ETHICS


(1)  THE BASICS OF OLD TESTAMENT ETHICS

There is an underlying unity in Old Testament theology.  The covenant rests on the nature of God; the law expresses the covenant relationship, and the expression of worship ( = “cult”) and piety grow together out of the covenant relationship defined in the law.  But piety does not stand alone.  It naturally expresses itself in the moral life of the community ( = ethics). Piety and ethics go together as faith and works do in the book of James.  This unified understanding is especially important in the Old Testament where all of life relates to God and His purposes.

Humanity’s function in the Old Testament can be broadly defined as imitating God, and rests on a series of important theological principles.

(a)  The character of God

Old Testament ethics are an expression of the character of God.  The Old Testament knows nothing of morality apart from religion. That is, God is the source of the “good”, and if man is to do the “good”, it is because he knows God (Proverbs 3:5,6).  And looked at from the other side, this knowledge of God will naturally and surely express itself in a moral life.  Walking uprightly before the Lord is a common expression for moral living.  Right living is so emphasised in the Old Testament that during the intertestamental time, Judaism took man’s whole duty to be keeping the law.  Orthodoxy became a matter of only keeping to right practice ( = orthopraxis).  If a Jew obeyed the law he was considered righteous virtually regardless of his beliefs.  It was this overemphasis on practice that Jesus spoke against.  But this is not to take away the importance of doing righteousness, whether in Old Testament time, or even in Christ’s time on earth (John 7:17; Matthew 5:19).

Since there is one personal will (from one personal God), expressed in the law, that is valid for all of the community at all times, there is an obvious basis for a wholehearted confidence in moral standards.  By contrast, in primitive religions, there were often hundreds of gods.  Sacrifice had to be made to appease as many as possible of these gods and no one could ever know whether they had done enough.  Polytheism sets many standards; monotheism sets one.  This unity lies behind the centrality of the Ten Commandments in the law and Christ’s summation of the law – love God and love your neighbour (Matthew 22:37-40).

This unity does not mean there are no experiential factors in the law.  There are casuistic elements (If this happens, then…).  But these explanations were always to be understood in terms of the basic self revelation of God.

Since the law is one, it was to be kept in its entirety.  The New Testament explains that if we are guilty of breaking part of the law, we are law breakers.  James explained that because the same God gave all the law, to break any part of it, is to be guilty before God  (James 2:10).  The Old Testament too well understood the unity of God’s commands.  Moses could tell Israel, “do all the words of this law.  For it is no trifle for you, but it is your life” (Deuteronomy 32:46,47).
(b)  Creation in the image of God

Old Testament ethics are based on mankind’s creation in the image of God.  God was never frustrated by the “earthiness” of His created order.  The material nature of mankind was never an obstacle to his response to God.  Likewise, humanity was never seen as a barrier to righteousness.  Obviously in the fallen state, people have been cut off from moral perfection, but that is because of their sin, not because of their humanity.  The laws of the Old Testament were in sharp contrast to contemporary codes on this point.  The Old Testament law was a law for people.  In the Book of the Covenant (Exodus 21-23), human values are consistently championed over material ones.

People in the Old Testament are marked out as those who have been shown God’s mercy.  At the same time, they are linked to one another by this same mercy.  As those who are the object of God’s kindness, men and women are to show kindness to others (Micah 6:8).  People are able then, by virtue of their creation as image-bearers, to reflect God’s character.  This means that their relationships with those around them can be more than fair or just; they can be creative and restorative, even as God’s dealings are with us (Job 29:12-14).  What hinders this is not humanness, but sin.

It is in this context that God’s command to be holy as He Himself is holy (Leviticus 11:44), has to be understood.  This command (often shortened to “I am the Lord”), asserts not only God’s right to command, but human ability to conform.  This is why the law, when properly understood, is not an alien force standing against people.  The law expresses the real nature of humanity, and keeping it is not a mechanical exercise, but a reflection of the ‘I-thou’ relationship with God.  Men and women cannot be holy in exactly the same way God is holy, but they can be holy in a human way. 

Because sin has changed the human situation so fundamentally, the instructions God gives to people are not just to keep them in line, but to restore them.  The law is redemptive and to follow His way in the Old Testament was to share in His redemptive program.

We willingly obey the law because it is an expression of God’s good will.  But already in the Old Testament, there is a recognition of the limitation inherent in obedience.  The real goal of ethics is movement beyond the fellowship of wills, our will and God’s will, to a fellowship of nature ( = a restoration of the fellowship that existed between Adam and God).   What begins with obedience cries out for something more – a new and obedient heart (Ezekiel 36:25-27).  By outward instruction, God wants to lead His people to the place where renewal and cleansing is possible.

(2)  DEVELOPMENT OF THE PRINCIPLES OF OLD TESTAMENT ETHICS


(a)  Instructions and ordinances associated with creation

In creation, God gave principles that covered and regulated all of life.  These principles became structures in which all of life was to develop and which God’s redemptive program would enrich and extend.  First, people were to exercise lordship in replenishing and controlling the earth (Genesis 1:28).  The Sabbath was to remind them of God’s own creative work and His rest (Genesis 2:3).  Adam was to exercise his headship in creation through his work, tending and keeping the created order (Genesis 2:15).  In his work Adam could realise his God-given potential.  Adam and Eve were given to each other in a unique relationship that elsewhere would reflect God’s own relationship with His people.
The fall affected each of these areas.  Weeds and thorns challenged and frustrated human dominion.  Work became drudgery, bringing sweat and tears. The relationship between man and woman became one of dominion and unbridled desire, rather than mutuality and love.  All of this calls for instruction and guidance, as well as deliverance.  But all of this does not alter the basic relationship man and woman bear to the earth, their work or their families.

We know that God gave Adam and Eve guidance before the fall, and even a clear prohibition (Genesis 2:16,17).  Man and woman needed to know from the beginning that they could not live without God’s word.  Fellowship with God was basic to life.  But these instructions were not meant to give anything like complete guidance.  They didn’t need that because the relationship between God and the first couple was a completely natural one. They did instinctively what God required.  These instructions were to confirm and elaborate the created structure in which they had to develop before God.
(b)  Instructions and institutions for God’s covenant people

The covenant defined the life of Israel and expressed her relationship with God.  All the institutions of her life were elaborations of this covenantal relationship.  As with the ordinance of creation, so with the institutions of Israel’s life, morality was to be lived out and expressed through these forms.  They impinged on the people at every turn and helped them to define themselves, and served as the structure for moral decisions.

In the west, structure is often disparaged as a hindrance to the free pursuit of personal development.  But individuals cannot live without certain structures.  The modern rejection of structures could lie at the heart of the anxiety and search for identity that characterises our society.  Historically, any movement that overthrows traditional institutions invariably establishes a totalitarian government.  Even the French Revolution could only enforce liberty and brotherhood with an excessively oppressive and centralised regime.  Whether in the Old or New Testament, individual development grew most fully in the context of structures that protected and encouraged this development.  The Old Testament is just as concerned with the morality of the structures as it was with the individual within the structure.

(i)  The Ten Commandments


The Ten Commandments ( = decalogue) forms the core of biblical ethics.  This law


which was given at Sinai was not so much a new law, as an authoritative

formulation of already existing instruction (Genesis 2:2,3 on the Sabbath; 
9:5 on murder; 26:9,10 on adultery).  Note however, that relations with neighbours 

are regulated after relations with God, and in terms of the regulations having to do
with attitudes toward God. A breakdown in our relationship with neighbours is
invariably a reflection of a breakdown in our relationship with God.  God’s people are
to have no other gods before them, nor to attempt to shape an image to represent
God.  The primary relationship of an individual is with God.  When this relationship is
established correctly, it will become foundational for all other relationships.

The command to honour parents brings us into the realm of human authority.  
Respect for parents rests on the prior fatherhood of God (Exodus 4:22).  Respect
for authority begins with our respect for God, but is to be continued and nurtured 

in the family.  This is the place where one learns to respect and obey regardless

of personal reward.  The family becomes a miniature of the nation. If one is sound, 

the other will be as well.  The family was to study the law together (Deuteronomy 

6:6-9), and in doing so, learn mutual respect between the generations (Proverbs   

17:6).

The commandment not to kill rests explicitly on creation in the image of God 

(Genesis 9:6).  Christ emphasised the relation of this command to the attitude of our

heart (Matthew 5:21,22), but this understanding was already in the law (Leviticus

19:17,18).  People’s attitudes toward others involved more than protection from

harm.  The lives of others were to be important to God’s people (Proverbs 24:11,12). 
Kindness to others was to reflect God’s kindness to us.

Adultery was forbidden as a reflection not only of the dignity of marriage, but 

ultimately out of respect for God.  Faithfulness is the basis of monogamy, which is 

enjoined from the beginning (Genesis 2:24).  Divorce is allowed because of human

weakness (Deuteronomy 24:1-5), but is never prescribed.  Here is a case where

the law allows for human weakness in a way that keeps its evil effects in bounds.
The command against stealing also goes back to the basic structures of creation.
When property is protected, the basic responsibility for dominion is protected.

There were many ways a person could be robbed in the Old Testament; oppression

in the form of low wages was a kind of  stealing (Leviticus 19:13).  Ultimately all

possessions reflected the fruitfulness of the earth, and so the goodness of the

Creator (Deuteronomy 11:10-12).  Possessions were always a responsibility.

All things God gave were to be enjoyed.  Deuteronomy 14:22-26 commanded the

people to spend the tithe on “whatever you desire” (v.26).  What God asks for, He

gives back with interest (Deuteronomy 15:10).

The command against bearing false witness has primary reference to the law court

and seeks to prevent damage to an individual’s reputation.  The law provided strict

penalties for what one “intended to do to his brother” by his lie (Deuteronomy 19:19).  
Different positions on whether it is ever permissible to lie, have been presented

using Old Testament scriptures.  When life is threatened there may be room for an

evasive reply that is intended to deceive (Exodus 1:15-19 cf. 1 Samuel 16:2).  When

people so reject the truth that they become unworthy of it, God seemingly may

deceive the insincere inquirer (Ezekiel 14:7-11).  It must always be remembered 

that the Old Testament idea of truth is faithfulness in relationship, particularly

in the relationship of the covenant.  It is because God is faithful to His Word and

promises, that this in turn can become our standard for truth.  This faithfulness we in 

turn reflect when we in obedience speak truth with our neighbours (Ephesians 4:25).

The final command against coveting is both the most inclusive and the most 

difficult to enforce.  Sin is a matter of the heart before it is a matter of behaviour.  

Coveting was the basic sin of Eve and then Adam, craving what they did not have

(cf. Luke 12:13-15).

      (ii)  Problem areas


Why did God allow slavery in the Old Testament?  Slavery was extremely widespread


and extremely brutal.  By contrast, basic rights for slaves were ensured under the


law, even touching on their need for rest and inclusion in celebration.  It is 


questionable whether a complete prohibition would be able to be enforced anyway.


A Hebrew slave should serve no more than six years and then go free (Exodus 21:2:


Deuteronomy 15:13).  Masters were reminded that a slave was to be treated with


dignity.  The reminder of their own slavery in Egypt was kept constantly before


Israel (Deuteronomy 15:15).


Israel’s openness to outsiders is seen in her attitude toward resident aliens.  These


ones would always be at a disadvantage in Israel because it had an agriculturally


centred economy, but only Israelites were allowed to own land.  Almost to 


compensate, the law gave them special provision.  They had equal protection under


the law (Leviticus 24:22) though they were not allowed automatic release from debt


in the Jubilee year (Deuteronomy 15:3,12).  They were to be paid promptly and have


reasonable work conditions (Deuteronomy 24:14,15).  All the good that would be due


one’s own people was due the stranger as well.  “The stranger who sojourns with you 


shall be to you as the native among you, and you shall love him as yourself” 

(Leviticus 19:34).  The verse concludes with “I am the Lord your God”.  It is God’s 


character that is at stake and His heart for the disadvantaged was to be the heart


Israel showed (Deuteronomy 10:17-19).


Another problem area is the seeming endorsement of morally repugnant behaviour

in the Old Testament.  How could God command Abraham to kill his son?  We see


in retrospect that this was a testing of Abraham’s faith and a demonstration to him 


everything belongs to God.


In facing the question of the wars of extermination, a starting point is probably the


gross wickedness of the people of Canaan.  The destruction was no sadistic 


venting of frustration, but a policy that was demanded by the holiness of God.


Exceptions were made for some of the defeated people who became slaves 


(Joshua 9:21).  After settling in Canaan, there is never any sense that such 


vengeance was to continue.  The destruction was limited, determined for the purpose 


of preserving God’s holiness and protecting Israel as a nation.  No animosity was


allowed to be extended to strangers just because they were foreigners.  God’s


command when Israel was taking Canaan, was a demonstration of His power and


holy judgement.

            God’s people in the Old Testament had no sacred and secular division as is 


understood today.  All of life was considered in relation to God.  So war was seen not


simply as a necessary evil, but as something that could be sanctified.  God was


the captain of His people (2 Chronicles 13:12) who fought for Israel.  Preparations for 


war were sanctified (Joel 3:9; Jeremiah 6:4) and often battles were inaugurated by 


sacrifice or offering (Judges 6:20).  Since Israel’s enemies were God’s enemies, the 


people were assured of success. The whole conduct of war became a symbol of 


God’s righteous judgement, of Israel’s faith, and of the fearful end of those who


withstood God.  Deuteronomy 20 lays out the restrictions placed on Israel in the 


conduct of holy war – who was excluded from fighting, how surrender could be 


offered, and when cities should be plundered or destroyed.


An overlapping area is the strong content of some of the psalms: “Pour out Thy wrath

upon the nations which do not know Thee” (Psalm 79:6).  One approach to explain 


this is that in the covenant of redemption that God makes with His people, there is


an intrusion of God’s righteous power and the reality of the consummation ( = the


end of history) into the affairs of Israel.  At these points, we glimpse God’s


perspective – the God who sees the end from the beginning and visits iniquity with


His holy judgement.  The psalmist sees this reality and simply expresses it.  Old


Testament ethics generally though, are not ethics of ‘intrusion’, but ethics of ‘delay’.


This delay expresses God’s patience with sin and sinners, and His desire that all


come to repentance.  Delay expresses God’s mercy throughout the Scripture and it


is a mercy we are asked to reflect.
(3)  THE TEACHING OF THE PROPHETS


In the teaching of the prophets, ethics reaches its climax as being seen as part of God’s redemptive activity.  In the prophets we hear the call for moral norms to become inner attitudes.  The whole process of revelation in the Old Testament is to progressively impress on Israel her heart relationship with God.  Israel’s worship was to teach her about God’s demands on the whole life. Micah 6:8 encapsulates God’s heart and goal for His people 

“… what does the Lord require of you, but to do justice, to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God.”

A second area of fresh awareness in the prophets is the impact of sin. Where there is such wickedness among the people there must be suffering – not only the suffering of judgement, but suffering experienced by God because of sin. This becomes even clearer in the image of the servant of the Lord who at the direct commission of God, suffers for and in the place of, the people (Isaiah 53).

(This study is a summary of Themes in Old Testament Theology by William Dyrness, InterVarsity Press, [1977], pp.171-186)
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