what  is
loving or unloving in a given situation. The truth is, love
without ethical content is meaningless, and without rules (or
principles, or commandments), love is incapable of giving any
guidance on making moral decisions. In fact, it isn’t love
that guides many of the decisions in Fletcher’s system at all,
but preconceived personal preferences.

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

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

Naturalism and Behaviorism
When the question, “What makes an action right or wrong?” is
posed to the naturalist, the answer comes back “Whatever is,



is right.” To see how we came to this point, we must review
how naturalism and behaviorism arose in reaction to dualism.

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

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

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

Thus dualism (meaning two substances: matter and mind) lost
popular  appeal  and  naturalism  or  materialism  (meaning  one
substance: matter) gained the ascendancy. If there is only one
substance in the universe, then all particles of matter are
interrelated in a causal sequence and the universe, human
beings included, must be a giant computer controlled by blind



physical forces. Thus, according to naturalism, humans are
mere cogs in the machine. We cannot act upon the world, rather
the world acts upon us. In such a world the mind is just the
by-product of the brain as the babbling is the by- product of
the brook. Freedom, therefore, is an illusion, and strictly
speaking there is no morality at all.

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

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

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

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

This theory of morality originated with David Hume and his



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

What can we know if our knowledge is limited to our sense
experience? Hume claimed that all we can know are matters of
fact. We can only make factually verifiable statements such
as, “That crow is black” or “The book is on the table.” On the
other hand, we cannot, in this system, make a statement like,
“Stealing is wrong.” We cannot even say, “Murder is wrong.”
Why? Because wrong is not a factual observation and cannot be
verified empirically. In fact, it is a meaningless statement,
and merely an expression of personal preference. We are really
just saying “I don’t like stealing,” and “I dislike murder.”
It is on the order of saying, “I like tomatoes.” Someone else
can say, “I dislike tomatoes,” without factual contradiction
because it’s just the statement of two different personal
preferences.

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

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



its own principles, allows us to reject this theory.

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

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

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

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

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

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

2. Man is a unique moral being.

The biblical picture of mankind differs strikingly from the
humanistic versions of mankind. We alone were created in the



image  of  God  and  possess  at  least  four  qualities  that
distinguish  us  from  the  animals:  personality,  ability  to
reason, moral nature, and spiritual nature.

3. God’s moral principles have historical continuity.

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

4. God’s moral revelation has intrinsic value.

God’s  standards,  like  the  laws  of  nature,  have  built-in
consequences. Just as we have to deal with the laws of nature,
we  will  eventually  have  to  deal  with  the  consequences  of
violating God’s standards unless we put our faith in Christ
who took on the consequences of our disobedience by His death
on the cross.

5. Law and love are harmonized in the Scriptures.

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

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

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

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

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



omniscience, He can calculate all the consequences.

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

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

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

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

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

© 1995 Probe Ministries.
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In 1981 I wrote an article for Christianity Today, which they
titled “Sociobiology: Cloned from the Gene Cult.”(1) At the
time  I  was  fresh  from  a  graduate  program  in  population
genetics and had participated in two graduate seminars on the
subject of sociobiology. You might be thinking, “What in the
world is sociobiology, and why should I care?”

That’s a good question. Sociobiology explores the biological
basis of all social behavior, including morality. You should
care because sociobiologists are claiming that all moral and
religious  systems,  including  Christianity,  exist  simply
because they help promote the survival and reproduction of the
group. These sociobiologists, otherwise known as evolutionary
ethicists, claim to be able to explain the existence of every
major world religion or belief system, including Christianity,
Judaism, Islam, and even Marxism and secular humanism, in
terms of natural selection and evolution. E. O. Wilson, a
Harvard biologist and major advocate of sociobiology, claims
that scientific materialism (a fully evolutionary worldview)
will eventually overcome both traditional religion and any
other secular ideology. While Wilson does admit that religion
in some form will always exist, he suggests that theology as
an explanatory discipline will cease to exist.

The First Paradox
While the arrogance of sociobiology is readily apparent, it
contains a number of paradoxes. The first paradox is simply
that the worldview of sociobiology offers nothing but despair
when taken to its logical conclusion, yet it continues to gain
acceptance in the academic community.

Four Foundational Principles of Sociobiology
The despair of the sociobiological worldview and the ultimate
lack of meaning it presents are derived from what I consider
the four foundational principles of sociobiology. The first
principle is the assertion that human social systems have been



shaped by evolutionary processes. Human societies exist in
their present form because they work, or at least have worked
in  the  past,  not  because  they  are  based  on  any  kind  of
revelation.

Second, there is what sociobiologist Robert Wallace called the
reproductive imperative.(2) The ultimate goal of any organism
is to survive and reproduce. Species survival is the ultimate
goal.  Moral  systems  exist  because  they  ultimately  promote
human survival and reproduction.

Third,  the  individual–at  least  in  respect  to  evolutionary
time–is  meaningless.  Species,  not  individuals,  evolve  and
persist through time. E.O. Wilson stated that the organism,
your body, is simply DNA’s way of making more DNA.(3)

Fourth,  all  behavior  is  therefore  selfish,  or  at  least
pragmatic,  at  its  most  basic  level.  We  love  our  children
because  love  is  an  effective  means  of  raising  effective
reproducers. Wilson spells out the combined result of these
principles quite clearly in his book On Human Nature when he
says that

…no species, ours included, possesses a purpose beyond the
imperatives  created  by  its  own  genetic  history  (i.e.,
evolution)….we have no particular place to go. The species
lacks any goal external to its own biological nature.(4)

Wilson  is  saying  that  since  humans  have  been  shaped  by
evolution alone, they have no purpose beyond survival and
reproduction. Even Wilson admits that this is an unappealing
proposition.

Hope and Meaning
Since sociobiologists claim that all behavior is ultimately
selfish, that an organism’s only goal or purpose is to survive
and reproduce, and that it is species survival, not individual



survival,  that  is  ultimately  required,  personal  worth  and
dignity quickly disappear. The responses of sociobiologists
when they are confronted with this conclusion have always been
curious to me. I distinctly remember posing a question about
hope and purpose to a graduate seminar composed of biology
students and faculty. I asked, “Let’s suppose that I am dead
and in the ground, and the decomposers are doing their thing.
What  difference  does  it  make  to  me  now  whether  I  have
reproduced or not?” My point was that if death is the end with
a capital “E”, who cares whether or not I have reproduced?
After an awkward silence, one of the faculty answered, “Well,
I guess that it doesn’t matter at all.” In response, I asked,
“Don’t you see, we were just discussing how the only purpose
in life is to survive and reproduce, but now you admit that
this purpose is really an illusion. How do you go on with your
life when you realize that it really doesn’t matter what you
do? That there is no point to any of it?” After an even longer
silence, the same faculty member said, “Well, I suppose that
those who will be selected for in the future will be those who
know there is no purpose in life, but will live as if there
is.”

To say the least, I was stunned by the frankness of his
response. He was basically saying that the human race will be
forced to live with a lie–the illusion of hope and meaning.
What was even more unsettling, however, was the fact that no
one disagreed or offered even the most remote protest. Apart
from myself, everyone there accepted evolution as a fact, so
they were forced to accept this conclusion. (I would find out
later that at least a couple of them didn’t like it.)

A  professor  of  philosophy  at  a  university  in  Minnesota
recently answered my challenge by saying that maybe there are
two different kinds of hope and meaning: hope and meaning in
small letters (meaning survival and reproduction) and Hope and
Meaning  in  capital  letters  (meaning  ultimate  worth  and
significance). We all have hope and meaning in small letters,



and maybe there just isn’t any in capital letters. So what?
But that was precisely my point. Hope and meaning in small
letters is without significance unless Hope and Meaning in
capital letters really exists.

Three Responses
Over the years I have noted three responses of evolutionists
to the stark realization that their worldview offers no hope
or meaning in their lives. The first is strong disagreement
with the conclusions of sociobiology without strong reasons
for disagreeing. They don’t like the result, but they find it
difficult  to  argue  with  the  basic  principles.  As
evolutionists, they agree with evolution, but they don’t want
to believe that a meaningless existence is the end result.

The second response is simple acceptance. These evolutionists
agree that there is no purpose or meaning in life. They just
have to accept it, as the professor in the story did. Their
commitment to an evolutionary worldview is total. I find this
attitude most prevalent among faculty and graduate students at
secular institutions. There is an almost eerie fatalism that
stoutly embraces the notion that one’s dislike of a theory is
not sufficient cause to raise questions about it, especially
when it is based on “sound” evolutionary principles.

The third response is an existential leap for meaning and
significance when both have been stripped away. This leap is
aptly illustrated by evolutionist Robert Wallace at the end of
his book, The Genesis Factor. He writes:

I  do  not  believe  that  man  is  simply  a  clever  egotist,
genetically driven to look after his own reproduction. He is
that. But he is at least that. He is obviously much more. The
evidence for this is simple and abundant. One need only hear
the Canon in D Major by Johann Pachelbel to know that there
are immeasurable depths to the human spirit….I am sorry for
the person who has never broken into a silly dance of sheer



exuberance under a starry sky: perhaps such a person will be
more  likely  to  interpret  the  message  of  this  book  more
narrowly. The ones who will find it difficult to accept the
narrow view are those who know more about the joy of being
us. My biological training is at odds with something that I
know and something that science will not be able to probe,
perhaps because the time is now too short, perhaps because it
is not measurable. I think our demise, if it occurs, will be
a  loss,  a  great  loss,  a  great  shame  in  some  unknown
equation.(5)

What Wallace is saying in this passage is that something is
missing, and it can’t be found within the confines of the
evolutionary worldview. So look wherever you can!

Some may argue that those who have trouble with the loss of
hope and meaning are taking all this too seriously. I don’t
agree. On the contrary, I believe that they are being very
consistent within their worldview. If everything has evolved,
and there is nothing outside of mere biology to give meaning
and  significance  to  life,  then  we  must  live  in  despair,
denial, or irrational hope.

Sociobiology  is  gaining  in  popularity  because  of  the
scientific  community’s  strong  commitment  to  evolution.  If
something follows logically from evolutionary theory, which I
believe sociobiology does, then eventually all who consider
themselves evolutionists will embrace it, whether it makes
them comfortable or not. They will have no other rational
choice.

The Second Paradox
In reflecting on the notion that all human societies and moral
systems should have characteristics that seem to have evolved,
I am led to a second paradox for sociobiology. The first
paradox was that, despite the loss of hope and meaning in the



context of a completely naturalistic worldview, sociobiology
has  continued  to  grow  in  influence.  The  second  paradox
involves  Christianity.  Since  Christianity  is  based  on
revelation, it should be antithetical to or unexplainable by
sociobiology, at least in some crucial areas.

It  is  not  unreasonable  to  expect  that  some  aspects  of
Christian morality would be consistent with a sociobiological
perspective, since Christians in small and large groups do
work for the betterment of the group as a whole, and the
argument could be made that the survival of individuals is
thus increased. However, if Christianity’s claim to be based
on revelation from a transcendent God is true, I would be
surprised,  indeed  extremely  disappointed  and  confused,  if
everything in Christianity’s moral standards also made sense
from a sociobiological perspective. What little I have seen in
the way of an evaluation of Christianity from E.O. Wilson and
other  sociobiologists  is  a  poor  caricature  of  true
Christianity.

I would like to offer a few suggestions for consideration.
William Irons, in a discussion of theories of the evolution of
moral  systems,  comments  that  nepotism  is  a  very  basic
prediction  of  evolutionary  theory.(6)  Humans  should  be
expected  to  be  less  competitive  and  more  helpful  towards
relatives  than  towards  non-  relatives.  He  cites  numerous
studies to back up his claim that this prediction, more than
any  other  sociobiological  prediction,  has  been  extensively
confirmed.

To be sure, the New Testament holds to very high standards
concerning the importance of the family. Church leaders are to
be judged first by how they conduct and relate themselves to
their families (1 Tim. 3:12; Tit 1:6). Yet Jesus makes it
quite clear that if there is any conflict between devotion to
Him and devotion to our family, the family comes second. He
said,



Do not think that I came to bring peace on the earth; I did
not come to bring peace, but a sword. For I came to set a man
against his father, and a daughter against her mother, and a
daughter-in-law  against  her  mother-in-law;  and  a  man’s
enemies will be the members of his household. He who loves
his father or mother more than Me is not worthy of Me. And he
who does not take his cross and follow after Me is not worthy
of Me. He who has found his life shall lose it, and he who
has  lost  his  life  for  My  sake  shall  find  it.  (Matt.
10:34-39).

In other passages Jesus gives promises that if we give up our
families and possessions for His sake, then we will receive
abundantly  more  in  this  life  and  the  next,  along  with
persecutions  (Mark  10:29,30).  Jesus  Himself  preferred  the
company of those who do the will of God to His own mother and
brothers (Matt. 12:46-50). The clear message is that, while
our families are important, our relationship with the living
God comes first, even if members of our family foce us to
choose  between  God  and  them.  Sociobiology  may  respond  by
saying that perhaps the benefit to be gained by inclusion in
the group will compensate for the family loss, but how can the
loss of an individual’s entire genetic contribution to the
next  generation  be  explained  away  by  any  evolutionary
mechanism?

Common Ground
So  far  I  have  concentrated  my  remarks  in  areas  where  a
Christian worldview is in sharp contrast with the evolutionary
worldview of the sociobiologists. Now I would like to explore
an area of curious similarity.

While Christianity should not be completely explainable by
sociobiology, there are certain aspects of Christian truth
that are quite compatible with it. I have always been amazed
by the curious similarity between the biblical description of



the natural man or the desires of the flesh, and the nature of
man according to evolutionary principles. Both perceive man as
a  selfish  creature  at  heart,  looking  out  for  his  own
interests. It is not “natural” for a man to be concerned for
the welfare of others unless there is something in it for him.

Sociobiology seems to be quite capable of predicting many of
the characteristics of human behavior. Scripture, on the other
hand, informs us that the natural man does not accept the
things of the Spirit, that they are foolishness to him (1 Cor.
2:14). I have wondered if our sin nature is somehow enveloped
by biology, or, to be more specific, genetics. Could it be
that  some  genetic  connection  to  our  sin  nature  at  least
partially explains why “there is none righteous, there is none
who  understands,  there  is  none  who  seeks  for  God”  (Rom.
3:10,11)? Does a genetic transmission of a sin nature help
explain why “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of
God” (Rom. 3:23)? Is this why salvation can only be through
faith, that it is not of ourselves but is a gift of God, not a
result of works (Eph. 2:8, 9)? Is this why the flesh continues
to war in our bodies so that we do the thing which we do not
want to do, why nothing good dwells in me, and why the members
of my body wage war against the law of my mind (Rom. 7:14-25)?

If there is a genetic component to our sin nature, it seems
reasonable to assume that only the Spirit of God can overcome
the desires of the flesh and that this struggle will continue
in the believer until he or she is changed, until we see God
face to face (1 Cor. 13:12; 15:50-58).

I ask these questions not thinking that I have come upon some
great truth or the answer to a long-standing mystery, but
simply looking for some common ground between the truth of
Scripture  and  the  truth  about  human  nature  we  may  be
discovering from the perspective of sociobiology. All truth is
ultimately God’s truth. While I certainly do not embrace the
worldview of the sociobiologist, I realize that there may be
some truth that can be discovered by sociobiologists that can



be truly captured to the obedience of Christ (2 Cor. 10:5).

When I wrote that article for Christianity Today in 1981, I
closed with this paragraph:

To  know  what  to  support  and  what  to  oppose,  Christians
involved  in  the  social  and  biological  sciences  must  be
effective  students  of  sociobiology.  The  popularity  of
sociobiology has gone unnoticed for too long already. We need
precise and careful study as well as a watchful eye if we are
to take every thought captive to the obedience of Christ.”(7)
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Politics and Religion
Nearly everywhere you go, it seems, you hear statements like,
“You can’t legislate morality,” or “Christians shouldn’t try
to legislate their morality.” Like dandelions, they pop up out
of nowhere and sow seeds of deception in the fertile, secular
soil of our society.

Unfortunately, I have also heard these cliches repeated in
many churches. Even Christians seem confused about how they
are to communicate a biblical view of issues to a secular
world.

Part of the confusion stems from blurring the distinctions
between law and human behavior. When a person says, “You can’t
legislate morality,” he or she might mean simply that you
can’t make people good through legislation. In that instance,
Christians can agree.

The law (whether biblical law or civil law) does not by itself
transform human behavior. The apostle Paul makes that clear in
his epistle to the Romans. English jurists for the last few
centuries have also agreed that the function of the law is not
to make humans good but to control criminal behavior.

But if you understand the question in its normal formulation,
then Christians can and should legislate morality. At the more
basic level, law and public policy is an attempt to legislate
morality. The more relevant question is not whether we should
legislate  morality  but  what  kind  of  morality  we  should
legislate.

Much  of  the  confusion  stems  from  our  country’s
misunderstanding of democratic pluralism. Our founders wisely
established  a  country  that  protected  individual  personal
beliefs with constitutional guarantees of speech, assembly,
and religion. But undergirding this pluralism was a legal
foundation  that  presupposed  a  Judeo-Christian  system  of
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ethics.

Thus, in the area of personal ethics, people are free to think
and believe anything they want. Moreover, they are free to
practice a high degree of ethical pluralism in their personal
life. To use a common phrase, they are free “to do their own
thing.” But that doesn’t imply total ethical anarchy. Not
everyone can “do his own thing” in every arena of life, so
government must set some limits to human behavior.

This is the domain of social ethics. To use an oft-repeated
phrase, “a person’s right to freely swing his or her arms,
stops at the end of your nose.” When one person’s actions
begin to affect another person, we have moved from personal
ethics to social ethics and often have to place some limits on
human behavior.

Government is to bear the sword (Rom. 13:4) and thus must
legislate  some  minimum  level  of  morality  when  there  is  a
threat to life, liberty, or property. An arsonist is not free
“to do his own thing” nor is a rapist or a murderer. At that
point,  government  must  step  in  to  protect  the  rights  of
citizens.

Perhaps the most visible clash between different perceptions
of ethics can be seen in the abortion controversy. Pro-choice
groups generally see the abortion issue as an area of personal
morality. On the other hand, pro-life advocates respond that
the fetus is human life, so something else is involved besides
just personal choice. Thus, government should protect the life
of the unborn child.

Promoting Christian Values
Christians must consider how to communicate biblical morality
effectively to a secular culture. Here are a few principles.

First,  we  must  interpret  Scripture  properly.  Too  often,
Christians have passed off their sociological preferences (on



issues like abortion or homosexual behavior) instead of doing
proper biblical exegesis. The result has often been a priori
conclusions buttressed with improper proof-texting.

In areas where the Bible clearly speaks, we should exercise
our prophetic voice as we seek to be salt and light (Matt.
5:13-16). In other areas, concessions should be allowed.

The  apostle  Paul  recognized  that  the  first  priority  of
Christians  is  to  preach  the  gospel.  He  refused  to  allow
various distinctions to hamper his effectiveness and tried to
“become all things to all men” that he might save some (1 Cor.
9:22). Christians must stand firm for biblical truth, yet also
recognize the greater need for the unsaved person to hear a
loving presentation of the gospel.

Second,  Christians  should  carefully  develop  biblical
principles which can be applied to contemporary social and
medical  issues.  Christians  often  jump  immediately  from
biblical passages into political and social programs. They
wrongly neglect the important intermediate step of applying
biblical principles within a particular social and cultural
situation.

In  recent  years,  there  has  been  a  dangerous  tendency  for
certain Christians to identify their message with a particular
political party or philosophy of government. Christians must
be more careful to articulate the connection between biblical
principles and specific programs. While Christians may agree
about  the  goal,  they  may  reasonably  disagree  about  which
program  might  best  achieve  that  goal.  In  these  non-moral
areas, a spirit of freedom may be necessary.

Third, Christians should articulate the moral teachings of
Scripture  in  ways  that  are  meaningful  in  a  pluralistic
society. Philosophical principles like the “right to life” or
“the dangers of promiscuity” can be appealed to as part of
common  grace.  Scientific,  social,  legal,  and  ethical



considerations  can  be  useful  in  arguing  for  biblical
principles  in  a  secular  culture.

Christians can argue in a public arena against abortion on the
basis of scientific and legal evidence. Medical advances in
embryology and fetology show that human life exists in the
womb. A legal analysis of the Supreme Court’s Roe v. Wade
decision shows the justices violated a standard principle of
jurisprudence. The burden of proof is placed on the life-taker
and the benefit of the doubt is given to the life-saver. Since
the Court never determined when life begins, they erroneously
ruled  that  states  could  not  prohibit  first  trimester
abortions.

Likewise,  Christians  can  argue  against  the  depravity  of
homosexuality  on  the  basis  of  the  dangers  of  sexual
promiscuity  in  an  age  of  AIDS.  Epidemiological  and
sociological data can provide a convincing case for public
health measures that will prevent the spread of AIDS.

This does not mean we should sublimate the biblical message.
But our effectiveness in the public arena will be improved if
we  elaborate  the  scientific,  social,  legal,  and  ethical
aspects of a particular issue instead of trying to articulate
our case on Scripture alone.

In conclusion, Christians should develop effective ways to
communicate biblical morality to our secular culture. Law and
public policy should be based upon biblical morality which
results from an accurate interpretation of Scripture and a
careful application to society.

Role of Religion in Politics
What should be the role of religion in politics? A number of
years ago I participated in a panel representing a Baskin-
Robbins  variety  of  religious  opinion  that  considered  this
controversial question. The scenario we were to consider was



that of “a candidate running for office who comes from the far
religious right and uses his religious beliefs as a major part
of his political credentials.”

I  was  intrigued  by  the  addition  of  the  adjective  “far,”
especially since the moderator, Hodding Carter, served in the
administration  of  an  evangelical  president.  Jimmy
Carter–hardly  considered  a  member  of  the  “far”  religious
right–became the only Democrat to win a presidential election
in the last twenty years because he successfully used his
“born-again” beliefs to influence voters.

Moreover,  how  plausible  is  the  scenario?  Pat  Robertson
withdrew  from  the  1988  presidential  primaries  with  few
delegates.  Jerry  Falwell  has  withdrawn  from  his  previous
active role in the Moral Majority. And many surveys suggest
that American voters still have some misgivings about mixing
politics and evangelical Christianity.

The Williamsburg Charter Survey on Religion and Public Life
(taken a number of years ago) showed that while only 8 percent
of Americans would refuse to vote for a Roman Catholic on the
basis of religion, 13 percent would refuse to vote for a
“born-again  Baptist”  and  21  percent  wouldn’t  vote  for  a
candidate who has been a minister of a church.

Nevertheless, two ministerial candidates did campaign for the
presidency in 1988, perhaps hoping that voters who shared
their convictions would overlook their lack of experience in
public office. Although they both achieved some minor success,
the delegate counts confirmed American voters’ wariness of
ministers in public office.

Is it possible too much is being made of the religious factor
in elections? While it may make great copy for ACLU or PAW
fund raising letters warning of “religious ayatollahs” taking
over  the  government,  the  reality  is  that  the  American
electorate  may  be  looking  more  for  competence  than



convictions.

Two notable evangelicals in Congress in the last few years
have been Senator Bill Armstrong and Senator Mark Hatfield.
Both come from states geographically removed from the Bible
Belt, suggesting that they are elected for more than just
their religious convictions.

Certainly the evangelical vote has played a factor in past
presidential elections. Jimmy Carter won one of the closest
elections in American history because of the “born-again” vote
and  lost  it  four  years  later  when  many  of  those  voters
abandoned  him  for  Ronald  Reagan.  American  voters,  perhaps
because of the Carter experience, seem less inclined to use
religious conviction as the litmus test for public office.

If anything, the Williamsburg Charter Survey seems to show
that Americans are applying an inverse religious test. The
Constitution prohibits a religious test for public office, but
the  voters  may  be  reversing  that  idea  and  really  wanting
someone who doesn’t take his faith too seriously.

This is indeed unfortunate because religious ideals should
undergird this republic. Yet voters seem willing to settle for
a president with nothing more than a lukewarm Christian faith.

Thirty years ago, President Eisenhower declared a national day
of  prayer  and  then  used  the  day  to  go  golfing.  Later
revelations from the Reagan White House suggest the president
spent  more  time  consulting  the  stars  than  praying  to  the
Creator of those stars. Perhaps nothing has changed. If so,
then the hypothetical scenario we were asked to consider on
the panel will remain hypothetical.

Pluralism in this Country
This country was founded on the idea of a tempered pluralism
that allowed for a civil debate among the citizens. Although
we  take  this  pluralism  for  granted,  it  is  instructive  to



remember  how  radical  this  concept  was  in  the  history  of
political  philosophy.  In  the  past,  secular  political
philosophers argued that a legitimate state could not tolerate
much freedom and diversity. After all, how would the dictator
or monarch rule effectively if that much dissent were allowed?

Foundational to this idea is the belief that government should
not  be  the  final  arbiter  of  truth.  It  should  not  be  an
institution  that  settles  by  force  the  truthfulness  of  an
issue.  This  is  why  the  framers  of  the  Constitution
specifically provided freedom of speech, freedom of the press,
and freedom of religion. Government should not have power to
impose its version of truth by force.

Christians  should  be  strong  supporters  of  this  idea.  We
believe that God governs this world by His grace. His final
judgment awaits, and we should not take His judgment into our
hands. Overly anxious Christians often want to pull up the
tares in the field instead of allowing the wheat and the tares
to grow together.

Tyranny results when an authoritarian leader comes along who
wants to impose his brand of truth on others. It is wrong for
secularists to try to remove religion from the public sphere,
and  it  is  equally  wrong  for  religious  leaders  to  impose
religion on others by force. In either case the political
arena becomes a religious battleground.

What we should develop is a civil debate where Christians are
allowed to promote biblical morality without imposing it. This
has been made more difficult by the current anti-religious
climate in our society.

Richard John Neuhaus talks of the “naked public square,” where
religious values have been stripped from the public arenas of
discourse. In this case, the tempered pluralism of the framers
has been replaced by a radical pluralism which assumes that
all values are relative. Public moral judgments, therefore,



seem out of place. In recent years, we have seen a great deal
of prejudice against such pronouncements simply because they
are rooted in biblical morality.

So, the “naked public square,” where religious values are
excluded,  is  wrong.  Likewise,  the  “sacred  public  square,”
which seeks to impose religious values, is also wrong. What
Christians should be arguing for is a “civil public square”
that allows an open, civil debate to take place. In such an
arena, controversial ideas can be discussed and debated in a
civil manner.

This form of pluralism must be more than just window dressing.
Christians  and  non-Christians  alike  must  be  dedicated  to
maintaining a pluralism that allows vigorous interchange and
debate. Unfortunately, there is some indication that many in
our society see pluralism as merely a means to an end. English
historian E. R. Norman believed that “pluralism is a name
society gives itself when it is in the process of changing
from one orthodoxy to another.”

If this is what secularists really want, then pluralism is in
trouble. When religion is excluded in the name of pluralism,
then pluralism no longer exists.

Biblical Principles
Christians should first develop a comprehensive program of
social involvement. The Lordship of Jesus Christ is not a
temporary, issue-oriented crusade. Christians are not merely
to march against injustice and then cease their involvement.
They  have  an  on-going  responsibility  to  build  positive
alternatives to existing evil.

Second, social and political involvement based upon biblical
absolutes  must  be  realistic.  We  should  not  fall  prey  to
utopian political philosophies but squarely face the sinful
nature of man and the important place government has in God’s



creation. Because of a general cynicism about the role of
government, Christians are often guilty of neglecting their
role in society.

As Christians we must remember that although the times are
evil, God’s common grace restrains sin. Even though perfect
justice  cannot  be  achieved  until  Christ  returns,  we  are
nevertheless responsible for doing what we can. If we co-labor
with God, we can have a measure of success in achieving a
better society.

Third,  Christians  should  focus  attention  not  only  on
individual change but on societal change. Changing lives is
fundamental but not completely sufficient to change society.
Revival must lead to reformation. Christians should not merely
be  content  with  Christians  thinking  biblically  about  the
issues  of  life.  They  must  also  be  acting  biblically  and
building institutions with a Christian framework. A Christian
world view implies a Christian world order.

Christian obedience goes beyond calling for spiritual renewal.
We have often failed to ask the question, What do we do if
hearts are not changed? Because government is ordained of God,
we need to consider ways to legitimately use governmental
power. Christians have a high stake in making sure government
acts justly and makes decisions that provide maximum freedom
for the furtherance of the gospel.

In situations in which governmental redress is not available,
civil disobedience becomes an option. When such conditions
exist, Christians might have to suffer the consequences as did
their first-century counterparts in a hostile Roman culture.

We are to obey God rather than man (Acts 5:29) when civil
government  and  civil  law  violate  God’s  commands  and  law.
Christians therefore were correct when they hid Jews from the
Nazis during World War II. Hitler’s Germany did not have the
right to take innocent life or persecute the Jews.



Finally,  the  major  focus  of  social  involvement  should  be
through the local church. Social action in the church is best
called social service, since it attempts to move from the
theoretical area of social ethics to the practical level of
serving others in need. While evangelicals are to be commended
for giving to the poor and others faced with adversity, our
duty does not stop there. A much neglected area is personal
involvement with people who need help.

The local church is the best place to begin to meet many
social needs of a society. In the New Testament, the local
church was the training ground for social involvement and
provided a context by which the needy were shown compassion.
Christians, therefore, should begin their outreach to society
from the church and work together to be the salt of the earth
and the light of the world.
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