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Chapter V

A study of biblical ethicsinvolves consideration of:

(1) Ethical prescriptions in the Scriptures.

(2) Violations of ethical prescriptions which are condoned and/or commended.
(3) The basis of ethical judgments according to the Scriptures.

Ethical Prescriptions

From the very beginning of the Scriptures as they have come down to us, ethical prescriptions
play a prominent part. In the earliest chapters (Gen 1-Exod 19) such prescriptions are largely
presupposed (e.g., Gen 4:10-11; 6:5-11; 18:25, 39:7-112), and the articulation of specific
Injunctionsisrare (see Gen 1:28 [7]; 9:5; cf. 26:25).

Beginning with Exod 20, however, the situation changes. In the legidation attributed to Moses
thereisagreat deal of specific instruction concerning ethics, together with prescriptions
concerning the religious life and civic responsibilities. The Decalogue (Exod 20:2-17; Deut 5:6-
21), which in its latter portion is concerned with ethics, is pre-eminent in this Mosaic law. Not
only isthis evident in the pride of place accorded it both in the Sinaitic and in the Deuteronomic
prescriptions, but also in the references to the "Ten Commandments” in Exod 34:28; Deut 4:13;
10:4 (cf. Exod 24:12; 31:18; 32:15; 34:1-4; Deut 9:9-10:3). But ethical injunctions are also
prominent in the Covenant Code (Exod 20:22- 23:33), in the Holiness Code (Lev 17-26 or 18-
26)?, and in the regulations of Deut 12-28.

In the rest of the Old Testament there are sections in which the Law is not specifically
mentioned, or only rarely so. This is especialy true of the Wisdom literature.® Neverthelessiit has
been affirmed that "often the Wisdom writers merely cast into an aphoristic or poetic form what
had been part of the apodictic or case laws of the Pentateuch.” And in none of the literature is
there any intimation that the law has been abrogated or replaced either in whole or in part.
Indeed, there is emphasis from time to time on doing what Moses commanded.® And even when
Jeremiah prophesies a new covenant, he does not think of it asimplying a change in the law, but
rather, "I [the Lord] will put my law within them, and 1 will write it on their hearts' (Jer 31 :33;
cf. 24:7; 32:39). Likewise Ezekiel represents God as promising Isragl a future when "I will give
them on heart, and put a new spirit within them. ..so that they may follow my statutes and keep
my ordinances and obey them" (11:19-20; cf. 36:27; 37:24).

Old Testament ethics emphasizes the law and conformity thereto.

With respect to New Testament ethics there is much debate. There are those who hold that the
law has been abrogated or superseded, at |east in the thought of Paul. We submit that such aview
is untenable, at least insofar as the ethical Preﬂ:n ptions of the Decal ogue are concerned. There
aretwo p esin which the issue, or a closely related one, is specifically addressed, and in
both of them the continuing validity of the law s insisted upon.



The first of these passagesis Matt 5: 17 -19:

Do not think that | have come to abolish the law or the prophets. I have come not to abolish but
to fulfill. For truly | tell you, until heaven and earth pass away, not one letter, not one stroke of a
letter, will passfrom the law until al is accomplished. ..\Whoever breaks one of the least of
these commandments, and teaches others to do the same, will be called least in the kingdom of
heaven; but whoever does them and teaches hem shall be called great in the kingdom of heaven.®

The abiding validity of the law, at least insofar as the ethical prescriptions of the Decalogue are
concerned, is clearly a Matthaean emphasis. Nor do the "but 1 say unto you" statements of Matt
5:21-48 mean that the respective commandments are abrogated. .'In none of these passagesis
there an intention to annul the demands of the Law, but only to carry them to their ultimate
meaning, to intensify them, or to interpret them in a higher key. This is the true fulfillment of
Law, not its destruction.” Indeed, if Matt 5:21-48 means the annulment of any of the respective
demands of the law, either it or the preceding passage (5:17- 20) teaches false doctrine.

The other New Testament passage which has direct implications for our study isin Rom 7:7 ff.,
which begins with, "What then should we say? That the law is sin? By no means!" and concludes
with, "So the law is holy, and the commandment is holy and just and good.”® Moreover, in the
immediately succeeding material Paul says, "The law is spiritua” (7:14); it is "the law of God"
(7:22, 25); "The just requirement of the law (isto be) fulfilled in us' (8:4; cf. 13:8-10); and, "The
mind thet is set on the flesh. ..does not submit to God's law" (8:7). It is to be emphasized that
what Paul statesin this section of Romans is because he is aware that what he has said (in 5:20
perhaps; in 7:4-6 certainly) may be construed as an attack on the law, and he wants to ensure that
no such conclusion is drawn. He wants it known that the law continues to be in force and is to be
heeded by Christians.®

It may be argued that thisis not all that Paul has to say about the continuing validity of the law.

Agreed. Indeed, at alater point the Epistle to the Galatians will be considered with respect to this

Question. At this point it is only noted that in Rom 7-8 it isinsisted that at least the moral

icr;ju?(l:ti?(r)ls of the Mosaic legidlation have not been abrogated for Christians, whether Jew or
entile.

But quite apart from the continuing validity of the law's prescriptions concerning moral conduct,
there is considerable evidence that rules concerning such conduct were imposed in the New
Testament church.

First of all, there are the list of vices against which Christians are warned. Moreover, many of the
prohi bit;]ons :n respect thereto are reminiscent of prohibitionsin the Mosaic law. We quote only
two of these lists:

Evil intentions. ..fornication, theft, murder, adultery, avarice, wickedness, deceit, licentiousness,
envy, slander, pride, folly (Mark 7:21-22; cf. Matt 15:19).

Fornicators, idolaters, adulterers, male prostitutes, sodomites, thieves, the greedy, drunkards,
revilers, robbers-none of these will inherit the kingdom of God (1 Cor 6:9-10). That conduct in
clear violation of such standards was taken in full seriousness is evident from the directive that
the immoral man of 1 Cor 5 be excommunicated (1 Cor 5:13).

In addition to such lists we have instructions concerning relation ships within the household
(Eph 5:22-6:9; Col 3:18-4:1; 1 Pet 2:18-3:7), and toward the governing authorities (Mark 12:17;
Rom 13:1-7; 1 Pet 2:13-17), as well as with respect to a variety of other matters having to do
with moral conduct.



Rules, regulations, commandments and prescriptions concerning moral life and conduct are to be
found in every part of the Scriptures, at least by implication. It is not surprising, therefore, that
W. D. Davies has stated, "Here is the peculiarity of Christian moral teaching: that it places us.
.under the judgment of absolute demands."™* And if rules, regulations, commandments, and such
like, exhausted the evidence concerning biblical ethics, no more would need to be said. But, as
Davies points out, more does need to be said, and what follows indicates why.

Violations of the Prescribed Rules

Violation of the prescriptions concerning moral life and conduct articulated or implied in the
Scriptures is sometimes condoned, even approved, in those same Scriptures. Some examples
follow: .Genesis 22:1-2

"God tested Abraham. ..He said, "Take your son, your only son Isaac. ..and offer him. ..as a burnt
offering. .."" With aview to testing him God leads Abraham to believe that He desires the
sacrifice of hisson. Did God really desire the sacrifice of Isaac? The sequel indicates

that He did not. But did God lead Abraham to believe that He desired such a sacrifice? Of
course He did. In fact He would not have been able to thoroughly test Abraham otherwise.
Hence the deception! God is neither an idealist nor a rationalist! Exodus 3:t8

"You and the elders of Israel shall go to the king of Egypt, and say to him, 'The Lord, the God of
the Hebrews, has met with us;, let us now go athree days journey into the wilderness, so that we
may sacrifice to the Lord our God" (Cf. 5:1-3; 8:25-26; 10:9-10). God is represented as
instructing Moses to give another reason than the real one for desiring permission for his people
to leave Egypt.

Another deception isinvolved. In fact God also said, "'l know. .. that the kirgsj of Egypt will not
let you go unless compelled bP/ amighty hand. So | will stretch out my hand and strike Egypt
with al my wonders that | will perform in it; after that he will let you go" (19-20)

To Pharaoh and the Egyptians the deception was important, because they would have to learn
that Y ahweh was the Lord (Exod 7:5; 14:4, 17 -18). As such He has control of the universe, and
of what takes place within it, including what would happen if Pharaoh rejected the opportunity to
let the Israglites depart from Egypt. (Human freedom does not affect His control of human
events, whatever some philosophers may think and teach.)

1 Samuel 16:1:2.

"The Lord said to Samud'. ..Fill your horn with oil, and set out, | will send you to Jesse the
Bethlehemite, for | have provided for myself a king among his sons." Samuel said, 'How can |
go? If Saul hears of it, he will kill me." And the Lord said, 'Take a heifer with you, and say, .'1
have come to sacrifice to the Lord.""

Some have argued that Samuel did offer sacrifice at Bethlehem, so that no lie was involved. But
alieis not merely aformal statement of the truth. It is anything that involves the intent to
decelve. But was it so urgent that Saul' s successor be named and anointed at this early date that a
deception was justified? That "the spirit of the Lord came mightily upon David from that day
forward" (1 Sam 16:13) may indicate that it should not be delayed and that the deceiving of Saul
was there- fore warranted.

1 Kings 22:20-23 (2 Chronicles 18: 19-22)



"The Lord said, 'Who will entice Ahab, so that he may go up and fall at Ramoth-Gilead? ...A
spirit came forward and stood before the Lord, saying, ‘I will entice him. ..I will go out and be a
lying spirit in the mouth of al his prophets.’ Then the Lord said, 'Y ou are to entice him, and you
shall succeed; go out and do it." So you see, the Lord has put alying spirit in the mouth of all
these, your prophets. .."*2

The Lord led Ahab to judgment by means of the lying spirit in the mouths of Ahab's prophets.
God's judgments are not in accord with idedlist ethics. Cf. Rom 3:5-6, "What should we say?
That God is unjust to inflict wrath on us? ...By no means! For then how could God judge the
world?'

Imprecatory Psalms and Prophecies (Ps 35,59, 109,137, 140, etc.; cf. Jer 7:16; 11 ;14; 14:11-12;
18:21-23; 20:12)

The most startling of these imprecations include Ps 137:8-9 "Happy shall they be who pay you
back what you have done to us! Happy shall they be who take your little ones and dash them
against the rock!"; and Ps 140:9-10. "Those who surround me lift up their heads: let the mischief
of their lips overwhelm them! Let burning coas fal on them! Let them be flung into pits no
more to riser” Cf. Jer 18:21, 23, "Give their children over to famine; hurl them out to the power
of the sword. ..Do not forgive their iniquity, do not blot out their sin from your sight. ..Deal with
them while you are angry."

Can such expressions be harmonized with Prov 24:17, "Do not rejoice when your enemies fall,
and do not let your heart be glad when they stumble”; Prov 25:21, "If your enemies are hungry,
give them bread to eat, and if they are thirsty, give them water to drink"; and Matt 5:44-45,
"Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be children of your
Father in heaven. ..." (Luke 6:27-28; Rom 12:20). Cf. Jesus lament over Jerusalem because of its
impending destruction (Matt 23:37-38; Luke 13:34-35).

Consider the following comments:

(1) Most of theimprecatory Psalms are credited to David. If they are by David, they ssmply show
that he was not always free from a spirit of vindictiveness and a desire to get even.

g)lcl)mprecatory materia is not absent from the New Testament, e.g. Gal 5:12; 2 Tim 4:14; Rev

(3) The harshness of some of the expressions cited are indicative of the great plight in which
God's people sometimes find themselves, and of their longing for retribution to be visited on
those who are the cause of it.

(4) Can it be that we must recognize that entire sanctification must await the establishment of
God's kingdom in al its fullness? Jeremiah 4:10

"Then | said, 'Ah, Lord God, how utterly you have deceived this people and Jerusalem, saying, ‘It
shall be well with you,' even while the sword is at the throat.”

One wonders whether we do not have here reported a situation similar to that of Deut 13, where
we are told that God may test people through false prophets who encourage them to trust in what
isfalse, to see whether they would still be loyal to the God who had proved Himself in times
past. (cf. Deut 13:5).



Matthew 12:3-5 (cf. Mark 2:25-26; Luke 6:3-4).

"Have you not read what David did, when he and his companions were hungry? He entered the

house of God and ate the bread of the Presence, which it was not lawful for him or his
companions to eat, but only for the priests. Or have you not read in the law that on the Sabbath
the priests in the temple break the Sabbath and yet are guiltless?!

The point Jesus is making is that David violated the only relevant prescription there was, but was
guiltless. Moreover He is making the point that the disciples might be justified in profaning the
Sabbath, even though what they had done was not in accord with what had been prescribed.

Jesus is saying that it might be possible to disobey what God's word had prescribed and be
guiltless. A lesser law may be infringed in order to fulfill a higher law! One is guiltless who does
0.

Matthew 23:15. 17:

"Y ou make the new convert twice as much a child of hell asyourselves. . . You blind fools
(moroi kai tuphloi)!" (cf. Matt 23:17; Acts 13: 10; Gal 3: 1). Such statements seemingly
contradict Matt 5:22, "If you insult a brother or sister, you will be liable to the council, and if you
say, "You fool (more)!" you will be liable to the hell of fire."

If it be suggested that Matt 5:22 only relates to conduct towards fellow disciples, the exhortation
to love our enemies (Matt 5:44) seems to suggest otherwise, to say nothing of Luke 6:28, "Bless
those who curse you"; and Rom 12:14, "Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse
them.” According to J. L. Houlden, "He [Jesus] hardly maintains this attitude when he confronts
the scribes and Pharisees in ch. xxiii; nor, in his picture of fina judgment does he show God
acting in accord with this principle. ..'"%3

Galatians 1:20 (cf. Matt 26:63-64; Rom 1:9; 2 Cor 1:23; Heb 6:13-17)

"Before God, | do not lie."

The significance of this statement, and of otherslikeit, is because of Matt 5:34-37, "l say to you.
Do not swear at al. ..Let your word be 'Yes, Yes or 'No, No'; anything more than this comes
from the evil one" (cf. Jas 5:12).

The absoluteness of this statement, and of Jas 5: 12, is notable. But evidently neither Paul nor
Jesus is an absolutist as the scriptures cited indicate. Both of them recognize that absolute
statements may have relative meanings and need to be understood accordingly.

Romans 3:24-25

“Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a sacrifice of atonement by blood.” This statement is
important for usin view of such passages as John 5:20, "The Father loves the Son."

Many writers discuss Christ's sacrificial death in relation to God's love for us and His justice in
relation to us, but there is little discussion of Christ's death in relation to God's love for Him and
Hisjustice to Him. The plain fact is that sending His Son to die for us was contrary to His love
for His Son. Who would justify a human father's sacrifice of his son to rescue a butterfly? How
much more difficult to justify the Father's sacrifice of His Son so that He might be the Saviour of
the world! It is surely thoughtlessness, if not overweening pride, which keeps us from being
aware of the problem. In comparison with the life of His Son the universe, and all that has ever



beenin it plus al that will ever bein it, is of infinitesmal value. In view of the centrality of the
cross in Christian conviction, the implications for ethics are important, even if rarely explored.14

Such passages as those we have considered require the conclusion that exceptions to what appear
to be absolute rules of conduct are sometimes permitted, even commanded. The rules appear to
be absolute, but are not. They express only what is generaly and ordinarily required.

The apostle Paul did not consider commandments concerning ethics to be absolute, at least for
Chrigtians. According to Rom 7:6, he states, "Now we are discharged from the law, dead to that
which held us captive, so that we are slaves not under the old written code (lit. 'not in [the]
oldness of [the] letter'} but in the new life (lit. 'newness) of the Spirit." On thisverse C. E. B.
Cranfield comments:

The believer's service is characterized, not by the lifeless effeteness of the mere letter, which is
what the legalist is left with by his misunderstanding and misuse of the law. ..That Paul is not
opposing the law itself to the Spirit is clear, since only a few verses later he affirms that the law
isspiritual (v. 14). He does ot use 'letter' as equivalent to 'law’ ...[ The] presence [of the Spirit]
is the true establishment of the law. ..15

We understand Cranfield to be arguing that Rom 7:6 means that the law continues to be of
import for Christians, but that its requirements are not absolutes. We submit that only such an
interpretation makes it possible to harmonize Rom 7:6 with what follows in Romans.

With this passage we may compare Gal 3:23-4.7:

Now before faith came, we were imprisoned and guarded under the law until faith would be
revealed. Therefore the law was our disciplinarian until Christ came. ..But now that faith has
come, we are no longer subject to adisciplinarian. ..Heirs, aslong as they are minors, are no
better than daves. They remain under guardians ard trustees. ..So with us; while we were
minors, we were enslaved. ..But. .. God sent His Son. ..to redeem those who were under the law,
so that we might receive adoption as children ...So. ..you are no longer a slave but a child.

(Cf. Ga 5:1, "For freedom Christ has set us free; stand firm, therefore, and do not submit again
to ayoke of davery.") Gal 3:23-4:7, if taken by itsdlf, seems to imply that the law has no
significance for the conduct of Christians. And in his discussion of this passage R. N.
Longenecker states, "In Christ the Christian finds. ..the Law as a system of conduct set aside in
favor of guidance by reference to his [Chrigt's] teachings and example and through the direct
action of his Spirit."16 But such an interpretation seems to be untenable in view of the statement
abit later, in Gal 5:14, "The whole law is summed up in a single commandment, "Y ou shall love
your neighbor as yourself™ (cf. Gal 5:23; 1 Cor 7:19). The law is to be fulfilled (cf. Rom 13:8-
10)! Surely this means that Gal 3:23-4:7 is not to be understood as implying the abrogation,
supersession, setting aside, or replacement of the law? Rather, the relationship to the law isto be
like the worthy relationship of afreed slave or a matured son to the fine standard previously
imposed by a good dave- master or guardian. He does not disregard it, but applies its precepts
perceptively and sensitively to practical situations, which means, of course, that he is aware that
arigid application thereof is sometimes inappropriate. The law is respected but the legalistic
fulfillment of its commandments is no longer necessary.*’

These passages-Rom 7 and Gal 3-5-seem to suggest that prior to the coming of Christ the
legalistic observance of the law was right and proper. But, if so, the Old Testament exceptions
we have considered are a problem. Isit possible that in the practical situation he is addressing
Paul - in Semitic fashion - uses absolutist language when a relative meaning is intended? Might
he not agree that the Old Testament does not require a completely legalistic observance of the
law? (A child may have a measure of freedom from doing precisely what he/she is told, but later



be entirely free from such precision.) At any rate, in Paul's mind Christians are free from a
legalistic observance of the law.

Before concluding this section we add two considerations which, strictly speaking, may be
irrelevant to a study of biblical ethics:

(a) The view that a set of ethical prescriptions has been, or can be devised, which must be
adhered to without exception, implies that circumstances have nothing to do with one's decision
concerning right and wrong, and this means that history is really meaningless. In this connection
it isto be noted that it was precisely because He foresaw the circumstances of human fallen ness
and lost ness that it was right for the Father to include in His plan for His Son that He should
become an atoning sacrifice. As we have seen, this was not in accord with His love for His Son.

(b) There can be only one absolute in any given universe of

discourse. If there are two so-called absolutes, there is really no absolute, because the
"absolutes’ condition each other, and that which is conditioned is not a absolute. This means that
there can be only one ethical absolute, or else that there is ultimately no difference between the
various "absolutes. "If, for the sake of argument, we grant that, "Y ou shall not commit adultery”
(Exod 20:14), and, "Let al of us speak the truth to our neighbors' (Eph 4:25), are both absolutes,
we must also say that ultimately there is no difference between adultery and lying. But such a
conclusion will be acceptable to few.

It is because ethical prescriptions, with only one possible exception, do not give expression to
absolute requirements, that we can accommodate such Scriptures as we have considered in this
section of the paper. And not only can they be accommodated, they are to be expected.
"Perfection” not only allows deviation from amost all prescriptions; it positively requiresit in
some circumstances. God Himself exhibits His perfection, not by functioning according to a
formal rule with absolute consistency, but by deviation therefrom in certain situations. Asfar as
the biblical record goes, circumstances due to sin and its curse appear to provide the chief
occasion for deviation from ethical rules. Indeed, it was human sin and its curse which
occasioned the sending of God's Son to be a sacrifice, which, as we have seen, does not logically
fit either Hislove for His Son or His justice to Him. However, it is not only sin, and/or its curse,
which occasioned deviation from what is logical. That God sometimes functions illogicaly, even
when the circumstances of sin, and/or its effects, are not in view, accords with the fact thet,
though He is essentially infinite, He exists as ~ persons, afinite number! Both logic and that
which deviates therefrom characterize Him from all eternity. Conduct in accord with what is
logical would have implied that He beget only one Son, or that He beget an infinite number of
ons

The Unity of Prescriptions and Exceptions Thereto

Implicit in what we have stated is the understanding that God-given prescriptions with respect to
ethics should ordinarily determine conduct. But how does one determine when deviation
therefrom is not only permissible, but even required? In other words, when is deviation sin, and
when is it commendable?

As aready indicated, logic does not help us here. Logic would simply require that what has been
prescribed must be adhered to aways and absolutely. There is no logic by which one can get
from God's love for His Son to the sacrifice of His Son. There is no logic by which one can get
from the rule against lying to the divine instruction to Samuel to deceive Saul concerning his
travel to Bethlehem. There is no logic by which one can get from the prohibition against the
swearing of oaths to Paul's use of an oath in Gal 1:20, or to God's swearing with an oath. Logic



requires the condemnation of Samuel, of Paul, and, yes, of God. (If it is dways wrong for a
human being to swear an oath, it is always wrong for God to do so. A God who would require of
us the kind of moral conduct which He did not abide by might be feared, perhaps even loved, but
He could not be respected by a thinking person.)

A hierarchical view may help us sometimes. It would be commonly agreed that the saving of a
child from a burning building must have priority over the saving of a pet dog. This accords with
Jesus principle that a person is "of more value than many sparrows' (Matt 1 0:31; Luke 12:7).
But there is no hierarchical principle which justifies the sacrifice of Christ. Indeed, by the
principle of hierarchy the Father's sending of the Son to become a sacrifice for us must be
condemned as preferring that which is of lesser value to that which is of vastly greater value (the
life of the Son of God). Moreover, there is no hierarchical principle to justify David's eating of
the bread of the Presence. The attempt to do so would be similar to an attempt to compare apples
and oranges. (There is no evidence that the lives of David and his men were in jeopardy, buit,
even if they were, there is no hierarchical principle by which to judge that human life is more
important than the worship of God in the way He has prescribed.) Furthermore thereisno
hierarchical principle by which Paul's oath in Gal 1:20 can be justified.

It is sometimes affirmed that the "fallenness and degeneration of human society” means that we
may have to choose between evils. In sich cases it is proper to choose the lesser evil. P. E.
Hughes argues for such aview, finding biblical warrant for it in Jos 2; Matt 12:3-4; 14:1- 12;
19:3-9.1° The problems of such aview are the same as those of the hierarchical view. In addition
it isassumed that it is only because of the fallenness of man that there are logical problems with
respect to ethics. But, as we have shown, the very nature of God includes what isillogical.
Moreover, the scandal of particularity is not solely due to the fallenness of human society. The
ethical implications, if we are to be like God (Matt 5:45, 48; Eph 5:1; 1 Pet 1:15; etc.) are
significant.

The Bible indicates, however, that there is a way by which certain deviations from biblical
standards and prescriptions are justified. (No doubt we shall not see how every biblical deviation
isjudtified, but, being finite, let alone being incompletely sanctified, we can hardly expect
otherwise.) The following passages are significant in this respect:

Matthew 22:48

"On (en) these two commandments (Iove to God and love to neighbor) hang (krematai) all the
law and the prophets' (cf. Matt 7:12).%°

It is to be noted first of all with respect to this verse that love is basicaly an aesthetic matter.
There ae those who hold that love is primarily a matter of the will rather than a matter of
feeling,?* but this view is not based on a careful study of biblical usage.

G. Quell asserts, "Love (‘hb) in the OT is basicaly a spontaneous feeling.’ 22 And with respect to
agap?inthe Septuagl nt, v. P. Furnish notes, 'lit usually refers to the conjugal love between man
and women,?® And Whatever may be said about the concept being invested with new meaning in
the New Testament,?* the connotation is still fundamentally that of "affection.” John 3:16
represents God's gift of His Son, not as love, but as the result of love. Likewise Rom 5:8
represents Christ's death for us, not as the love of God, but as the manifestation of that love.
Loveisnot primarily a matter of will or act. As Bauer's Lexicon, Second Edition Revised and
Augmented by F. W. Gingrich and F. W. Danker, states, "the primary New Testament meaning
isthat of ‘affection for per- son."' Indeed, V. P. Furnish argues that even Iove (agapate) for
enemies (Matt 5:44) may include' somethlng like friendship' or 'affection."




The next point to be made is that Matt 22:40 does not imply that the many commandments in the
law and the prophets are reduced to, or superseded by, or included in, or can be derived from, the
two great commandments.?® The Septuagint occurrences of Kremamal en (2 Sam 18:9; Lam
5:12; Ezek 17:22-23; 27:10) do not permit such a meani ng.?’ 2 Sam 18:9; LXX, which describes
Absalom's head as hanging in an oak treeé suggests some such meaning as that the many
commandments are held fast by the two.”” In accord with such a meaning various

scholars affirm that "the dual love commandment is viewed. ..as the primary hermeneutical
principle for interpreting and applying the law."®® Note concerning this view: (a) The priority of
the law if maintained; it is not superseded; it is not replaced; it is not subordinated to love (b)
Love is described as a principle of interpretation and application. If this understanding is correct,
we have here specified an aesthetic basis for deter- mining how the respective commandment or
commandments is (are) to be applied to the particular situation(s) in which one finds oneself.

Romans 13:8-10

Rom 13:8-10 (cf. Gal 5:14) provides support for our contention concerning Matt 22:40:

Onewho loves another has fulfilled (pepl?dken) the law. The commandments, "Y ou shall not
commit adultery; Y ou shall not murder; Y ou shall not steal; You shall not covet"; and any other
commandment, are summed up in (en. ..anakephalaioutai) this word, "L ove your neighbor as
yourself. Love ‘does no wrong to anel ghbor therefore, love isthe fulfrlllng of the law.

In this passage we not only have it stated that love is the fulfilling of the law,"° but the reason
why thisis so isindicated in vv. 9 (gar) and 10a

V. 9. states that the various commandments of (the) law are anakephalaioutai in the one
command, "Y ou shall love your neighbor as yourself." What is being said turns on the meaning
of anakephalaioutai. Isit being stated that the prescriptions of the law are "summarized" or
"epitomized" in the command to love the neighbor, as the above rendering may indicate?” It
appears that this interpretation can not be accepted for the following reasons: (a) How can a
feeling summarize or epitomize commandments which are largely injunctions concerning
conduct? Indeed, as E. W. Lutzer has pointed out, "There is widespread disagreement as to what
actions are loving or unloving.”®? (b) In hlswrltlngs Paul repeatedly includes particular
prescriptions concerning conduct. As much as he emphasizes love, he does not think it sufficient
to enjoin it.*® In 1 Cor 7:19 Paul thinks it necessary to say, "Neither circumcision counts for
anything, nor uncircumcision, but obeying the commandments of God is everything." Apparertly
Paul never thought of love for neighbor as summarizing or epitomizing the commandments of
(the) law.

Anakeghalaroomal isarare word, and even then has more than one connotation in secular
Greek.>* Its only other New Testament occurrence is in Eph 1 :10, where we are informed that it
is the divine will to anakephalaiosasthai al things en him" (En is aso used with this verb in Rom
13:9). Here it cannot mean that Christ is to become the sum total or epitome of al things, since
just afew verses later, in 1 :22, He is spoken of as "head over (kepha™n huper) al things. .." (cf.
Eph 4:15-16). What it seems to mean is well stated in NIV, "to bring. . together under one head "
if it is understood that "head" means control and rule, asin Eph 1 :22; 5:22-23.%

If thisis more or less the meaning of anakephalaioomai in Rom 13:9, Paul is to be understood as
saying therein: Love for the persons involved is to prevall in each situation and is to control the
way in which the respective commandments ae applied in that situation, mediating between
commandments where that may be necessary.3® And, since love of neighbor eventuatee in action
of thiskind, it fulfills the law, whose purpose is to prevent evil being done to others.3’ (Paul



perceives that it is the love of neighbor which so interprets and applies the various
commandments that this purpose of the law is fulfilled.)

But if thisis so, the aesthetic sensitivity which enables those who know the commandments to
distinguish right fggm wrong in particular situations is sensitivity informed by love for the
persons involved.

Philippians 1:9-10

Thisis my prayer, that your love may overflow more and more, with knowledge and full insight
(en epigndsel kai pas? aisth?sei), to help you to determine what is best, so that in the day of
Christ you may be pure and blameless, having produced the harvest of righteousness. ..

In these verses "love," "knowledge" and "full insight” are set forth as pre- requisites "so that you
may determine what is best." Loh and Nida agree that the meanlng is, "so that you will be able to
choose what is best to do, (or) ...how you should best behave."®

The meaning of love (agap?) has been considered above. Passing over "knowledge" for the
moment, the meaning of aisthesisis perhaps best illuminated by what W. Jaeger has to say about
its occurrence in a medical text of the Hippocratic school:

The real doctor is recognized by his power to estimate what is appropriate for each individial
case. He is the man who has the sure judgment to pick the right quantity for everyone. Thereis
no standard of weight or measure by which one could fix quantities on a general basis. That
must be done wholly by feeling gaustmsi S), which is the only thing that can compensate for the
lack of such arational standard.”*

Note that what makes up for lack of "arational standard” is "feellng " Moreover, this "is the only
thing that can compensate for the lack of such arational standard.’

According to G. Delling, the original meaning of aisth’sisis that of "sensual perception,” as
opposed to intellectual perception, and "in Philo's use of the term. ..in generd it isregarded. ..as
the cause of passions. ..It is often opposed to nous (mind)."*? W. Hendriksen has apparently
caught its significance in Phil 1:9 as well as anyone, when he describes it as "the taste and
feeling for that which in any concrete stuat|on is spiritually beautiful, the aesthetic sense in the
sphere of Christian duty and doctrine."”

With respect to "knowledge," according to R. Bultmann, "We must insist on the difference
between aisth?sis as sensual perception and gnoss which is acquired through gmoskem as
knowledge deriving from the nous or logos."™* Moreover, Bultmann afflrms that "epigndsisin
Phil. 1:9 has exactly the same meaning as gndsisin 1 C. 1:5; R. 15:14."°

Having corsidered the key terms, the relationship of knowledge and aesthetic judgment to love,
as |nd|cated by the preposition en in Phil 1:9, must be examined. The relationship seemsto be as
follows.*® Knowledge and all aisth?sis are to accompany love. What leads to this judgment is the
occurrence of "All (pas? [i]” before aisth?sai. This adjective does not occur with epigndsei. If
love were something other than a matter of aisth?sis, one would not expect this adjective. It
appears that the adjective occurs because love is a matter of aesth?sis, but does not exhaust it,
and Paul wants to indicate the significance of feeling(s) other than love in making judgments,
while maintaining (a) the supremacy of | love, and (b) the unity of the aesthetic sense(s) (hence
we do not have aesth?sis in the plural). Finally, it may be that the occurrence of aisth??ria
(plura!) in Heb 5: 14, which we shall be considering shortly, may be evidence that aesthetic
sensitivity cannot be reduced to one smplefeelmg It may aso be significant that in Gal 5 22 the
fruit (karpos) [singular!]) of the Spirit is "love, joy, peace" (three!, with love in first place®”). If



so, Phil 1:9-10 is more comprehensive with respect to the significance of aestheticsin relation to
ethics than is the case in Matt 22:40 or Rom 13:8-10.

If this exegesisis sound, both information (of scriptural commandments?) and the aesthetic
faculty (or aesthetic faculties) in which love is of supreme moment, are important if oneisto
"determine what is best,” and "be pure and blameless.” And we shall see reason to believe that
both are in view in Heb 5:14, though without mention of love. It will have been noted, of course,
that the importance of aesthetic judgment is aways in connection with practical and concrete
gtuations, no doubt because of the particularity which often (always?) characterizes them.48 Heb
5:14

According to this verse, "mature”’ Christians are those "whose faculties (aisth??ria) have been
trained by practice to distinguish good from evil."

According to the context those for whom Hebrews was written in the first place had been
informed concerning "the basic elements of the oracles of God" (though they needed to be taught
them again), and that those elementary truths included "repentance from acts that lead to death”
(6:1 NIV, so that they must have been more or less familiar with moral prescriptions. (Of course,
being converted Jews they would have had some familiarity with the prescriptions of the Mosaic
law.)

It isindicated, however, that their aisti?ria needed training by practice, if they were to
distinguish between good and evil (apparently in practical situations). As we have seen, aisti’sis,
acognate of aesth??rion, refers to aesthetlc sensibility. Accordingly, the aistheteria constitute
the aesthetic faculty (or faculﬂes”) In this connection, and supportive thereof, is the
information that these aisti??ria are trained (gegumnasmena) by practice (hexi n) to distinguish
good from evil." Aesthetic judgment is improved in this way.>

That aistht?riais plural accords with the plurality with respect to aesthetics which was noted in
the discussion of Phil 1:9. On the other hand, there is no specific reference to love, which is
prominent with respect to ethics elsewhere in the New Testament.>* Apart from this omission,
the same two essentials as we saw |n Phil 1:9 are necessary if oneis to discern what one ought to
do (in particular circum+ stances?).”

Wisdom

Both Old and New Testaments emphasize that God's %eo le need wisdom so that their conduct in
pCra}ctlcgl S|O§uat|ons and circumstances may accord with His will and be fully pleasing to him" (cf.
oll :9-1

To have this wisdom one must have the knowledge of Hisword. Indeed, it sometimes appears as
if "the wisdom of God" and "the word of God" are used synonymously (e.g., Wisd 9:1; Philo,
Leg. Alleg., 1.65; Sir 24:3 compared with 1s 55:11). But to be wise requires more than
knowledge. G. Fohrer says that wisdom as represented in the Old Testament "can arise out of a
feeling for the right thing which is fostered by traditional knowledge, education and personal
experience.'®

That it "can arise out of afeeling for the right thing" accords with Phil 1:9 and Heb 5:14, where
we are informed that aisth?sis and aistht?ria enable one to "approve what is excellent” and
"distinguish good from evil." That wisdom is fostered by "traditional knowledge" and
"education” accords with the emphasis on "knowledge" in Phil 1:9, and on "the first principles of
God'sword" in Heb 5:12. The emphasis on "experience" accords with the importance of being
"trained by practice to distinguish good from evil" (Heb 5:14). And it isto be noted that Phil 1
'9-10 ismore or less paralel to Col 1:9-10, which speaks of the need to be "filled with the



knowledge of hiswill in (Gr.: en.; NIV: through) al spiritual wisdom and understanding, to lead
alife worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing to him." "Wisdom™ here appears to be the counterpart of
aisth?sal in Phil 1:9. Fohrer's statement concerning the meaning of wisdom in the Old Testament
could also be said of the understanding thereof in Phil 1:9

This means that, when Colossians emphasizes wisdom as necessary for commendable Christian
conduct (cf. Rom 16:19; Eph 5:15; Col 1:28; 4:5; Jas 1:5), it isimplied that aesthetic sensitivity
is one of the necessary components in worthy moral decision making.

In this section attention has been drawn to New Testament evidence which has made it clear that
aesthetic judgment (in which love plays the most important part) is important if one is to
perceive how the commandments of God ought to be applied in the practical situations of life.>*
B. S. Childs has asserted:

At no point within the Bible is there ever spelled out a system or a technique by which one could
move from the general imperatives of the law of God, %Jch as [are] found in the Decalogue, to
the specific application with in the concrete situation.

If he had understood the biblical evidence we have examined in this section, Childs would have
had to radical(!i modify his statement. A "system™ or "technique” is not provided, but what is
required to make the move is clearly set forth.

Before concluding this section, we consider the objection that the aesthetic judgments of
different people often do not agree. Thisis not surprising, since the aesthetic sense(s) does (do)
not function well as aresult of the Fall, asis the case with every other component of man's being.
There are, however, the following considerations to be kept in mind:

(a) Thereis no other way to justify the sacrifice of Christ. Every attempt to justify it otherwise
either overlooks an important consideration, or proves inadequate when carefully scrutinized.

(b) To a considerable degree there is agreement as to what is aesthetically pleasing. Almost
everyone agrees that arose is beautiful. AlImost everyone also agrees that roadside garbage, or a
suppurating ulcer, is repulsive.

(c) Being aware that our aesthetic judgments may be distorted means that we must often
(always?) make ethical decisions with fear and trembling, lest we fail to abide by the respective
commandment when we ought to do so, or fail to deviate from it when we ought to do that.
(According to Phil 2:12, we are to work out our salvation with fear and trembling. Moreover, this
is ?id inrel )ati on to willing and doing, therefore in a context which includes ethical decisions

and actions.

(d) The view presented makes prayer and the Holy Spirit important, not only so that we may
have the mora fibre we need in order to do what we ought to do, but also so that we may know
what we ought to do. So we need to pray for wisdom (Jas 1:5), and to have our minds "set on the
Spirit" (Rom 8:6). That the fruit of the Spirit isfirst of al "love, joy peace” (Ga 5:22) seemsto
imply that amind set on the Spirit is a mind informed by the Spirit-inspired aesthetic sense(s).
(In the light of Heb 5:14, isit not to be added that, as we walk in the Spirit, our aesthetic
sengitivities become more and more reliable?)

In conclusion it may be noted that there are three components involved in worthy decision
making:

(a) Knowledge of the ethical prescriptions of the Holy Scriptures, and of their logical
implications.



(b) Familiarity with the peculiarities of the particular circumstances in which one must make
moral decisions.

(c) Aesthetic sensitivity whereby one may distinguish those occasions when there should be
Eheg/tlatlontfrotm the ethical prescriptions set forth in the Bible, love being foremost in informing
sensitivity

Finally, it isto be noted that the ethical prescriptions of the Holy Scriptures correspond to the
Father; the existential considerations to be taken into account correspond to the Son; and
aesthetic sensitivity corresponds to the Holy Spirit. Biblical ethics, like biblical apologetics and
the biblical conception of truth, may be described as Trinitarian!

ADDENDUM: "FIRST AND GREATEST' COMMANDMENTS

In view of the thesis which has been advanced, what did Jesus mean by calling the love
commandments the first and greatest of the commandments (Matt 22:38; Mark 12:29-31)?

Worthy response to this question requires that the relationship between love and justice be
considered. There are four possibilities:

(a) Love and justice are ultimately one and the same.>” But only patheism (or some other kind of
monism) can accommodate such a view.

(b) Love and justice have equal standing, neither is more basic than the other. But only an
ultimate dualism can accommodate such a view, to say nothing of the fact that such a view
leaves men nothing but their prejudices to help them decide between love and justice in many
practical situations.

(c) Love is more basic than justice®® But this means that rank injustice may be motivated by
love. At least some of those respons ble for the Inquisition may have been motivated by love.
(d) Justice is more basic than love.®® Thisisthe view of such' New Testament writers as have
made their position clear. As R. Mohrlang hes asserted, "Matthew's formulation of the golden
rule and the two great commandments roots love in law (7:12; 22:34-40; cf. 19:19b): here the
expression of charity and compassion is both shaped by and mterpreted within the framework of
the law and the most basic demand for dikaiosun?."®® n this connection he states,

The essence of the Sermon [on the Mount] is not love but dikaiosun? (Matt 5:6, 10, 20; 6:1, 33;
cf. 3:15; 21:32) of which love is but one aspect (albeit a very important one) ...Submissionand
radical obedience to the will of God (as expressed in the law and the teachings of Jesus) ...lie at
the real heart of the Sermon, not love.**

Moreover, as various authors have pointed out, there are sayings of Jesus, especialy in Matt 23
and 25, which are not consistent Wlth the idea that love is supreme over every other
consideration in the field of ethics.®® Unless Jesus was radically inconsistent, or Matthew
misrepresented Him, love is conditioned. Indeed, Matt 25, with its consignment of certain people
to eternal punishment, suggests that love is conditioned by justice.

Paul apparently thinks likewise. In Rom 3:26 we are told that what God did with respect to
justifying the ungodly was so done that "He might justify righteously, without compromising His
own righteous- ness."®® C. E. B. Cranfield argues, "The Greek is very awkward, if it is meant to
express the double purpose that God might be righteous and that He might justify. ..; but itisa
quite natural way of expressing the meaning 'that God might be righteous even in justifying."'

In other words, God's righteousness is more fundamental than His love. Likewise, Paul holds



that, because agap? "does no wrong to a neighbor,” i.e., it is not unjust to a neighbor, it can be
the fulfilling of the law (Rom 13:10). Again Paul implies that justice is more basic than love, as
important as loveis. And R. Mohrlang has drawn attention to a good deal of evidence,
particularly in Gal and 2 Cor, that "in Paul's own life . . ..the expression of love is conditioned by
certain theological and moral considerations of even greater importance than love itself.®°

But if love is not unconditioned, what did Jesus mean when He stat- ed that the love
commandments were the first and greatest of the com mandmerts? It may be thought, of
course, that He is ssimply inconsistent, or was using hyperbole. But, if our interpretation of Matt
22:40 is correct, Jesus described the |ove commandments as He did because they provide
guidance needed for the worthy application of those commandments which prescribe the way in
which God's people are to cont duct themselves. As Rom 13: 10 states, love ensures that the
Purpose of the law ("no wrong to a neighbor") is fulfilled. And 1 Cor 13:1-3 emphasizes that the
inest activities and achievements are ultimately worthless without love.

1 Cf. Rom 5:13-14; 2:14-15

2. See G. J. Wehham, The Book of Leviticus, (Grand Rapids. Eerdmans, 1979), 7, 240-41,
with respect to the question whether Lev 17 isto be included in the Holiness Code.

But see Prov 28:4, 7, 9; 29: 18; cf. 30:6.

4, W. C. Kaiser, J., Toward Old Testament Ethics (Grand Rapids. Zondervan, 1983) 43. W.
D. Davies, Jewish and Pauline Studies (Philadelphia: Forlress, 1984) 332 n 22, points out
that "the influence of the covenant tradition with its Law onthe prophets has become
clear." Cf. W. Gutbrod. TDN7;- 4,.1040

5. See, for example, Deut 4:1-2; 12:32,. Jos 1:7; Ps 119:166; Neh 9:13-29. Note also A. Alt,
Essays on Old Testament History and Religion. trans. R. A. Wilson (Garden City; N. Y:
Doubleday 1967) 103

6. According to R. Mohrlang, Matthew and Paul, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1984) 9, "The point of (this) passage. ..can only be that the entire law remains valid and
demands strict obedience from the Christian community. " Emphasis his. With Matt 5;17-
19. compare Luke 16:17; Matt 19:17-19 (Mark 10:17- 19; Luke 18:18-20). Unless
otherwise specified, biblical quotations are according to the Revised Standard Version.

7. D. Hill, The Gospel of Matthew (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1972) 120; cf. B. S. Childs,
The Book of Exodus (Philadelphiac Westminstet; 1974) 29. According to J. T Sanders,
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resent Jesus as the giver of a new law, but as the true interpreter of the already existent
aw." Emphases his. Per contra, T F. Glasson, Moses in the Fourth Gospel, (London,
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with respect to the law Paul's writings are not consistent with one another). Cf. J. L.
Houlden, Ethics and the New Testament (London: Mowbrays, 1975) 27- 28. On pp. 106-
7 Houlden declares that it is only "for Matthew, and probably James, that the whole law



10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

remains binding for Christians.” For Mark, Luke, John and Paul, "the law is not merely
interpreted but rivaled and supplanted.” We contend that the evidence indicates
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in Proverbs. An aesthetic connotation is required in Ep.Jer. 23; Sir 22:19; 4 Macc 8:4;
etc.. Moreover; the ugaqﬁ is often in a wisdom context, which is not surprising, since
wisdom requires more than information and what may be logically deduced therefrom; it
arl1so requires sensitivity to the respective situation, i.e., aesthetic judgment in relation
thereto.

When they occur in the Septuagint, aisthanomai and its cognates commonly; if not
always, translates yadah or one of its derivatives. R. Bultmann, TDN7; 1:697, states that
in some of the cases when yadah is rendered by gindskein in LXX, eg., 1 Sam 14:12; Isa
47:8; 53:3; Jer 16:21; Ezek 25: 14, "aisthanesthai would be better Greek. " He also states
that in the Old Testament "knowledge is not thought of in terms of information _
...Knowledge has an element of acknowledgment. But it also has an element of emotion,
or better of movement of will, so that ignorance means guilt as well as error” (ibid.,)
1:698). His introduction of "movement of will, " and what_he says about it, is due to
existentialist influence. There is no guilt without the exercise of the will, but guilty
exercise of the will isdue, at least in part, to unworthy feeling.

TDNT 1 :690. He does warn, however; against too sharp adistinction.
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Ibid., 1:707.

The other elements of the fruit of the Spirit listed in Gal 5:22-23 are not a matter of
feeling but of will and conduct. They are motivated by the aesthetic elements (cf. Neh
8:10; John 3:16; etc.)

See Loh and Nida, Philippians, 16, for other suggestions.
In Col 1:9-10 we have asimilar emphasis, as we shall see.

Our reference to the meaning of aisth?sis in the writings of Philo may be especialy
significant for the meaning of aisth?iain Heb 5:14, since many scholars are convinced
that the author of Hebrews was influenced by the thought of Philo, if not by his writings.

In spite of what is commonly believed, experience can only prove that some propositions
are untrue, or are partly untrue. It may lend support to some propositions, but cannot
prove that they are true. There is really no such thing as inductive reasoning.

Agap? and its cognates occur only five times in Hebrews, two of which arein Old
Testament quotations, and one when the author addresses his readers as "beloved.”
Philadelphiaoccursin 13:1, and philoxeniain 13:2. It is intimated that love is, or ought to
be, the supreme characteristic of Christians, but there is no indication that it is significant
either for the interpretation of moral injunctions, or for the perception of what one ought
to do in practical situations.

Apeiros logou dikaiosun’?s (Heb 5:13) is to be understood in the light of Heb 5:14b

because of the contrast of the two verses. TEV catches the import: ™without any
experience in the matter of right and wrong."

TDNT; 7:476-77; cf. B. S. Easton in | SBE, 5:3089, "Predominantly the 'wisdom' thought
of isthat which comes through experience.”

The Old Testament emphasis on the need for wisdom in practical decision-making
implies that the importance of aesthetic judgment was recognized under the old covenant.

Biblical Theology in Crisis (Philadel phiaz Westminster; 1970) 129.

If one merely had to follow rules, he would have no reason for fear and trembling. All he
would need to do would be to follow the rules, and where there were no rules that he
could find, he would not be responsible for his actions, so that, again there would be no
need for fear and trembling.

S. C. Mott, Biblical Ethics and Social Change (New Y ork: Oxford University Press,
1982) 62, opposes "the idea that love and justice are distinct in principle.”

Cf. J. L. Houlden, Ethics and the New Testament, 17-19; Sanders, Ethics, 45. 59. Kaiser,
OT Ethics, 147.

Matthew and Paul, 99; cf, 108.
Ibid., 98-99; cf. Sanders, Ethics, 44-45; Furnish, Love Command, 30-34.
Cf. Houlden, Ethics, 118.
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C. E. B. Crantield, A Critical and Exegetica Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans
(Edinburgh; T: & T: Clark, 1975, 1979) 1:213; ct G. Schrenk, TDNT, 2:188, "R. 3:26
expresses the tact that the justice of the One who is absolutely righteous is demonstrated
in the atoning sacrifice of Jesus." Some scholars interpret otherwise, eg Sanday and
Headlam, Romans,90.91

Romans, 1:213
Matthew and Paul 105-6



