THE CHRISTIAN LIFE
How does the new life in Christ show itself in practical conduct?

(1) Sources

Several different influences can be detected in Paul’s thinking. One of the strongest is the Old Testament. While strongly affirming the Law of Moses has come to an end as mandatory law for the Christian (Romans 10:4), Paul sees the Old Testament as the revelation of the will of God. He appeals to several of the Ten Commandments that the Christian fulfills by love (Romans 13:8-10). He continues to regard the Old Testament as a book “written to teach us” (Romans 15:4). It is significant though that Paul never quotes the Old Testament at length to develop a pattern of conduct. He never attempts to codify or interpret in a formal way the Old Testament ethical and moral teaching.
Greek influence is seen in Paul’s use of metaphors of warfare (2 Corinthians 10:3ff; 1 Thessalonians 5:8), of athletic competition (1 Corinthians 9:25), in the use of the idioms “as is fitting” (Ephesians 4:5; Colossians 3:18; Philemon 8 NIV), “as is proper” (Ephesians 5:3 NASB), “it is shameful” (Ephesians 5:12 NIV) and particularly in the virtues listed in Philippians 4:8. Terms like “lovely,” “gracious,” “excellence” and “praiseworthy” are drawn from Hellenistic ethical vocabulary though used in a different way. Paul’s concern is how the new life in Christ manifests itself. He uses two common Hellenistic concepts – freedom and contentment – but explains the free person is the one who is a slave of Christ and that contentment doesn’t mean self-sufficiency but contentment with God’s provision in life.
Paul frequently refers to the conscience (11 x in 1 and 2 Corinthians alone) and while syneides is a very Greek concept, the Hebrew language has no equivalent term. Conscience for Paul, as in the Hellenistic world, was the ability to judge one’s own actions. But Paul never saw the conscience as an authoritative and final guide for moral conduct – simply an ability to distinguish that there is right and wrong, not what finally constitutes either.
Paul also refers to “nature,” another strong Greek word. In Romans 2:14 he explains that Gentiles who don’t have God’s revealed Law are able “by nature” to do what the Law commands. This is not saying there is a universal natural law intrinsic to human nature but that God the Creator has implanted in humanity a knowledge of right and wrong – albeit a knowledge that those without the Law have failed to follow.

Another important source for Paul’s ethical teaching is Jesus’ teaching. Sometimes Paul appeals directly to Jesus’ authority – on divorce (1 Corinthians 7:10,11), the support of Christian workers (1 Corinthians 9:14), conduct of communion 
(1 Corinthians 11:22ff), and the Second Coming (1 Thessalonians 4:15). In other places Paul echoes Jesus’ teaching without stating so clearly (Romans 12:14 = Matthew 5:44; Romans 12:17 = Matthew 5:30ff; Romans 13:7 = Matthew 22:15-22; Romans 13:13,14 = Luke 17:1,2; Romans 14:14 = Mark 7:15; 1 Thessalonians 5:2 = Matthew 24:34; 1 Thessalonians 5:13 = Mark 9:50; 1 Thessalonians 5:15 = Mark 5:39-47). Paul was clearly familiar with a body of teaching coming from Jesus and sometimes noted areas on which Jesus had not spoken (1 Corinthians 7:25).
(2) Motivations

(a) one of Paul’s motivations is the imitation of Christ but always in a very specific 
     way

1 Thessalonians 1:6 the emphasis is on how they received the gospel – with 

                                    severe suffering

1 Corinthians 11:1 the context is sacrificial service. Paul was not pursuing his

                                own ends but the welfare of those he ministered to (10:33)

Philippians 2:5-11 Paul holds up the example of Christ’s sacrificial obedience

                                to the Father to show Christians should not seek their own

                                interests but the interests of others

2 Corinthians 8:9 in His incarnation Jesus gave up “riches” to become “poor.” 

                              Paul uses Jesus’ attitude to encourage the Corinthians to 

                              give to the offering for Jerusalem believers

(b) a principal motivation is union with Christ 
This can be illustrated by Paul’s writings to the Corinthians. They were affected by lax morality, apparently because of Gnostic influences which led some of the believers to claim that what was done in the body had no effect on the spirit (the body was of no consequence to the Christian). They believed ‘everything is permissible for me’ (1 Corinthians 6:12) - even sexual liberty. Paul’s answer is that they are joined with Christ, not only in their spirit, but in their total being 
(1 Corinthians 6:15). Paul’s thinking is: I have been joined with Christ (indicative); therefore I act out in my life the realities of this new standing (imperative).
Romans 6:1-4 if we have been acquitted of all sin in God’s eyes, what stops us

                         freely sinning now (without fear of punishment)? 
                         Baptism represents our union with Christ in His death and 
                         resurrection. By faith we are united with Christ in His death and
                         raised up into a new life (indicative). Therefore the believer
                         should walk in this new life (imperative). This new life is one
                         where the believer can’t be indifferent to sin. To be united with
                         Christ and continuing to sin is a patent contradiction

Ephesians 2:1-6,10 the believer has been raised to newness of life. Outside of 

                         Christ people are dead - dead through sin and ‘living under the 

                         cravings of our sinful nature and following its desires and 

                         thoughts’ (2:3 NIV). The new life in Christ is a new creation that

                         expresses itself in new works (2:10). So believers who were
                         dead before are now alive with Christ (indicative); they are 

                         therefore to live a life of good works (imperative).
(c) another motivation for Paul is the indwelling of Christ and the Holy Spirit 
The Holy Spirit is a new indwelling power that is displayed in a changed lifestyle. This new life is the gift of the Spirit (2 Corinthians 3:6; Galatians 5:25) and this new life evidences itself in the fruit of the Spirit (Galatians 5:20). The indwelling of the Spirit means a new experience of love (Romans 8:2) and service (Romans 7:6).
It is striking that Paul does not appeal to the Spirit as a direct source of moral light and understanding. Paul knows the Holy Spirit reveals the things of God 
(1 Corinthians 2:10) but Paul never expresses that he is independent of the Old Testament or the teaching of Jesus. In the single passage where Paul appeals to the Holy Spirit as a moral guide (1 Corinthians 7:40), he expresses his words are only an opinion. In Paul’s extended Romans 12:1 - 15:13 exhortation there are three passing references to the Holy Spirit (12:11; 14:17; 15:13) but none suggest the Spirit is a moral guide. The Holy Spirit is an indwelling power to enable the believer to live in accordance with the will of God but is not presented by Paul as the source of knowing whether something is right or wrong.

Galatians 5:25 there is the tension between the imperative (living by the Spirit)

                          and the indicative (keeping in step with the Spirit)
Galatians 5:17 the flesh and the Spirit are opposed to each other. This battle is 

                          won by a constant denial of the flesh (5:24) and an equally

                          constant walking in the Spirit (5:16,25). This is what it means to 

                          be led by the Spirit (Romans 8:14; Galatians 5:18) and ‘to work

                          out (our) salvation with fear and trembling for it is God who 

                          works in (us) both to will and to act according to his good 

                          purpose’ (Philippians 2:12 NIV)

Paul expected growth in moral character in the Christian

2 Corinthians 3:18 the Christian’s preoccupation with Christ will result in 

                                being increasingly conformed to Christ’s image. In this 

                                passage though, the Spirit is initially identified with the 

                                ascended Christ (v.17 the Lord is the Spirit). 
                                While this verse refers to moral transformation, the context

                                of the passage is clearly ‘ministry’ (cf. 4:1)
(d) closely associated with the indwelling of the Spirit is the doctrine of sanctification
Sanctification is more a salvation concept than a moral one and the word ‘sanctification’ is not a synonym for moral growth. What is ‘holy’ is dedicated to God and in some way belongs to God’s service
Romans 11:16 Israel even in disbelief remains a holy people

1 Corinthians 7:14 the children of a marriage where only one parent is a 

                                believer are holy

1 Corinthians 7:34 when Paul says the unmarried woman wants to be holy in 

                                 both body and spirit, he is talking about her undivided 
                                 dedication to the things of God (cf. NIV rendering). If Paul 
                                 was using the term ’holy’ in an ethical sense, her marriage
                                 would in context be unclean and she would become 

                                 immoral 
1 Timothy 4:5 foods considered unclean under the Law are holy because of 

                        their dedication to God’s purposes

When applied to Christians, holiness (or sanctification) is principally a salvation concept - that Christians belong to God; they are God’s people. Christians are constantly called ‘saints.’ Believers from among the Gentiles come into the holy people of God ‘sanctified by the Holy Spirit’ (Romans 15:16). All believers are seen as already sanctified in Christ
1 Corinthians 1:2,30 the Corinthian believers were involved in immoral 

                                 conduct but were viewed as ‘sanctified in Christ Jesus’ (v.2 NIV)

Sanctification is not initially a moral quality that has been attained; it is a relationship to God. Sanctification has an eschatological goal. God’s purpose is for the church to be presented to Him ‘without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless’ (Ephesians 5:27; cf. Colossians 1:22; 1 Thessalonians 3:13; 5:23).
Because believers belong to God (because they have been sanctified), they are called to turn away from uncleanness and embrace purity. Sanctification is a work of the Holy Spirit (2 Thessalonians 2:13) but one that involves a human response

2 Corinthians 7:1 purify from contamination while perfecting holiness

Romans 6:19 believers are to stop giving themselves to impurity and to ever 

                       increasing wickedness (NIV) and instead to give themselves to 

                       righteousness leading to holiness (NIV)

1 Thessalonians 4:7 God has called us to live a holy life (NIV)
When the ethical aspect of sanctification is stressed, the emphasis is primarily with purity. The opposite of holiness is uncleanness (1 Thessalonians 4:7). Sanctification is particularly concerned with sexual purity (1 Thessalonians 4:3,4). Sexual impurity is closely associated with covetousness (greediness, possessiveness). Immorality involves taking something that does not belong to us. Both immorality and covetousness are viewed as unclean and covetousness unchecked finally leads to the exclusion of spiritual values.

Paul’s emphasis on moral purity was due to the prevalence of sexual sin in the Hellenistic world, particularly in the practice of pagan religions. The one who belongs to God will show that new relationship by separation from typical pagan sinfulness.

Sanctification is a past event (indicative). Because believers have been sanctified, they are to cleanse themselves from all that defiles (imperative). By parallel: because we are justified we have peace with God (Romans 5:1). We are now to walk in that peace (Philippians 4:7). Because we have been sanctified (set apart to be God’s people) we are to live as God’s people (which includes shunning anything that would defile this lifestyle).

(e) another strong motive influencing conduct is eschatology 
Both Christians and non-Christians will face a future judgement (Romans 14:10; 
2 Corinthians 5:10). Final justice will be satisfied (Colossians 3:25). In view of this Christians are to ‘work out your own salvation with fear and trembling’ (Philippians 2:12). We are to ‘cleanse ourselves from all defilement of flesh and spirit perfecting holiness in the fear of God’ (2 Corinthians 7:1)
Paul’s understanding of rewards is clearer than his understanding of punishments. He uses the motivation of rewards more as an incentive to faithful and effective ministry than to ethical living, though the two cannot be clearly separated. The day of judgement will test everyone’s service for Christ
1 Corinthians 3:11-15 those who have built well on the foundation of Christ will 

                                     be rewarded. Those who have built poorly on the

                                     foundation of Christ will loose reward but not be 

                                     excluded from the Kingdom. From this and other

                                     passages Paul believed in graded positions in the

                                     Kingdom, bestowed on the basis of Christian

                                     faithfulness 

Did Paul think a believer could lose their salvation if they denied their profession by living a grossly sinful life?
Galatians 6:8 Paul sees this as actual and not just theoretical

1 Corinthians 3:17 this warning of destruction was directed to leaders who 

                        brought false teaching and schism to the church

1 Corinthians 10:1-12 Paul is imploring the Corinthians not to copy the fall of 

                        the Israelites in the wilderness by immoral conduct

Ephesians 5:5 this warning that the immoral, the impure and the greedy will 

                        not inherit the Kingdom is addressed to Christians

1 Corinthians 9:24-27 it is difficult to understand the imperishable prize as 

                        anything else than eternal life. So when Paul contemplates the
                        possibility of being disqualified he seems to be thinking of the 

                        possible failure to reach this goal
In these passages and others like them Paul uses the ultimate attainment of salvation in the Kingdom of God as the motivation to faithful and devoted Christian living. Paul nowhere uses the call to live the Christian life as a deterrent to losing one’s salvation; he does use it as a deterrent to seeing the gospel of grace distorted into pagan syncretism, immorality or moral passivity.

There is a deliberate tension in Paul’s ethical exhortations:

Philippians 2:12,13 work out your own salvation … for it is God who works in you
Eternal life is a free gift from God (Romans 6:23) but it is also a reward given to those who have shown loyalty in persecution and affliction (2 Thessalonians 1:4ff). Those who sow in the Spirit will reap the harvest of eternal life (Galatians 6:8,9)
(f) the most important motivation for Christian living is love 

Love is the law of Christ (Galatians 6:2). This means the whole of ethical conduct is contained in the principle of love (Mark 10:30,31). Love fulfills the demands of the law (Romans 13:8-10). The Spirit is the Spirit of love (Romans 15:30; Colossians 1:8) who releases love into our hearts (Romans 5:5). The fruit of the Spirit is an elaboration of how love acts (Galatians 5:22,23). Love should motivate all our behaviour (Colossians 3:14).
One of the clearest illustrations of how love works among Christians is seen in the problem of eating foods offered to idols. Every Hellenistic society had a large number of temples and most of the meat sold in the markets had come from a temple where it had first been sacrificed to a pagan deity. Some of this meat would have been eaten at a feast in the temple and the rest sold to the public in the market. Jews were forbidden to eat foods that had been sacrificed to idols. The early church advised Gentile Christians in Asia Minor not to eat these meats – not as a ground for salvation, but in sensitivity with Jewish Christians who were deeply offended by the practice (Acts 15:20)
In the cities of Rome (Romans 14:1-23) and Corinth (1 Corinthians 8:1-13; 10:14-33) the situation was different. Paul doesn’t seem to have imposed the terms of the Jerusalem agreement beyond Asia Minor. Christians in European cities were divided over the issue. Some felt that such food was unclean because of its association with pagan worship, while others felt the food itself was not contaminated and could be freely eaten. This created dissension in the churches. Those who ate these foods criticised the narrowness of those who didn’t, while those who abstained sharply criticised those who ate (Romans 14:2-4).
Paul’s solution to the problem embodies a tension between freedom and love. He expressly forbids active participation in feasts in the temple (1 Corinthians 8:10). However he clearly sides with those who feel such foods are not unclean, and Christians are free in Christ to eat them; no food is unclean in itself (Romans 14:14). Paul calls those with a highly sensitive conscience weak in faith (Romans 14:1). He advises Christians to eat whatever they buy in the marketplace (1 Corinthians10:25). If a Christian has a pagan friend who invites him to a meal, he is free to go and eat whatever he is served
(1 Corinthians 10:26). Those who have stronger sensitivities about such foods are to show love by not condemning those who don’t (Romans 14:3). Those who feel free to eat are not to condemn those who don’t (Romans 14:3). Those whose conscience offends them should not eat (Romans 14:22) and those whose conscience is clear are free to eat. Love requires that when those with a free conscience find themselves in a situation where their freedom offends other Christians and causes them to violate their own consciences and so sin, in love, those with a free conscience are to abstain. Personal freedom has to be tempered by love for other Christians.
(3) Indicative and Imperative

Christians live in two ages. They are citizens of the new age while still living in the old age. The new has come (2 Corinthians 5:17) but yet the old remains. The indicative is an affirmation of what God has done to inaugurate the new age; the imperative is the exhortation to live out this new life in the setting of the old world. The new exists in a tension with the old. The Christian life is humanity’s response (the imperative) to God’s deed (the indicative)
Romans 12:1,2 on the basis of God’s mercy (indicative) - all God has done –

                          Paul calls on Christians to worship God fully by offering 

                          themselves to Him (imperative).
                          Christians live in this age but their life pattern, their conduct, 
                          their aims and goals, are not those of this age. The aim of the 

                          person who has experienced the life of the new age is to

                          conform to the will of God. This will of God has to be 

                          discovered and personally affirmed. The will of God here is 

                          probably not conduct in specific situations but God’s 

                          redemptive purpose for humanity resulting in our placing our

                          whole being at His disposal.
                          This is only accomplished by an inner renewal of the mind so 

                          we can prove what the will of God is – remembering that ‘mind’
                          in biblical thought is principally the will (which will result in

                          specific behaviour) 

                          The new has broken into the context of the old. It’s not that 

                          everything has immediately changed in our lifestyle. Our spirit

                          has been made alive to God (Ephesians 2:1; Romans 8:10) and 

                          our mind/will is beginning to change. Believers now want to do 

                          the will of God; they can now dedicate themselves to the will 

                          of God as living sacrifices in an act of spiritual worship. That 

                          this is not immediate is shown by Paul’s need to devote the

                          next three chapters to explaining Christian conduct

(4) Asceticism

This non-conformity to the world is not asceticism. Paul does teach self-discipline and the rigorous control of the body (1 Corinthians 9:27) but he sees clearly that God is glorified through the body (1 Corinthians 6:20). Because the body is the medium through which sin can function, the believer must control their body so that sin doesn’t rule them (Romans 6:12). The deeds of the body (its potential sinful activities) are to be put to death (Romans 8:13; Colossians 3:5). But this is not asceticism. He rebukes the Colossians for following dualistic teaching that treats sacred bodily appetites as needing to be stopped by rule and regulation (Colossians 2:21-23). In fact Paul designates this ascetic form of religion as an element of the world; its appeal is to pride rather than trust in Christ. The Christian view is that ‘The earth is the Lord’s and everything in it’ (1 Corinthians 10:26)
(5) Separation

In social relationships, Paul does command that the believer not be equally yoked with unbelievers (2 Corinthians 6:14). This does not mean having nothing to do with unbelievers (1 Corinthians 5:10; 10:27) but it does include not joining with pagans in feasts in an idol’s temple (1 Corinthians 8:10). In such a case the Christian’s behaviour could be interpreted as indifference to idolatry. The warning against the ‘unequal yoke’ is directed against close ties that link Christians with unbelievers in pagan ways of thought and action. Non-conformity to this age means neither asceticism nor a rejection of social mores of the world, but a rejection of its idolatry and sinful conduct. The Christian is both a citizen of their own culture and a citizen of the Age to Come at the same time
(6) Vices

The kind of life to which the Christian is not to be conformed is set forth in several lists of vices (Romans 1:29-32; 1 Corinthians 5:11; 6:9; 2 Corinthians 12:20; Galatians 5:19-21; Ephesians 4:31; 5:3,4; Colossians 3:5-9). These sins can be divided into five groups:

(1) sexual sins – fornication, uncleanness, lasciviousness, adultery, sodomy, homosexuality

(2) sins of selfishness – covetousness, extortion

(3) sins of speech – whispering, backbiting, railing, boasting, shameful speaking, foolish talking, jesting, clamour

(4) sins of attitude and personal relations – enmity, strife, factiousness, jealousy, wrath, dissension, heresies, envy

(5) sins of drunkenness – drunkenness, reveling, idolatry

Sexual sins predominate, but this is because of the gross immorality of the Greco-Roman world. Fornication heads each list it appears in. Covetousness and idolatry appears in five of the lists and wrath in four. Selfish ambition (the desire to have more) should have no place in the Christian’s life

(7) Social Ethics

Social ethics is the concern that social structures should be based on principles of humanity and concern for human well-being. Paul says very little about the impact of the gospel on contemporary social structures because of his eschatological perspective
1 Corinthians 7:25-31 the present crisis (v.26 NIV) might refer to the inevitable

                                      tension between the new creation in Christ and the old
                                      age, or to Paul’s thinking that a greater distress was 

                                      close. He treats the parousia as imminent and so, the 
                                      end of this world as virtually about to occur. 

(8) Women

Galatians 3:28 before God women stand equal with men

Ephesians 5:25 husbands are to love their wives as Christ loves the church

The teaching in each of these verses was revolutionary. Both in Judaism and the Greco–Roman world women were treated as inferior
1 Corinthians 11:3-12 Paul retains the Jewish concept that in God’s economy 
                                     the wife is to be submissive to her husband as the 
                                     husband is submissive to Christ

(9) Marriage 

1 Corinthians 7:9 the unmarried should marry rather than being consumed 
                              with unsatisfied sexual desires

1 Corinthians 7:4,5 neither husband nor wife should withhold sexual pleasure
                               from the other

Paul does not countenance divorce but if a separation occurs, the woman is counseled not to marry again and a husband is not to divorce his wife 

(1 Corinthians 7:10,11). If one partner in a marriage becomes a Christian and the other does not want to continue the relationship, separation is admissible 

(1 Corinthians 7:12-15). If a man dies, the widow is free to marry again, but only to a Christian (1 Corinthians 7:39)
(10) Slavery

Slavery was universal and inseparable from the texture of society. In Rome there were as many slaves as free people; the proportion of slaves to free people in Italy would have been close to three to one. If defeated in battle, the population of an entire city would be sold into slavery. Slaves were often more cultured and educated than their masters. Legally they were the property of their owners and so their fate rested entirely with the whim and fancy of the master.

Paul’s seeming “unconcern” with social ethics (the impact of the gospel on social structures) included slavery. He encouraged slaves to be indifferent to their social status (1 Corinthians 7:21) because every believer was only truly free in Christ. The Christian faith was to be lived out in the midst of existing social structures, because they belong to a world that would soon pass away (1 Corinthians 7:31). Slaves were to be obedient to their masters, giving full service (Colossians 3:22-25; Ephesians 6:5-8); masters were to treat their slaves with justice and consideration (Colossians 41; Ephesians 6:9). Within the fellowship of the church all social distinctions had been transcended (1 Corinthians 12:13; Galatians 3:28) even if they could not be avoided in society.
Paul saw the state as an authoritarian structure and as an agent of law and order, even though pagan religion had such a strong role.

Romans 13:1-5 Christians were to be subject to the state and even see it as being
                          divinely ordained

Paul was not concerned with social structures but only with how the Christian should live out the Christian life within the contemporary social situation. He did introduce Christian principles that, if faithfully practiced, would inevitably make a profound impact on social structures once Christians became an influential people in society. But there is no evidence Paul looked upon the church as a structure that would take its place with other social structures and change them for the good
This study is largely a summary of ‘A Theology of the New Testament’ by G.E.Ladd. Revised Edition edited by D.A.Hagner (William Eerdman’s Publishing Company: Grand Rapids, Michigan) 1988, Chapter 37 ‘The Christian Life’
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