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     It’s amazing how many different areas of our culture’s thinking have been dramatically influenced by the dominant religion of our culture: scientism 
     Scientism is the belief that the scientific method (observation, testing, etc.) should be applied to any subject matter and that only scientific claims are true.
     If something can’t be tested by the scientific method, and verified by a scientist, then we can’t claim that it’s true.
     Obviously that is a ridiculous religion, because it’s self-refuting.  The philosophy of scientism itself is a belief that cannot be tested or verified by science.  So according to scientism, scientism itself should be rejected.
     But it’s not.  It is embraced passionately and tenaciously by our culture, it is propagated more than any other religion by our government, it is mandated in our schools, and it pervades every nook and cranny of our culture’s thinking.
     And the result is the present crisis in ethics.
     There are hard sciences and soft sciences.  The hard sciences are things that we can be very sure about our conclusions.
     For example, aeronautics is a hard science.  The experts can design an airplane on paper, and with their knowledge of how gravity and lift and thrust work together can design a plane and tell you if it can fly before it’s ever tested.
     Medicine is a hard science.  Apply antibiotics to a common infection and it will go away.  Apply direct pressure to moderate bleeding and it will stop.
     On the other end of the spectrum are the soft sciences.  These are areas of study that involve so many mitigating factors that it’s impossible to take them all into consideration.
     One example of this is sociology – the study of how an entire culture of people behave.  
     The world’s greatest rocket scientists can easily design a rocket that will make it to the moon.  
     But the world’s greatest stock market analysts, whom you would expect to be wealthy beyond measure, aren’t.  In fact, in many cases they don’t do as well as monkeys throwing darts at the stock page in the newspaper.
     There are so many factors that go in to why millions of people buy the stocks they buy that it’s impossible to discern with any certainty what they will do as a whole.
     So we have trained ourselves (and rightly so) to put a large amount of confidence in the conclusions of those in the hard sciences, and to take very lightly the conclusions of those in the soft sciences.
     That’s fine.  The problem has come from taking the next step, which does not logically follow, yet people think it does…
     - and that is, thinking that the only way to know anything with certainty is through the hard sciences.  
     Our world has divided knowledge up into hard knowledge and soft knowledge, and anything that is not viewed as scientific is thought to be soft knowledge – a guess that can’t be known to be true or false.
     And this has had a disastrous result in the area of ethics.  
     Every ethical claim, since it doesn’t come from a hard science, is considered to be soft knowledge – something that is a matter of preference or opinion, but that can’t be known for sure to be true.
     And if the Bible is not the Word of God, then they are right.   Unless every last letter in the Bible is God’s inerrant Word, we cannot know any ethical claim to be true or false.
     If there is no divine standard for right and wrong, then the world is right – it’s all up for grabs and no ethical claim can be proven. 
     Most of them don’t take it to the logical conclusion, which would be that there are no valid ethics.  But that is the logical conclusion of scientism.
     If the Bible is not the Word of God, and we have no divine standard for ethics, how can you prove that murder or rape or torturing children is wrong?
     So if the Bible is rejected, the world ought to be confused about ethics.  In fact, they should be more confused than they are.
     On the other hand, if Jesus was right about Scripture being the Word of God, then ethics is suddenly in the category of a hard science.
     I say that because all you have to do to determine if an ethical claim is true, if it is addressed in the Bible, is interpret what the Bible means by what it says.
     And interpreting Greek and Hebrew is a fairly hard science.  There are a few difficulties here and there, but the gist of what is being taught is generally very easy to discern.
     So the only real question is over whether or not the words in the Bible are inerrant, inspired words from God.
     Are they?  Well, Jesus certainly believed they are.
     In Matthew 4:4 Jesus said to the devil, "Man not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God, and He said that in the context of His repeated citations from Deuteronomy to answer every temptation.
     In Genesis 2:24 Moses made a remark about for this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united with his wife…  Jesus quotes Moses’ words in Matthew 19:5, but Jesus doesn’t say “Moses said this.”  Jesus attributes the words to the Creator, God.
     So Jesus regarded the comments of Moses to be the words of God.
 Mark 7:8-13
     Here Jesus is contrasting the words of God with the words of man.
     8 You have let go of the commands of God and are holding on to the traditions of men."  9 And he said to them: "You have a fine way of setting aside the commands of God in order to observe your own traditions! 10 For Moses said, 'Honor your father and your mother,' and, 'Anyone who curses his father or mother must be put to death.'   11 But you say that if a man says to his father or mother: 'Whatever help you might otherwise have received from me is Corban' (that is, a gift devoted to God), 12 then you no longer let him do anything for his father or mother. 13 Thus you nullify the word of God by your tradition 
     Notice that the phrases “commands of God” “Word of God” and “Moses said” are all used interchangeably.  It is clear from this passage that Jesus regarded what Moses said to be the Word of God.
     And it wasn’t just the books of Moses that Jesus regarded as Scripture – it was all the law and prophets (their way of referring to the entire OT).
     Luke 24:25-27
He said to them, "How foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken! 26 Did not the Christ have to suffer these things and then enter his glory?"  27 And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself. 
     There the entire OT is referred to as Scripture, and Jesus rebuked them for being slow to believe all of it.
     Skip down to v.44.  Jesus said …Everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms."  
     Jesus, with His ability to do miracles and to raise Himself from the dead, established His authority.  And He declared all the Scriptures to be the Word of God – every last letter.
     And then He commissioned the Apostles, promised them that the Holy Spirit would bring to their minds everything they were to write, and then gave them the ability to do miracles which established them as accurate conveyers of God’s Word.
     So the Bible is the standard.  To the degree that we can correctly discern what the writers were trying to convey to the original readers, we can discern the absolute truth about right and wrong.
     So once you go back into the historical evidence and demonstrate that Jesus did indeed rise from the dead, you have just turned the whole issue of ethics into a hard science.
     ************************
     The vast majority of ethics are black and white.  It is very, very easy to discern from Scripture whether things like murder, stealing, false testimony, greed, etc. are wrong.
     The focus of a class on ethics is to examine those issues that are not directly addressed in Scripture, and to engage in the difficult challenge of applying biblical principles to those issues.
     The issues I’m planning on covering are:
Ø	Justice 
Ø	Love (truthtelling, responsibility to the poor) 
Ø	Sexuality (marriage/divorce, homosexuality)
Ø	Stewardship (our care for the environment)
Ø	The Sanctity of Life (war, capital punishment, abortion, euthanasia, suicide, bioethics) 
     If you think of any other ethical issue you would like us to explore, let me know.

The centrality of Principles
    
 We generally make our day to day decisions about right and wrong based on rules, which are informed by principles.
     It would be impractical to rethink through all the principles every time we make a decision, so we set up rules for ourselves.
     Based on the principles of love and self-control and gentleness, I may have a rule against raising my voice to my wife when I’m irritated.
     It’s not that the rule is written down somewhere, or that I have even consciously thought of it as a rule.
     But if functions as a rule nonetheless.  If I don’t raise my voice, there may be some lack of love or gentleness that slips by under the radar, but if I get to the point of raising my voice immediately I feel guilty and have an awareness that I’ve done wrong.
     There is nothing wrong with guiding your life by rules – as long as you never allow the rule to become more important than the principles behind it.
     If I have a rule for my 3 year old – “You are never allowed to touch the pot on the stove,” that’s fine.  The last thing I want to do is say to a three year old, “Don’t touch it most of the time, unless…” and then give a long list of exceptions.
     The rule has value.  However, it would be foolish to allow that rule to become more important than the principles behind it.
     The principles behind it are that I don’t want the child to get burned.
     So if the child becomes an adult and learns how to cook, it would be absurd for me to continue on with the rule about never touching the pot.
     If he can touch the pot without significant risk of being burned, there is no need for the rule.
     People who try to determine difficult ethical questions by reducing everything down to rules are oversimplifying the issue.  The more difficult the issue, the more essential it is that we think through the principles. 

Justice

     Justice is a very important subject to God.  It’s referred to in the OT well over 1000 times.
     If you get a book on ethics, you will probably be surprised by how shallow the chapter on justice is (if there is one).
     Part of that is because so many of those books are written by pacifists who are against war, capital punishment, or any harsh punishment for crime.
     They think the essence of ethics revolves around kindness.
     And so the chapter on justice is usually just an argument for how you shouldn’t perpetrate injustice, and then a slam on wealthy people, since everyone knows they are the ones who cause most injustice. 
     Everyone agrees that justice is a good thing, but there is a lot of confusion over it’s relationship to love and forgiveness.
     Many people have read about Jesus’ mandates for love in personal relationships (turn the other cheek, forgive as you have been forgiven, etc.) and conclude that human beings should not carry out punishment on wrongdoers.
     If someone does something bad, and you punish him, you are not forgiving him.
     That’s true.  The error in that thinking is in the failure to distinguish between personal relationships and the responsibilities of those in authority.
That chapter gives a wonderful prescription for the harmony of love and justice.
Ro.13:8 Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another, for he who loves his fellowman has fulfilled the law. 9 The commandments, "Do not commit adultery," "Do not murder," "Do not steal," "Do not covet," and whatever other commandment there may be, are summed up in this one rule: "Love your neighbor as yourself."   10 Love does no harm to its neighbor. Therefore love is the fulfillment of the law. 
     In personal relationships, the rule is love.
     But now look back at v.1.
     Everyone must submit himself to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which God has established. The authorities that exist have been established by God. 2 Consequently, he who rebels against the authority is rebelling against what God has instituted, and those who do so will bring judgment on themselves. 3 For rulers hold no terror for those who do right, but for those who do wrong. Do you want to be free from fear of the one in authority? Then do what is right and he will commend you. 4 For he is God's servant to do you good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword for nothing. He is God's servant, an agent of wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer. 
     While you are to exercise love in your personal relationships, those in authority are to exercise justice, which means punishing the wrongdoer.
     Some people argue that harsh penalties for crime are inhumane, and that they aren’t worth while, because they don’t function as a deterrent.  
     They say that criminals don’t think through the consequences of their actions, and so whatever the penalties are, that has no effect on how many crimes will be committed.  
     Those who follow that philosophy tend to approach the problem of crime with the goal of rehabilitation of criminals.  The idea is that people who commit crimes are themselves victims of bad circumstances, and if treated well enough will refrom.
     An extreme example of that approach is England, where criminals are treated very leniently – even to the point of being given money to buy themselves birthday presents.
     On the other side are countries that are more concerned with justice than rehabilitation.  The assumption there is that people are responsible for their actions.  
     An example of that is Japan, where people are caned and publicly shamed if they commit crimes.
     And it should come as no surprise that England has the highest crime rate of all the world’s major countries, and Japan the lowest.
     So you can make a sociological argument that stiffer penalties do deter crime.
     However, that’s really not the important question.  Even if it didn’t deter anything, justice is still a good thing, just because Scripture holds it up as a virtue – something that is true of the character of God.
     People say, “What’s the use of punishing that murderer with capital punishment?  Doing that won’t bring the victim back.”
     That’s true, but bringing the victim back isn’t the objective.  Deterrence isn’t the only objective.  Justice is a good thing just for the simple fact that it’s justice.
     The concepts of justice and righteousness are very closely related.  In fact, at some points they are hard to distinguish.
     I suppose the simplest distinction is that righteousness is doing right things, and justice is setting things right.
     Justice is just as good a virtue as righteousness.  
     We bless God just as much over the fact that He sets things right as over the fact that He does right things.
     God’s perfection demands that the most fitting thing be done in every circumstance.  And when someone does wrong, the fitting response is punishment.
     Read through the Bible – especially the Psalms, and you will see godly people rejoicing when God punishes the wicked.
     That’s not because those people are mad at the wicked and enjoy seeing them suffer.  It’s because they love God and they rejoice in His setting things right and doing what is most fitting.
     And when human authorities give fitting punishment for wrongdoing, they are acting like God – in line with His character. 
     In the OT God makes it clear that when someone is murdered, it’s as if his blood cries out from the ground for justice.  And until justice is brought about, God brings judgment on that nation.
     Of course the punishment doesn’t undo the crime.  But it does satisfy God’s desire for justice.
     If you eliminate God from the picture, then you will only punish wrongdoers if you can see some practical advantage to doing that.  
     But if you consider God, if you are in authority you will bring about justice just because God loves justice.
     So there should be severe penalties for crime.  How severe?  Not too severe – the punishment should fit the crime.
     If someone steals something and you cut of his hands – that’s too severe.  If someone murders and all you do is incarcerate him, that’s not severe enough.  Penalties should be in proportion to the crime.
Ex 21:24-25
you are to take life for life, 24 eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, 25 burn for burn, wound for wound, bruise for bruise. 
     That’s not to say you have to do exactly the same thing to the person that he did in his crime.  It’s just a general way of saying the penalty should fit the crime.

     Justice is something given to the victim
 
    Not only is justice good because it satisfies God’s desire, but it’s an act of love for the victim.  
     Scripture often speaks of giving justice to the helpless.  It’s not just that we don’t act unjustly ourselves.  Justice rescues the helpless from the injustice of others.
     Jer.22:3  This is what the LORD says: Do what is just and right. Rescue from the hand of his oppressor the one who has been robbed. 
     Dt.24:17 Do not deprive the alien or the fatherless of justice
     Dt.27:19  Cursed is the man who withholds justice from the alien, the fatherless or the widow."
     If you are in a position of power, and you fail to bring about justice by punishing wrongdoers, you are in the same category as the wrongdoers in God’s sight.
     The judge who lets the criminal walk is just as guilty before God as the criminal. 
     Mal.3:5  "So I will come near to you for judgment. I will be quick to testify … against those who defraud laborers of their wages, who oppress the widows and the fatherless, and deprive aliens of justice, but do not fear me," says the LORD Almighty.
     Judges and juries will be judged by God – and so will lawmakers.
     When congress passes laws that result in an increased ability for criminals to commit crimes, God holds those lawmakers responsible for the crimes.
     Isa.10:1-2  Woe to those who make unjust laws, to those who issue oppressive decrees, 2 to deprive the poor of their rights and withhold justice from the oppressed of my people, making widows their prey and robbing the fatherless. 
     Overly lenient laws and overly lenient judges result in a society where the poor and weak and oppressed and marginalized suffer as the victims of crime. 
     We have a responsibility as a culture to protect those people by punishing wrongdoers.

     
     
     
       
 

