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For most of the church's history, people have seen Christian ethics as normative and universally
applicable. Recently, however, this view has been lost, thanks to naturalism and relativism. R.
Scott Smith argues that Christians need to overcome Kant's fact-value dichotomy and recover
the possibility of genuine moral and theological knowledge.

"Scott Smith, carefully and consciously, with philosophical rigor and clarity of word, offers a
defense of moral knowledge that is tightly tethered to more ancient, and Christian,
understandings of the good, the true and the beautiful. The result is a compelling case for why
philosophical naturalism, including its cousin, nominalism, must be rejected by anyone who
sincerely seeks after moral knowledge. Smith's greatest accomplishment in this book, however,
is the way in which he interacts, at a high level, with contemporary philosophical schools of
thought and ancient traditions in a way fully accessible to the educated layman and college
student."-- Francis J. Beckwith, Baylor University"While ancient and medieval philosophy agrees
with Scripture that moral knowledge is possible, the fallout of both modernism and
postmodernism is a debilitating moral skepticism. Against this, Smith shows these worldviews to
be self-defeating, and defends an ontology of embodied souls and moral essences grounded in
God, which rehabilitates the idea of moral knowledge. Anyone dismayed by our culture's
creeping nihilism will be encouraged by this important, insightful and timely study."-- Angus
Menuge, president of the Evangelical Philosophical Society"Building on arguments advanced in
his two earlier books, R. Scott Smith makes a powerful, carefully reasoned case for real
knowledge of the world, moral values and principles. Along the way he presents an insightful
history of Western ethics designed to show the many ways in which ethics has gone wrong,
especially in separating itself from factual moral knowledge, resulting in today's relativistic
approach to knowledge in general and to moral knowledge in particular. Arguing further that
moral knowledge cannot be grounded in any form of naturalistic metaphysics, Smith contends
that objective moral values (virtues) and principles (duties) must be transcendentally grounded
in the character of God, specifically the God of biblical revelation, finally the God of Christianity.
Smith writes precisely and persuasively but not dogmatically, and clearly invites and often
articulates counterarguments at every turn. The book sets the standard for anyone who is drawn
to affirm a universal ethic grounded in the character of God."-- John P. Crossley, Jr., University of
Southern California"Scott Smith has done an admirable job of surveying the ethical landscape
both past and present. And he both challenges various forms of relativism and naturalism that
are so corrosive to moral knowledge and quite effectively dismantles the commonly assumed
arguments for the fact-value split. Also, he carefully constructs a case for the foundations of
moral knowledge. In doing so, he offers much-needed wise guidance in an era that increasingly



calls such knowledge into question."-- Paul Copan, Palm Beach Atlantic University"R. Scott
Smith's In Search of Moral Knowledge brilliantly argues that objective moral knowledge is
possible and that this kind of knowledge is grounded in the character of the Christian God. This
bold assertion runs counter to much of what is widely accepted in contemporary ethical
scholarship. But Smith is undaunted. He meticulously explores origins of contemporary
relativistic ethical theories (in which the so-called 'fact-value split' is fundamental), and he claims
that these theories simply cannot stand up to close philosophical scrutiny. In Search of Moral
Knowledge will be used by ethical theorists and students for a long time. Smith builds on a deep
knowledge of the history of ethical thought. But his straightforward writing style assures that his
arguments will be accessible to people who are just beginning to reflect seriously on their own
moral experience."-- John Orr, emeritus professor of religion, University of Southern
California"Over the years, Scott Smith has, time and time again, demonstrated deep insight into
the underlying causes of our contemporary cultural chaos. In In Search of Moral Knowledge, he
has, once again, put his finger on the pulse of the fount of society's moral ills. Smith rightly points
out that moral knowledge, and not merely moral belief, is what is needed to live a proper life and
form a virtuous society. And he locates the denial of moral knowledge in the views of reality
promoted by various extant lines of thought. This is no mere ethics text, examining moral issue
after moral issue. This is one of the few books by an evangelical that lays bare the underlying
metaphysics and epistemology that generate the various streams of moral thinking today. This
should be a text in any ethics class, and I wish for it a wide distribution."-- J. P. Moreland,
Distinguished Professor of Philosophy, Talbot School of Theology, Biola University, and author of
Love Your God With All Your Mind"Scott Smith has produced a powerful new tool for Christian
moral apologetics. He clarifies the veracity and strength of received moral wisdom both Christian
and classical. He exposes the self-defeating vacuous nature of contemporary moral illusions.
And he defends the objective reality of known moral truth grounded in the one true God and
accessible to all bearing the imago Dei regardless of culture, feeling or locality. I will use this
book with my students and urge others do the same."-- Daniel Heimbach, Southeastern Baptist
Theological Seminary"Smith definitely contributes to the discussion of the merits of realism (that
is, the legitimacy of exploring dualism), of overcoming the fact-value divide (that is, ethics is
grounded in reality), and of critiquing the unwarranted dominance of naturalism (that is, it cannot
fully account for knowledge). For these reasons, Smith's book should be read."-- Dennis
Sansom, Christian Scholar's Review, XLIV:4, Summer 2015 --This text refers to an out of print or
unavailable edition of this title.About the AuthorR. Scott Smith (PhD, University of Southern
California) is associate professor of ethics and Christian apologetics at Biola University. He is the
author of Virtue Ethics and Moral Knowledge: Philosophy of Language After MacIntyre and
Hauerwas (Ashgate), Truth and the New Kind of Christian (Crossway) and Naturalism and our
Knowledge of Reality (Ashgate).--This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this
title.
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drafts that eventually became the first five chapters in this text. Special thanks also to Janet
Marsden, who transcribed those lectures. The chapters on MacIntyre and Hauerwas are
revisions of my earlier views from my Virtue Ethics and Moral Knowledge: Philosophy of
Language After MacIntyre and Hauerwas (Ashgate, 2003). I base chapter 6 regarding
naturalism and knowledge on the findings in my book, Naturalism and Our Knowledge of Reality:
Testing Religious Truth-Claims (Ashgate, 2012).I also am very thankful for a research grant I
received from Biola University, which helped me have significant time to revise the manuscript. I
also am thankful for the encouragement from my colleagues J. P. Moreland and Scott Rae, and
the late Dallas Willard of the University of Southern California. Dallas helped provide the lens
through which I am looking at ethics, that is, the loss of moral knowledge.Several students, such
as Barney Simonsen and Doug Powell, who worked through an earlier version of this
manuscript, have given me helpful comments. Joe Gorra, my colleague at Biola, has provided



much support, encouragement, and research assistance. Randy Rodden also offered very
helpful feedback on an earlier version of the manuscript, having used it for a graduate-level
class. Two reviewers provided helpful feedback as well.Last, but certainly not least, thanks to my
wife, Debbie, and our daughter, Anna, the two loves of my life. I would not be nearly the man I
am now without the love, grace, encouragement and support of my wife. I love you. Our
relationship together has been the context in and through which I have been able to see
embodied the very metaphysics of character.IntroductionMany have tried to characterize the
present moral climate in the westernized nations and the United States in particular. For
instance, Alasdair MacIntyre argues that we all seem to be speaking different moral languages,
making claims with terms borrowed from past moral discourses, yet we seem to lack any way to
make good on our various moral claims.1 Indeed, the moral climate seems deeply pluralistic,
characterized in part by relativist, postmodern, utilitarian, deontological (which may or may not
include appeals to revelation claims), aretaic or still other kinds of moral claims. Others might
simply be expressing their feelings, as emotivism maintains. In this situation, we seem to have
lost a common body of moral truths that we all could know.One key way of characterizing our
present moral climate is that, generally speaking, westernized people tend not to view moral
claims as giving us knowledge. This is connected to the received “fact-value split”—a mindset
we have inherited from at least the time of Hume and/or Kant. According to that view, the natural
sciences are the set of disciplines that uniquely give us knowledge, whereas disciplines such as
ethics, religion and the humanities in general give us just our constructs, whether personal
opinions, preferences or mere tastes. This view has become known as strong scientism. A
weaker version of scientism maintains that ethics, religion and the humanities give us
knowledge, but it is of an inferior sort to that of the natural sciences. In light of such a mindset, it
is only fitting that we have a vast plurality of moral opinions.For those immersed in such cultures,
it is easy to see how people (especially emerging adults) would take for granted this plurality and
bifurcation of facts from values as simply the way things are, morally speaking. Western cultures,
such as the United States, deeply reinforce the notion that morality is in the eye of the beholder,
something Allan Bloom noted decades ago.2 Indeed, descriptively, we are very pluralistic
morally. However, morality involves more than just whatever is the case; at its core, it is a
normative enterprise.But, should morality be seen as being “up to us” and therefore deeply
pluralistic? Is it true that morality is basically a human construct? If so, to what extent, and in
what way(s)? Alternatively, could it be that some older ethical views that maintained that morals
are not human constructs are perhaps true after all, even though such views have been
marginalized or “discredited”?Other kinds of questions traditionally have also been part of
ethics. For example, what is the nature of morality, and what kind of things are morals?
Moreover, what is their grounding, ontologically? Why do moral principles or virtues have
anything to do with us? How does that answer relate to what kind of thing we are? How do we
know what morals are? How do we know what is right or wrong, or good or bad? How does our
ability to know these things relate to what kind of thing we are?Of course, these “other” kinds of



questions belong primarily to the domain of two fundamental philosophical branches,
metaphysics and epistemology, and as they bear upon ethics. In addition, other disciplines have
their own contributions to ethics, such as theology, religion, sociology and anthropology.
Disciplines such as business, medicine, sports or politics are subjects of ethical reflection as
well. Ethics simply does not seem to be an isolated discipline.But since at least the rise of both
empiricism in Western philosophy and Kant’s noumenal-phenomenal distinction, there have
been major changes in people’s metaphysical and epistemological views. Now all disciplines
need, implicitly or explicitly, a metaphysic and an epistemology. What is the nature of what is
being studied, and how can we know them, are core issues for any discipline. No matter what
answers are given to these questions, they involve metaphysical and epistemological reflection
and implications.Ethics is not immune to these implications. Despite major shifts in ethical
theories that have been offered over the last 2,500 or so years, they all involve metaphysical and
epistemological implications. Accordingly, it should be no surprise that we would find explicit
metaphysical and epistemological insights among many early ethical theorists, especially until
several key turns in philosophy, such as the turn to language or the turn to interpretation.3
Whether they were right or wrong in these earlier views, they still worked out their ethical
theories in close conjunction with their metaphysics and epistemology. As a few quick examples,
Plato and Aristotle held core metaphysical and epistemological views that intertwine closely with
their ethics. So did Aquinas (who also incorporated theological insights) and many others.But
even before the linguistic turn, there had been other major shifts in philosophy, and they affected
both metaphysics and epistemology. The rise of the importance of empiricism, rationalism and
materialism occurred largely during the Enlightenment. The legacy of these shifts and others
since has been considerable, such that in epistemology alone, our received epistemic
assumption, starting at least with Hume, is largely that the mind’s contact with its objects is not
one that matches up with them, but makes them. Dallas Willard (1935–2013) calls this a “Midas
Touch epistemology,” such that we simply cannot know reality as it is in itself, for the very act of
epistemically accessing these objects somehow does something to what they are, thereby
erecting a barrier over which the mind simply cannot reach to access the things as they are in
themselves.4 This assumption leaves us with a number of competing epistemologies, yet due to
this received heritage, we have no way to decide which one among them should be embraced
over and against its competitors. Moreover, ontological shifts have helped precipitate these
epistemic ones. Or so Willard and I each have argued elsewhere.5Just as these shifts had
significant impacts in metaphysics and epistemology broadly speaking, so also they had
corresponding impacts specifically in moral ontology and moral epistemology as these
philosophies were being worked out. For instance, historically we have shifted in the West from
thinking of morals largely as being real, universal properties that all humans can know (and for
whom they were appropriate due to their respective natures). Now, people often conceive of
morals as human products that we know from historically limited, contingent and particular (and
therefore irreducibly pluralistic) vantage points. Alternatively, even if there were such universal



moral truths, we could never know them as such because of the more general epistemological
position that no one has direct access to reality, a view that in turn trades upon key metaphysical
moves. As Willard once remarked to me, if people on a major university campus were to claim to
know objective truth, they very well could be branded fascists. In short, we largely have given up
on morals as universal, transcendent and objective in their being, and we have rejected them as
something that all people can know.But now, many ethical thinkers seem to believe they can do
their theorizing without regard for metaphysical, epistemological or even theological
considerations. Nevertheless, they write and make their claims as though they know what is the
case with morals, including what they are and how we know this. Yet, as I will try to show, our
having knowledge is not indifferent to ontology. If correct, the ontological and epistemological
views one holds will make all the difference for one’s moral theories.Indeed, I believe we have
reached our present moral situation due to the moves people have made in metaphysics and
epistemology (and theology). But were these metaphysical, epistemological and moral moves
justified after all? I believe we need to rethink our current ethical mindsets—and the dominant
philosophical theories of today that influence them—to see if rationally we really should give
them our allegiance. However, to do that most effectively, we need to understand how in the
West we got to the present moral mindsets. Otherwise, we may overlook any wisdom found in
the past, and we may not understand the moves others made that have led us to the present. If
we do not understand those moves, we will tend to just accept our present moral mindsets as
axiomatic, as given. Nor will we will be able to assess rationally whether they were indeed ones
that people should have accepted.My goal will be to examine these thinkers’ ethics so that we
can understand and see if their ethical views themselves can withstand scrutiny and make
sense. We also need to understand and assess their major metaphysical and epistemological
views (even if just at the level of assumptions) and how these relate to their ethics. If pertinent, I
also will try to show how their theological views influence their ethics.In order to look at any given
view’s prospects for moral knowledge, I must examine the epistemological credentials of that
moral theory. I will do that in two main ways. For one, if a view claims (even implicitly) to offer us
knowledge of how morality (and the rest of reality) really is, but cannot make good on that claim
due to various epistemological or metaphysical positions, then that will count against the
theory’s rational acceptance. For another, knowledge is, more or less, justified (or warranted)
true belief.6 Therefore, we need to see if a given moral theory, even on its particular merits
morally, can give us justification for believing it, or even to see that it is true. For instance, if a
moral theory could justify such actions as murder as right, or even obligatory, then it seems
something has gone wrong with that theory. So, I will be looking at various ethical theories in
terms of moral knowledge from both these standpoints: Can they make good epistemologically
on their claims about what reality is, including their view of the “nature” of morality? And can they
give good reasons why we should believe them? Alternatively, do they have various problems (of
whatever sort) that undermine their rational acceptance?The need to survey historically how we
have arrived at the present forms the basis for part 1, which encompasses chapters 1 through 4.



In chapter 1, I will start with Christian, biblical ethics, since Western ethics has been influenced
strongly by Christianity. I place it first because of its strength of influence, at least historically, and
because at least the oldest Old Testament writers predate the ancient Greeks. Then in chapter
2, I will explore the views of Plato and Aristotle. Chapter 3 represents a significant jump up to the
times of Augustine and then the period known as the Middle Ages. We will study his views, as
well as those of other religious and philosophical influences, including the Jewish philosopher
Maimonides, the Islamic ethicists of that period and Thomas Aquinas. In chapter 4, we will look
at several shifts that took place with the Reformers Luther and Calvin. Nevertheless, when we
turn to the Enlightenment, we will see a significant break away from a largely realist line of
thought. There I will start with an examination of Thomas Hobbes, David Hume and Immanuel
Kant. Then we will look at the nineteenth-century utilitarians Bentham and Mill.While I do not
intend for this historical survey to give us a detailed history of ethics, I will use it to give us
understanding of how we have arrived at the present.7 My goal in part 1 is to get to the present
so that we can dig in more deeply thereafter and assess the dominant, contemporary ethical
views we have inherited, especially in terms of their moral epistemology and their moral
ontology. That is the burden of part 2, which spans chapters 5 through 11. There I engage and
assess more in depth the ethical views of naturalism, relativism and postmodernism, probably
the most deeply held families of ethical views today. For a number of reasons, I will find them
deeply unworthy of rational acceptance and argue that the “fact” side of the fact-value split is
utterly mistaken.In chapter 5, I introduce naturalism as a worldview and explain how naturalists
have developed various approaches to ethics. I will discuss these mainly in terms of metaethics
and then some particular emphases they have contributed to important ethical topics such as
human dignity, meaning and purpose. I will try to make connections between particular views
and their implications for moral knowledge, but my chief goal in this chapter is for us to
understand these naturalistic views.However, in chapter 6, I will turn to scrutinize one of
naturalism’s greatest perceived strengths—our ability to know reality on its ontological basis.
However, I will argue that if the ontology of naturalism were true, we could not know anything.
Since there are many things we do know, naturalism is false. This means at least that the “fact”
side of the deeply entrenched fact-value split is false and must be rejected, for it depends upon
naturalism.Before leaving views that have developed more in the modern period, I examine three
more sets of ethical views in chapter 7 in terms of their rational acceptance, as well as the
prospects for moral knowledge on their bases. First is Ethical Relativism (ER), which I contend
developed philosophically in light of empiricism’s and naturalism’s influences. I will describe and
assess ER. Despite its glaring rational deficiencies, ER nonetheless is attractive to many people,
including Christians, so I believe we need to try to understand that phenomenon. Second is the
social contract view of John Rawls, and third is the “Kantian constructivism” of Christine
Korsgaard.In chapters 8 through 11, we will explore another contemporary set of ethical views—
those that have been influenced by the postmodern milieu. Perhaps claims to have knowledge of
universal moral truths really are just disguised assertions of a will to power or of oppression. We



also have today a widely acknowledged diversity of moral “voices,” and it often seems that there
is no way to adjudicate between them.8 This is a main feature of ethics in postmodern
times.Thus, in chapter 8, I will survey a sampling of ethical voices who write in light of the
“postmodern turn,” including not just philosophical, but also religious views. I will explore the
feminist views of Bev Harrison, the liberation theology of Gustavo Gutiérrez, and then the
communicative discourse ethics of Jürgen Habermas. Finally, we will touch on the more
pragmatist views of Jeffrey Stout.Having surveyed these kinds of views, I will give two further
specific case studies, in order to delve into postmodern ethics in more depth. These views
happen to be developed by two ethicists who write, broadly speaking, as Christians. In chapter
9, I focus on the views of Alasdair MacIntyre, one of the most significant thinkers in ethics today,
whether in philosophical, religious or theological circles. Chapter 10 will look closely at the ethics
of Stanley Hauerwas, who is perhaps the most influential Christian theological ethicist today,
making him a key figure in religious ethics. In both of their cases, I will reconsider their ethics in
light of developments in my understanding, and in chapter 11, I will offer a new critical
assessment.9In part 3, I engage in my own constructive task of developing a theory to see
whether we can have moral knowledge. Since much confusion exists in epistemology in general,
in chapter 12 I first need to develop a theory of knowledge that will overcome the problems we
will have seen in other views, and then I will need to apply it to ethics. I will argue that knowledge
of reality requires a radically different ontology than most philosophers have been willing to
countenance, one with the existence of immaterial substances, properties that are universals,
and essences. Not just any ontology will work to allow us to have knowledge.Applied to morals, I
will argue there are at least a few moral truths we simply do know, which means that, strictly
speaking, the value side of the fact-value split is false. Then I will show that the best explanation
for these few morals is that they are metaphysically objective and universal. These findings will
support some of the earlier ethical views we have studied. However, this resultant morally realist
ontology and epistemology have further implications: how do we best explain these findings? In
addition, could there exist more such morals that we can know? So, in chapter 13, I will argue
that their best explanation is that they are grounded not just in God, but in the Christian God
(and, specifically, in God’s character), and that means there may well be more such objective
morals that we can know through revelation. In a sense then, this book also supplies an
extended moral argument for the Christian God’s existence.Despite my argumentation that leads
to this conclusion as the most rational one to believe, that finding still will not sit well with many
today. Therefore, I consider further contemporary objections—particularly from evil—against my
conclusion that the best explanation for moral knowledge is its being grounded in the Christian
God. In sum, I aim to show that, contrary to our received wisdom, morals are best explained as
being (a) metaphysically objective and universal, (b) something that we can know as such and
(c) grounded in the Christian God. We can have moral knowledge, and we need to reject the
many false views that have led us to conceive of morality as merely a human construct.A Short
History of Western Ethics1Christian, Biblical EthicsTo help us understand how and why we have



our current moral mindsets, we need to understand how we got to our present moral condition. I
will begin our historical survey with Christian ethics rather than with Plato and Aristotle, since the
Old Testament authors arguably predate them. Historically, Christianity has been one of the
most significant influences on Western ethics. So, any historically focused account of Western
ethics should consider its impact. In this chapter, I will concern myself mainly with major
contours of Christian ethics from a biblical standpoint and its implications for moral knowledge.1
In addition, I will begin to explore objections to and issues with biblical ethics.2Old Testament
EthicsOld Testament ethics utilizes a mixture of different kinds of ethical reasoning. While the
Law of Moses is certainly a dominant component, and it is composed of deontological
commands, there is much room for appeals to other kinds of ethical reasoning, too. In the Old
Testament, actions are right or wrong in and of themselves, and not necessarily because of the
consequences they have. However, there also is room for utility and consequences. For
example, consider the wisdom literature, especially Proverbs, which contains a measure of
utilitarian reasoning. Many proverbs contain explicit descriptions of the consequences of certain
actions and character traits. For instance, the fool behaves in a certain way and reaps
accordingly, and this appeals to a consequentialist line of thought, not just deontological
principles. However, ultimately the Law is the ground for principles in the wisdom literature.
Therefore, these principles are not some freestanding kind of system. Rather than a self-
sufficient system for discovering morality, they are a supplement to the laws or principles found
in the Law.There is also a measure of appeal to self-interest. In Deuteronomy 28:1-7, Moses is
charging Israel:Now it shall be, if you diligently obey the LORD your God, being careful to do all
His commandments which I command you today, the LORD your God will set you high above all
the nations of the earth. All these blessings will come upon you and overtake you, if you obey the
LORD your God: Blessed shall you be in the city, and blessed shall you be in the country. . . . The
LORD shall cause your enemies who rise up against you to be defeated before you.However, in
verse 15, Moses says, “it shall come about, if you do not obey the LORD your God, to observe to
do all His commandments and His statutes with which I charge you today, that all these curses
will come upon you and overtake you.”What is the basis of the ethical appeal? These are
principles, but the point is to do them and you shall live, for that is in your best interests. Why be
cursed? God does not want to destroy Israel; instead, Jehovah calls on them to obey so that
they may live and prosper. Therefore, Old Testament ethics includes some appeal to self-interest
and utility, even though the appeal to commands and deontological principles is the overarching
motif.There is another kind of ethical appeal in the Old Testament, which people tend to call
natural moral law. If we look at the wisdom literature like Proverbs, observations of nature define
wisdom and folly. The appeals claim that if we do these certain things, we will be blessed,
whereas the fool sits by idly and becomes poor.Moreover, different oracles are given to the
nations by the minor prophets, and charges are made against them that they have done specific
wrongs. For instance, Amos addresses specific charges against nations and peoples
surrounding Israel, such as Ammon (1:13-15). They are condemned for ripping “open the



pregnant women of Gilead in order to enlarge their borders.” They savagely attacked these
women and their unborn, simply for territorial gain. In general, these peoples have committed
injustice, oppressed the poor and committed wanton violence. What is the implied basis for their
moral responsibility? In other words, how were they to know not to do these things? Though God
gave Israel the Law, these Gentiles should not have done these things. The implication is that
they also knew better. Therefore, there must be some “true, universally binding moral principles”
that are knowable by all people and are “rooted in creation and the way things are made,” which
people tend to call natural moral law.3Let us turn now to examine the Law more closely. So far, I
have been referring to the Law of Moses generally, but we can distinguish the moral, civil and
ceremonial laws. As for the moral law, I will focus especially on the Ten Commandments. The
civil law concerned social institutions and social relationships—how Israelites were supposed to
treat each other. The ceremonial law focused on the proper worship of God.Moreover, God gave
the Law to the people of Israel, who were supposed to live it out individually and corporately in a
theocracy. Accordingly, as Scott Rae notes, there is no significant distinction between a personal
ethic and a social ethic.4 Clearly, this approach differs from our common Western stress upon
the autonomous individual.Holiness is another major theme of Old Testament ethics.
Sanctification—being set apart as holy for God—is a critical theme that also resonates closely
with the New Testament. Israel was to be a witness to the nations, and there were different ways
for that to happen. For instance, God gave guidelines for how Israel’s king was to behave in
Deuteronomy 17:16-17: “Moreover, he shall not multiply horses for himself, nor shall he cause
the people to return to Egypt to multiply horses, since the LORD has said to you, ‘You shall never
again return that way.’”5 God also gave prohibitions against having multiple wives or greatly
increasing silver or gold, again in contrast to the other nations’ kings, even though Israel’s kings
violated these commands.6Take also, for example, the treatment of women: Israel was
supposed to treat well those women taken captive in battle, whereas if other nations took
women captive, they often became slaves who were mistreated or raped. However, that was not
to be the case with Israel. For them, “slaves” (or, better, “temporarily indentured servants within
Israel”) were all to be treated in the same humane way. Furthermore, Paul Copan has argued
that Israel was not to return runaway slaves from neighboring countries to their masters; instead,
they were to be protected as aliens who were vulnerable. Within Israel, indentured servitude was
voluntary and prompted by severe economic need.7 Thus, Israel was to be set apart and very
different from the surrounding nations, including in its worship of the one true God.Another major
theme in Old Testament ethics is obedience. There, however, obedience is never just for duty’s
sake, as Kant would claim later. Obedience is not an end in itself; it is to cultivate and
demonstrate personal loyalty to a personal God.Notice too that God gave the Law after he had
provided for Israel, after Jehovah had brought them out of the land of Egypt. God did not give
them statutes and ordinances up front and require obedience. Instead, Jehovah delivered them
from Egypt all the way on their journey to Mount Sinai. There, God provided a covenant to make
Israel the people of the Lord. Therefore, obedience enters into ethics after God has provided and



cared for them.As a last significant theme, let us examine the social dimension of Old Testament
ethics. The very structure of Israel’s society was to reflect God’s character. For one, people were
to practice justice (Mic 6:8), but the prophets brought messages of condemnation when people
had perverted it. The Year of Jubilee also prevented injustice by prohibiting people from
becoming dispossessed permanently from their homeland (Lev 25). God was the ultimate owner
of the land, yet he had apportioned sections to the tribes, and the families within tribes held
property. If people became poor and could not pay their debts, they could sell their land for a
time, but it would revert to the original owners at the jubilee. Otherwise, there could be people
living permanently in poverty. For another aspect, the people were to trust God, such that in the
sabbatical year, they did not plant crops but had to trust him to provide again in the following
year.Consider also the law of redemption, as exemplified in Boaz’s redemption of Ruth and her
land. God had provided different ways to care for the people in society who, like Ruth, had lost
their husbands and were vulnerable. Rae points out that the law of gleaning is a kind of
“workfare,” as opposed to welfare, where the needs of the poor were provided because the
landholders were not to glean every bit of the crops.8 They were to leave some crops for the
poor, who had to gather them.Does this mean that Israel and Judah lived out consistently these
ideals and commands? No, they repeatedly strayed from God’s principles and heart’s desire,
which became the basis for many prophetic calls to repentance and eventually for God’s
judgment upon them.New Testament EthicsThe Old Testament focused on Israel as the people
of God. In the New Testament, however, the stress is more on morality for the church, or for
Christians as the body of Christ. As part of New Testament ethics, God’s people are not under
the Law—that is, the ceremonial or the civil law—but the moral law still applies. There is the
same broad objective, too—to glorify God by bearing witness to his rule over the earth—only
now there are different means. It is not through Israel as a theocratic nation, but now through the
church, which has a different institutional framework for this task.Deontology remains a major
emphasis in the New Testament: Jesus did not nullify the Law; he came to fulfill it. Still, he
reinterprets it by placing a crucial emphasis not only upon actions but also intentions. Christians
are not to merely go through the motions of forgiving their brother or sister; they are to forgive
him or her from the heart. While deontological, this approach is not a callous, rigid commitment
to principles. There is much room for compassion, as modeled by Jesus.In contrast, the
Pharisees seem to have an unbalanced deontology with an overemphasis on a rigid adherence
to rules (including their own) and insensitivity to people and their needs. Consider Matthew
12:9-14, where Jesus heals a man with a withered hand on the sabbath. According to the
Pharisees’ laws, people were not to do any work on that day, and clearly, they considered this
act to be work. He is grieved at the Pharisees’ blind adherence to rules and resulting lack of
compassion for the man. Moreover, he is not rejecting the sabbath command, but rather how the
Pharisees had misread it and lacked compassion for the person.Consider also Mark 7:9-13,
where we have the account of the Pharisees’ view of “Corban” (things dedicated to God).
According to them, those items could not be used to help people in need. Again, Jesus



condemns their teaching and practice, since a rigid adherence to laws replaced compassion for
people. They misinterpreted the spirit of the principle and then used it to harm people.The
primary audience of New Testament ethics is Jesus’ followers. Ethics seem to flow from the
requirements for membership in the kingdom. This does not mean that ethical living is the same
thing as membership. Being a good person does not make one a Christian and get that person
into the kingdom of heaven. But Christ’s followers are to live out the kingdom’s values. Thus,
obedience is very important as a consistent mark of Jesus’ followers. There is a close
relationship between the moral aspects of life in relation to spiritual ones.Obviously, another key
aspect of New Testament ethics is that it is an ethic of love. Jesus taught that the two greatest
commandments are to love the Lord with all one’s heart, soul and mind, and to love one’s
neighbor as oneself (Mt 22:36-39). We are to live in utter dependence upon the Spirit, in deep
heart and mind unity with God, which is to counteract our default attitude of usurping God’s
throne (Gen 3:5). Clearly, these commands are interested in one’s heart attitude and not merely
one’s outward behavior.As in Old Testament ethics, there is a special place for the poor, and
Jesus models that too. In Luke 14:16-24, Jesus tells the parable about the people invited to a
large banquet. When the invitees excuse themselves from coming, immediately the man orders
his slave to bring in the poor, crippled, blind and lame off the street. The man is going to throw a
party, and he shows great compassion to the hurting and marginalized. Likewise, Jesus shows a
special place for the poor and needy in God’s heart because that shows God’s unconditional
love.How are Christians to live this kind of ethic? They cannot live it out just by education and
self-discipline. Instead, they can live it out only in utter dependence upon the indwelling power of
the Spirit of Christ. Thus, the Holy Spirit is necessary for the moral life for a kingdom member,
and this is where the virtues enter into our discussion. Indeed, the New Testament places a very
strong emphasis on the virtues, with the goal of becoming like Jesus. Yet the virtues are not
divorced from commands and principles. They work together, such that the moral life is not just
doing the right thing or avoiding doing wrong. It is about becoming like Jesus, and that should
issue forth in certain kinds of actions.The virtues are the fruit of the Spirit. These virtues are not
limited to just the list from Galatians 5:22-23, for many other books in the New Testament
express other normative character qualities. For instance, in Colossians 3:12-13, Paul tells the
Colossians to “put on a heart of compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience;
bearing with one another, and forgiving each other.” The Holy Spirit produces these virtues in
Christians. Yes, there are things believers are to do to cultivate them, but the Holy Spirit is
necessary for their realization.The virtues characterize our goal, or telos, of becoming like Jesus
in character. In contrast, vices (to use Aristotle’s term) are the “deeds of the flesh.” Let me
examine some verses to illustrate the New Testament usage of the word telos and related word
forms. In Colossians 1:28, Paul writes, “He is the one we proclaim, admonishing and teaching
everyone with all wisdom, so that we may present everyone fully mature in Christ” (NIV). The
goal is that all believers reach maturity (perfection, or completeness) in Christ.Ephesians
4:12-13 is another example. Paul is discussing the role of spiritual gifts in Christians, which are



given “for the equipping of the saints for the work of service, to the building up of the body of
Christ; until we all attain to the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to a
mature man, to the measure of the stature which belongs to the fullness of Christ” (emphasis
mine). Maturity in the New Testament involves knowledge of who Jesus is, and it closely involves
growing up into the “fullness” (or completeness) of Christ. It also involves building up the body of
Christ, and thus it is not a solitary, individual growth process. Paul continues, for Christians are to
grow up into all aspects into Christ, in order to reach their telos, which is Christ himself.To help
accomplish these goals, the New Testament emphasis is on living morally in community (i.e., the
church). In his writings, Paul does not have in mind the rugged individual. Rather, he addresses
the body of believers, as do the other apostles. Christians are to love one another, even as Jesus
loved them (Jn 13:34-35), which cannot be done in isolation.A natural question might arise at
this point: Which is primary in the New Testament, virtues or principles? That is, is the primary
emphasis of New Testament ethics on cultivating the character of Jesus, or on obedience to
commands? In one sense, commands are subordinate to virtues, in that the purpose of
principles is to enable us to obey and cultivate the character of Jesus. Unlike Kant’s theory,
deontological commands in the Bible are not to be obeyed in some disinterested way. We are
not to be disinterested about the good.9 Yet, in another sense, which we already have
examined, virtues are subordinate in that Christians need principles and commands to guide
them in how the good Christian is to live. Another point is that believers are not to do their duty
(i.e., obey New Testament commands) simply for duty’s sake. Rather, Christians glorify and
please God by their faith and obedience and by their becoming more like Jesus. Moreover, in the
Old Testament, obedience to God is good in itself, but God gave the laws for the people’s good.
In another crucial respect, both principles and virtues are subordinate to the overarching goal of
bringing glory to God and living in a manner pleasing to him. The ultimate goal, therefore, is not
to make Christians into rule keepers, but lovers and followers of Jesus.One other insight to bring
up about the virtues is the corollary emphasis that they place upon human flourishing. The idea
is not simply to do what is right, but to aim at our chief purpose in life. We will see how Aristotle
understands this notion, but here it is worth noting that the New Testament writers see our chief
end as loving and glorifying God, and God’s purpose for our lives is to make us like Jesus in our
character. So, why should a person be moral? Because it glorifies God and is appropriate for us
due to our nature as God’s image bearers.In summary, biblical ethics, whether in the Old or New
Testaments, clearly presupposes that people have knowledge of moral truths that are what they
are independently of how we think, feel or even talk about them. That is, they exist objectively,
and we can know them as such, whether through general revelation (using reason), or special
revelation (which also, of course, appeals to the use of reason).A Few Preliminary Issues with
and Objections to Biblical EthicsBesides our consideration of the major ethical motifs in the Old
and New Testaments, there also are specific kinds of issues and objections that have been
raised against Christian, biblical ethics. To some of these issues we now turn.The Euthyphro
dilemma. Arguably, a major emphasis in biblical ethics is on obedience to divine commands.



This raises some issues, a key one of which is the “Euthyphro dilemma.” Plato first raised this
issue, and others, such as the atheist philosopher Michael Martin (1932–), have used it since
then.10 The dilemma has two “horns”: Is something good because God commands it, or does
God command it because it is good?This issue relates keenly to divine command theory.
According to William Alston (1921–2009), that view holds the thesis that “divine commands are
constitutive of moral obligation.”11 Alston is developing the work of Robert Adams, who argues
that “ethical wrongness is (i.e., is identical with) the property of being contrary to the commands
of a loving God.”12 Now, with Euthyphro, if something is good or right because God commands
it, then it seems his commanding it makes it right. It would not be right in and of itself. Or, does
God command it because it is good? If so, then God seems subject to some external moral
standards that he must consult before commanding anything. These moral standards would
exist apart from God’s creative activity. Moreover, God’s commanding something seems
redundant and unnecessary. If so, why would God bother to issue a commandment? Would we
not already know it?Let us explore the first horn of the dilemma more closely. According to it,
theoretically, God could command something that seems clearly wrong to us. Yet because God
commanded it, that would make it good. God could command people to fly airplanes into the
infidel’s buildings, and that command would make that act right. Call this view theistic
voluntarism: something is right because God willed it to be so. The concern here is that the
reason why something is morally right seems arbitrary, depending on whatever God happens to
will.As an initial reply, we may note first that Plato is not talking about the same God as the
Christian one. He was living in the time of belief in the pantheon of Greek gods, whom he did not
want the rulers of the polis to study, for the gods were immoral. Plato did not think seriously that
these gods even existed, but even if they did, they would have very different character qualities
than the Christian God.However, that reply does not alleviate the problem when posed against
the Christian God. More importantly, Christians maintain that God’s character and essence are
good, and that provides our standard for what good is. Therefore, God cannot command just any
action because God’s character sets the boundaries on what God can do. However, just how
successful is this reply?Alston argues that the first horn not only presents the challenge that
God’s commands (and morality itself) are arbitrary, but the theist has no way to construe
adequately the goodness of God. To see this, we should distinguish between metaphysical
goodness and moral goodness. Alston reminds us that while we may be able to construe God as
metaphysically good (that is, in realizing the fullness of being), this horn prevents our construing
God’s moral goodness as anything but God’s own obedience to his commands. However, that
result is not what Christian theists mean when they speak of God’s goodness. Rather, they have
in mind God’s moral perfection (understood, for instance, that God is loving, merciful and
just).13Alston considers a strategy for the divine command theorist that would limit the area
constituted by divine commands to creatures alone, so that we still can maintain that God is
essentially good. If that is possible, then “there will be nothing arbitrary about his commands;
indeed it will be metaphysically necessary that he issue those commands for the best.”14



Alston’s move involves denying that moral obligation attaches to God. To help see this, he
explores the meaning of the terms moral “obligation” and moral “oughtness.” For his purposes,
he understands them as alternative formulations.15 He grants that when we use “ought,” we do
not merely express imperatives. He also grants for sake of argument that there are objective
moral facts.16Alston proceeds to investigate whether there are any such objective moral facts of
the sort that God ought to do some action. What kind of facts would they be? When we think of
God as perfectly good in terms of his actions, Alston contends that we think it is supremely good
that God acts as he does. What is at stake, he observes, is what is added by claiming that this is
how God ought to act. As Alston points out, “If it adds nothing there can be no objection to
speaking of how God ought to act.”17However, in terms of analogies with ourselves, there is
clear a difference between what is a good thing to do and what we ought to do. For instance,
Alston considers how it would be a good thing to learn Sanskrit, but he would not be under an
obligation to do so. This suggests that one requirement for an “ought” statement is that general,
practical principles or rules apply and set forth the conditions in which an action is required,
merely permitted or altogether forbidden.18 These rules, he argues, are in force only with
respect to agents with whom there is “a possibility of their playing a governing or regulative
function,” and that possibility can occur only with agents who can violate them. Accordingly,
social mechanisms can reinforce appropriate behavior as well as sanction inappropriate
actions.19Importantly, then, moral principles, as a kind of these practical principles, apply only to
agents who can violate them. However, in the case of an agent who necessarily will act in
accordance with them, it is hard to see how there is any sense in which we can say that that
agent ought to do some action A. That is, “there is no foothold for the ‘ought’; there is nothing to
make the ought-principle true rather than, or in addition to, a factual statement that S will
(necessarily) act in this way.”20Now Alston applies these findings to the first horn of the
Euthyphro dilemma. The divine command theorist may maintain consistently that divine
commands are constitutive of the facts of moral obligations. In addition, these facts do not apply
to God, for the reasons seen above. Since God is essentially good, he necessarily will act in
accordance those facts, and so his goodness does not consist of obedience to his own
commands. Moreover, “God’s commands to us are an expression of his perfect goodness.”21
Accordingly, it seems Alston has rebutted successfully the first horn’s objections to divine
command ethics.Let us now address the second horn’s issues. They were (1) God seems
subject to some further standard. That is, to call God good seems to require some prior notion of
goodness. In addition, (2), God’s commanding something seems redundant since we would
know it already. Regarding the first, just because we may need various ways to know that God is
good, it does not follow that God is not the ground for goodness itself.On the second point, while
it is true that we probably can figure out some natural moral truths through our reason (e.g.,
intentionally flying airplanes into buildings, in order to terrorize and murder people, is wrong), it
seems we can suppress what we know to be true. Alternatively, we can sear our consciences by
deliberate choices to pursue what is wrong. In addition, sometimes we do disagree morally with



each other. Therefore, it does not seem to be the case that even if we already know some moral
truth, God’s commanding it would be redundant.Still, Martin objects that appealing to God’s
character simply postpones the problem in two ways. For one, “if God’s character is the way it is
because it is good, then there is an independent standard of goodness by which to evaluate
God’s character.”22 Moreover,Suppose God’s character is good simply because it is God’s
character. Then if God’s character were cruel and unjust, these attributes would be good. . . . But, 
could not one reply that God could not be cruel and unjust since by necessity God must be
good? It is true that by necessity God must be good. But unless we have some independent
standard of goodness then whatever attributes God has would by definition be
good.23Nevertheless, as we have seen, this argument is wrongheaded. As we saw with Alston,
Paul Copan argues: “God does not, say, keep promises because he ought to (which would imply
some external moral standard). Rather, the theist claims that God will keep promises,” since it is
impossible for God not to act morally.24For another, Martin argues that we do not need God for
there to be moral goodness, even if moral goodness is part of his essence. Consider
benevolence as an essential attribute of moral saints. Even if there were no saints, it does not
follow, he claims, that benevolence would not be a property of anything. Similarly, if we do not
need moral saints to have benevolence, then we also do not need God for there to be moral
goodness, even if moral goodness is part of his essential nature.25For now, let me reply simply
that the theist need not claim that morality would be impossible without God. That is, there are
some moral truths people just know, whether theists, atheists or something else, and Martin has
given us several such examples. However, there is another significant issue involved with
answering his second objection, and that is to give an adequate explanation of what moral
properties are. At this stage in our historical sketch, we have yet to see other options people
have suggested for the metaphysical status of morals, including Martin’s own ontology, which is
naturalistically based. But surveying and assessing the various options metaphysically is what
we will do as we progress through the coming chapters.Now let us turn to a second set of
preliminary issues for Christian, biblical ethics, which involve considerations of natural
law.Various issues with natural law. First, some Christians have regarded natural law as useless.
If so, then why bother appealing to it? Second, does our knowledge of natural moral laws come
from culture and/or our upbringing? Third, does natural law commit the is-ought (or naturalistic)
fallacy? Fourth, if natural moral laws are grounded in creation and known by reason, should we
not all agree on what counts as morally natural? Yet people have disagreed on such matters,
such as the morality of slavery that Americans in the southern states practiced. How do we
account for that?First, on some Christians’ views, natural moral law is, in effect, useless because
people are so radically fallen. That is, sin has corrupted us such that we cannot know without
special revelation what is wrong or right. I think a view that natural law is in effect useless due to
the extent of the fall’s impact upon us goes too far. If it were useless, then I should not be able to
appeal to people’s reasoning to know that there are moral principles (e.g., murder is wrong, rape
is wrong) that are true. However, on many occasions I have been able to do so, and people have



understood and agreed. While we will never get a long list of detailed moral commands and
virtues from natural law, nevertheless it does seem that different peoples are able to know some
basic moral truths. Moreover, biblical passages such as Romans 1:18-20 and 2:14-15 show that
Paul expected people even without the revealed Law of Moses to know enough about God’s
character and attributes from creation to be accountable for their actions.On the other hand,
according to biblical ethics, to say that we do not need deontological principles given to us by
God also goes too far. It presupposes that there is no problem with our knowing these things. Yet
we all have much capacity to rationalize away what we know to be good and not do it, especially
when we have a strong, self-interested desire to do otherwise.Furthermore, on Christian ethics,
what God commands ought to have a strong relationship to natural law. They should not be so
radically dichotomous to have no relationship with each other. For instance, our reason tells us
that murder is wrong, but suppose that all of a sudden, God willed us to murder and thus made it
right. There would be a radical disconnect between what we know by reason and what
(allegedly) would have been given by special revelation. It should not be that way, especially if
God’s character is good and if God acts consistently with his character.If people are not so
radically fallen as to make natural moral law useless, then it can provide a basis for appealing to
reason and revelation as ways to know moral truth, and so biblical ethics has a way to apply to
all people, not just to believers. By reason and intuition, all people can know moral truths, which
God has revealed in nature. Moreover, biblically, specially revealed moral truths act as a
consistent supplement and specification of natural law.As a second issue, does such knowledge
of natural moral laws come from training? That is, is our knowledge of such truths due to our
upbringing and/or our culture? Certainly, different cultures may have even radically different
ethical views. For example, they may practice treachery as a virtue. If so, it seems they are not
going to be able to see treacherous actions as being wrong. For instance, Don Richardson talks
about the Sawi tribe and his family’s work among them as a missionary in his book Peace
Child.26 The Sawi in one tribe treacherously would invite people from another tribe to eat a meal
with them. However, after eating, they would kill and eat their guests, including their brains, in
order to show their total domination over them. Thus, when he first explained the story of Jesus,
they greatly esteemed Judas, who treacherously had betrayed Jesus unto death for money.He
also explains that the Sawi people highly valued the Richardsons’ help, as they brought
important technology (for example, saws) to help them build their homes and medicine that
preserved their lives from devastating diseases. When intense fighting broke out with
neighboring villages, and Richardson thought that its continuation was due to their presence
there, he made it known that they must leave. However, that occasion gave an opportunity for
another important Sawi moral principle to surface. The Sawi told him that if their violence would
drive him and his family away, then they would make peace with their neighbors.They did this by
exchanging a child, a peace child, from each tribe, which the other tribe raised and cared for
more carefully than even its own children. Obviously, this required a tremendous, heart-
wrenching sacrifice by a family from each tribe, but the importance of making peace with each



other outweighed their value of treachery and continued violence and death. For the Sawi, it
even would have been evil, Richardson notes, to break the peace by dishonoring so costly a
sacrifice.This example helps show that even the treacherous Sawi people somehow knew about
and held to a principle of justice, for they could see that such treachery toward a peace child,
and dishonor toward the ones who sacrificed their children, would be evil. However, it seems
that they knew this evil in a more fundamental, even basic way than by their being taught as such
by their culture. It seems they simply knew it to be wrong. It also would have been wrong to break
such a promise. In addition, they held that not harming one another is morally right, at least when
they had made peace in this way.Thus, they seem to hold some very common, even universal
morals. Even within their culture of treachery, they still knew these things to be right, at least in
this kind of case. Now both these findings fit with natural law. While it is true that they could not
see Jesus as the moral hero of his story until they learned that he is God’s peace child, they still
knew that certain morals are right, which seems to involve a deeper factor than just what they
learned from their deeply entrenched, everyday cultural practices.Still, there is a learning
process involved with moral development. How does that work? For instance, little children will
need to develop a concept of what murder is. I think the process of developing this concept will
proceed similarly to the acquisition of other concepts, like what an apple is. My daughter
developed a concept of an apple from many noticings of pictures of apples, as well as of actual
apples, and I would label them with the word “apple.” Then she could go into the grocery store
with me, see a display of some kinds of apples that were new to the store, and still correctly
identify them as apples. I think she learned the concept of murder from various noticings, too,
perhaps in movies or stories. What I think happened is that once she understood what the
concept of murder is, she should have seen such an act as wrong. That is, it seems to me she
should derive the morally normative conclusion from what is the case. That is the point. We may
be unclear whether a particular case is one of murder or not, but if it is, I think we should see it is
wrong.27As a third issue, does natural moral law commit the is-ought fallacy? That is, how do
we justifiably derive what ought to be simply from what is the case? This latter question raises
an issue that will resurface several times during our overall study. For now, let me limit my
comments to our present ethical focus. That is, on a biblical ethic, all people are intrinsically
moral beings, since all are image bearers. We are like God in that we have moral, intellectual,
spiritual, relational and other capacities.28 Thus, certain things are appropriate or inappropriate
for us due to our nature. We bear God’s image, and a key part of that is being moral. If so, then
on this view, the “ought” can be derived from what “is” the case, since we are intrinsically moral
beings. Now, this brief discussion about this issue with natural law will not address all issues
associated with it. However, we will return in part 3 to the question of whether our nature does
indeed have an intrinsic moral dimension.As a fourth issue, even if some moral positions seem
to be justified by appeals to nature, or creation, over time people still may disagree over whether
they are true or false. For instance, today, it is clear to Americans that the kind of slavery
practiced in the southern states is wrong. They, not to mention others, have come to a point now



where they see that such slavery clearly is wrong, but of course, that was not always a widely
held view. Slave owners in the South even tried to justify their moral position by appealing to the
nature of Africans. Abolitionists, on the other hand, could appeal to the intrinsic wrongness of
treating fellow humans as mere property as a moral fact grounded in nature. Such issues and
appeals to intuition we will discuss more when we address relativism. For now, let us note that
we know some moral truths more intuitively than others, and some seem to be very clear; for
example, that murder is wrong. However, as with the example of slavery, if some people did not
see slaves as persons, then the force of that moral truth would not really hit them.Moral
conflicts? Another key issue with biblical ethics is what we are to do when two moral principles
conflict (apparently or actually). Can people live out both moral principles consistently? This
issue will help us make distinctions between absolute and objective morals.Consider first the
Hebrew midwives. Let us look at Exodus 1:15-21:Then the king of Egypt spoke to the Hebrew
midwives, one of whom was named Shiphrah and the other was named Puah; and he said,
“When you are helping the Hebrew women to give birth and see them upon the birthstool, if it is
a son, then you shall put him to death; but if it is a daughter, then she shall live.” But the midwives
feared God, and did not do as the king of Egypt had commanded them, but let the boys live. So
the king of Egypt called for the midwives and said to them, “Why have you done this thing, and
let the boys live?” The midwives said to Pharaoh, “Because the Hebrew women are not as the
Egyptian women; for they are vigorous and they give birth before the midwife can get to them.”
So God was good to the midwives, and the people multiplied, and became very mighty. Because
the midwives feared God, He established households for them.Pharaoh commanded them to
kill, but apparently, they lied, and God blessed them. How do we account for this? A first option
denies that such conflicts even can happen. That is, God would not give commands that conflict.
On that view, the person should trust God to open the way out of such apparent dilemmas.29 Yet
in Joshua 2, it seems that Rahab did face a real conflict. On the one hand, if she were to tell the
truth to the authorities of her hometown, Jericho—that she knew where the Israelite spies were
located—then they would have faced punishment or torture, perhaps even death. Furthermore,
in so doing, she would have displeased their God. She told the spies she knew that their God
was the true God, and the God of Israel had pronounced a rightful judgment upon Jericho. She
wanted to identify herself with the people of the true God. On the other hand, if she were to lie to
her authorities, then she could preserve the spies’ lives.There still are two more options. The
second holds that, yes, there can be real moral conflicts since we are in a fallen world, but it still
is wrong when one does not obey all the commands. That is, the midwives acted wrongly by
lying to Pharaoh, but that act was the lesser of two evils. However, there is a moral problem with
this view, in that a person has a duty to sin. We are blameworthy, it seems, if we do the lesser
evil, even though there is no choice. Moreover, the fact that we would be held blameworthy, even
though we could do nothing about it, seems morally wrong.There is a third option, however, that
holds that in cases of actual moral conflict, we do no wrong if we do fulfill the morally more
important of the two commands in conflict. Consider the example of Nazis at the door of a house



in occupied Holland. They barge in and demand to know if the residents have any Jews in their
house. Suppose in fact they are hiding Jews. If the residents say yes, at the least the Jews will be
tortured, and likely murdered. However, if they lie, then they have sinned. What should they do?
To help answer this, let us consider two kinds of moral truths, to see if we can make distinctions
between absolute and objective moral truths. Let us try to unpack four ways to compare them.
The four “dimensions” we will consider are metaphysics, epistemology, scope and applicability.
First, metaphysically, what are these things? The answer is that both absolute and objective
morals are transcendent, immaterial and universal. Yet biblically, God’s character still grounds
them. Second, epistemologically, how do we know them? The same way applies for both: we
know them by general revelation (reason) and special revelation.What are they in terms of
scope? Both objective and absolute morals are for all people. However, in terms of applicability,
we may make a distinction between them. In the Nazi case, if telling the truth is an absolute, it
means that the moral principle always applies, without any exceptions. On an absolutist view, in
terms of applicability, the residents would have to tell the soldiers, “Yes, we do have Jews
here.”On an objectivist view, however, there is a hierarchy of moral principles.30 Prima facie, one
should obey the moral principles that are in conflict. However, like the Nazi example, in cases of
genuine conflict when one simply cannot do both actions, one should obey the morally weightier
principle. Consider again the case of the midwives. In their response to Pharaoh, they do no
wrong, as evidenced by God’s not having them repent of a wrong done. They did not tell the
truth, but something much more important outweighed it.31Does this approach make obedience
to the moral principle situationally relative? No, for it is right in terms of the metaphysical,
epistemological and scope dimensions of both objective and absolute morals. It even is
intrinsically right. Here, however, something morally weightier overrode its applicability. Crucially,
the conflict must be genuine and not merely one’s own ration-alization to justify one’s
preferences. Table 1.1 helps categorize these findings.Table 1.1. Absolute and Objective
Morality in Biblical Ethics: A ComparisonAbsolute MoralsObjective MoralsMetaphysically: What
are morals?Transcendent, universal moral properties that are what they are whether or not
anyone believes them or talks about them (they are mind-independent); biblically, they are
grounded in GodIdenticalEpistemologically: How do we know them?Reason or special
revelationIdenticalScope/reference: To whom do they apply?All peopleIdenticalApplicability: Can
they be overridden in cases of genuine conflict? Alternatively, when do they apply?No; they
apply 100% of the timeYes, they can. There is a hierarchy of objective moral truths. In cases of
genuine conflict, the morally more important principle outweighs, the less important one (e.g., do
not murder versus do not lie).ConclusionIn Christian, biblical ethics, at least as traditionally
conceived, morals are objectively real, and God grounds them. They are true, and they are
normative for all people, due to our nature as image bearers. These moral truths are knowable
as such in part by reason (general revelation), and more completely and precisely in special
revelation (Scripture). Having finished this introduction to biblical ethics, we now will turn to
address the thought of two ancient philosophers, Plato and Aristotle, in terms of their ethics,



especially regarding what morals are and how we know them.2Ancient EthicsPlato and Aristotle
on Moral KnowledgeThe biblical ethics just surveyed, at least as traditionally interpreted, has a
strong realist emphasis. Similar patterns run through the ethics of Plato and Aristotle. They too
are realists in the sense that morals are not human products. Still, we will need to qualify more
precisely their particular views of the nature of properties, which we will extend to moral ones as
well. In addition, they are realists about our abilities to know morals as such.1 They too have
much to say about human nature in relation to moral growth, particularly Aristotle. While their
ethics are virtue (or aretaic) oriented, they do not blend virtues with deontology.For each author,
I will try to develop their metaphysics and their epistemology, especially in terms of how these
relate to their ethics, and then specifically address the remainder of their ethics.PlatoPlato (428–
348 B.C.) was a Greek philosopher who studied under Socrates. His ethic focuses on two
realms.Table 2.1. Plato’s Two RealmsThe Intelligible: the “upper” realmEternalThe true, the
good, the beautifulForms (the one): things in themselves, essences (e.g., triangularity
itself)Known by the intellect, through reasonThe Sensible/Visible: the “lower”
realmTemporal,finiteParticular examples of truth, goodness and beautyParticulars (the many):
examples of particular trianglesKnown by experienceTable 2.1 illustrates that the intelligible
realm is the realm of the forms. Metaphysically, these are abstract entities (i.e., they are real, but
they themselves are not spatially or temporally located). The forms are archetypes, or essences.
For example, this realm includes triangularity, the essence of being a triangle. It is also the realm
of the essence of being human, or humanness itself. In addition, it is the realm of justice itself, as
well as the true, the good and the beautiful. The realm of forms also includes numbers (such as
the numbers 1, 2 or 3) and rectangularity themselves. Today, we call these archetypes
universals, for they are a one (e.g., there is just one kind of humanness), and yet they can be
found in many instances (many human beings).2Put differently, today we call this view of the
nature of properties (even essential ones) realism.3 Now on a Platonic view of the nature of the
relation between properties and the particulars that have (or exemplify) these properties, we can
distinguish two features. First, for Platonists, there are uninstantiated universals—they can exist
without being present in any particular. An example might be the number two; even if all
particular instances (or tokens) of the number two (such as a particular writing or speaking of the
word “two,” or “dos” [Spanish], or 2, or II) were erased, the number two itself is an abstract entity
and is not destroyed. Second, universals themselves remain outside the being of the things that
have them, in a Platonic “heaven.” The virtue of justice (the metaphysically abstract entity itself)
is not present in the being of a person we call just, but its instance would be.4By contrast, the
sensible realm is the realm of the many, in which there are many particular triangles, humans,
tokens of numbers and so forth. The sensible (or visible) realm is that of the potential or the
concrete, in which change takes place. Thus, it is the realm of the finite and temporal in which
we live our daily lives.5In terms of human anthropology, we are essentially a soul that is
immortal, and in this life on earth, our soul lives in a body.6 Plato distinguishes ways of
considering the human soul. First, there must be an archetype for the human soul in the realm of



the forms. Second, he subdivides the human soul (as we experience in our lives) into different
parts, including rational, spirited and desiring parts.7How do we know truths about these two
realms and their entities? For Plato, we know the intelligible realm by our intellect, and that
mainly by deduction, whereas we know truths of the sensible realm by experience. Yet how can
we, as temporal, finite beings, understand what is nontemporal and nonspatial? It seems there
should be some sort of connection between the two realms, something that we will see his pupil
Aristotle develop. Moreover, we each have humanness and its capacities, and to become
virtuous will involve the virtues themselves.Morally, the realm of the forms includes the true, the
good and the beautiful.8 Alternatively, we can describe these as what are truly good and truly
beautiful. Part of our true end, our telos, is to try to have a fundamental balance of them. Morality
involves what is intrinsically good (i.e., goodness itself). Thus, morals, like justice, involve
metaphysically real, abstract entities themselves.Now, justice is a virtue of the soul and involves
the parts of the soul working together in harmony, in their proper order and toward their telos,
their true end.9 Just as the human soul is to be ordered and just, so is the city to be ordered and
just. People in the polis are to contribute their respective functions for which they have been
naturally suited (i.e., by nature) with excellence.10 Plato seems to want to take the virtues of a
person and write them large to the city-state. He also has in mind a meritocracy.In addition, no
one really is fulfilled until he or she participates in being itself. To put it differently, people are not
fulfilled until they have reached their telos. Yet no one comes even close to realizing their true end
—of what they should be like—but it is still something toward which they should strive and
work.Part of the reason it is so hard to reach our telos is that the process of education toward the
knowledge of the form of the good is very difficult. To illustrate, Plato uses his allegory of the
cave, in which people in an un-educated state live chained in a cave so that they can see only
shadows, yet they believe them to be the totality of reality, even what is true. These people are
used to experiencing and understanding life in light of only the sensible realm. Yet if they can go
through the process of emerging from the cave, eventually they can perceive things in
themselves, even the form of the good (which he compares to the sun). Again, this is a
challenging, even painful, process of habituation via education to perceive the forms, yet it is a
process that guardians-in-training must undergo, who then must return to train others to see
likewise.11Now, behind his thought is an assumption that all people want to be virtuous, and that
with proper education, human reason cannot only do the good, but want to do it as well. Surely
that is a major assumption from several perspectives, and not only as we saw from the
standpoint of biblical ethics. Many others also would be skeptical today in light of what we have
seen at least through the twentieth century, when we witnessed many cases of people, even
national leaders, deliberately choosing not to do what is good, but in fact harmful, for their own
power.By positing a telos, Plato is trying to find the goal for how people in any society should
live. He is not trying to say this is just the way things should be for the particular people in his
time. Thus, he is trying to develop an ethic that is universal in scope, and his appeal to morals as
universals fits metaphysically with that ethical goal.Thus, at least in principle, there is no



disconnection between his metaphysics and his ethics. Nevertheless, the question remains as to
why the forms (and virtues themselves) have something to do with us. On his view, it is easy to
construe morals as just being “out there.” If so, why should we embody them in our character?
What is the connection between human nature and the forms? Indeed, morals in the realm of the
forms seem to function as brute posits without a closely developed relationship between them
and humans. Later, we will see that as people started to move away from his metaphysics and
his confidence in reason, those shifts also led to related shifts in their ethics. Let us turn now to
examine Aristotle’s views, to see how he develops the views of his mentor as well as his
own.AristotleAristotle (384–322 B.C.) was Plato’s pupil. Still, as we will see, while he adhered to
several of Plato’s ideas, he developed (and even departed from) them in key ways.While they
may not agree in all the particulars, some of Aristotle’s ideas seem strongly at home with New
Testament views. For instance, the soul is our essence, or our nature.12 As such, the soul sets
the boundary conditions for the kinds of changes we can undergo, as well as what is appropriate
or normative for us, which is due to the kind of thing we are. There are certain kinds of things that
would be appropriate for a dog’s essential nature but that are not the same for a human’s nature.
For example, there are certain moral qualities I ought to have, but a dog should not.On this view,
all humans (a primary, individuated substance) have predicated of them humanness (a
secondary substance) as their essential nature. Plants have essences, too, which is their
principle of life within them. They have a certain kind of nature, which marks off the boundary
conditions for what is appropriate for them if they are to grow into a fully developed kind of
chrysanthemum or something else.13For Aristotle, we are a unity of body and soul, which
means that his view, as traditionally understood, is a kind of substance dualism. The body,
however, is rooted ultimately in the soul, developing then a deep unity between them. The body
parts humans have are appropriate for them due to their nature, while the same would be true for
animals and plants.There also are certain kinds of character qualities or moral virtues that are
appropriate for us, again due to our nature. Aristotle focuses on what we know as the cardinal
virtues—justice, temperance, courage and prudence. Like Plato, he asserts there is a proper
order to the soul and the virtues. However, Aristotle develops his ideas in more detail. This
ordering involves the idea that our souls, as our essential nature, come complete with a
hierarchically arranged set of ultimate capacities. That is, all humans have a complete set of
lower- or higher-order capacities.Nevertheless, it does not follow that each of us will realize all
our capacities. Let me give one kind of example. As we mature, we want to develop the abilities
to relate deeply and intimately, develop and cultivate trust with people, and be discerning about
whom we let ourselves trust and get close to us. However, sometimes these capacities can be
blocked or privated, even by a number of kinds of things, perhaps by psychological or emotional
trauma early on as a child. Therefore, this subject addresses not just morals, but also
psychological theory, in terms of how you understand what the blockage (or privation) is. How
does a therapist help a person grow through privation? In this case, there is a prior issue to
address, to help unblock the lower-order capacity, and if it is unblocked, then the person can



grow and realize the higher-order capacity for trust. Thus, we may have to deal with the prior
issues that block the capacity to relate deeply and intimately.Now Aristotle realizes that our
ability to grow presupposes a fundamental sameness to the human person, and yet such that
one can change. Again, he gives a careful analysis of the soul in order to develop his theory of
growth in character and practical rationality. For him, the soul defines the limits to the kinds of
changes we can undergo. It is a person’s set of essential properties and ultimate capacities,
without which we would cease to exist. That is, we cannot undergo essential change and still
exist. Essentially, we each can remain the same person through time and yet also change due to
sameness of soul. That is how I am still the same person I am now as I was when I was, say,
twenty-one.Even so, some things have changed since then. For instance, I married my wife in
1984, and in 2000, I graduated with my PhD. I also have much less hair on my head now than I
did at age twenty-one. These examples are accidental (nonessential) changes, as Aristotle
would call them. That is to say, these traits are not necessary for me to be me. On the other
hand, I am still Scott Smith. There is something that makes me me through all those and others
changes—which Aristotle maintains is the soul.14These two Aristotelian concepts of change
help us understand his virtue ethics. The capacities for the virtues exist in our souls, but a given
person may or may not realize them.15 The development of a virtue is, strictly speaking, a
nonessential kind of change. That very development pre-supposes that there is something about
me now that makes me the same person as I was before I developed the virtue, and even during
that process. Otherwise, there could not be any growth in character. In addition, in a fundamental
way, I have that virtue exemplified in me.This leads us into a discussion of how Aristotelians
differ from Platonists about properties (such as virtues). According to J. P. Moreland (1948–),
Aristotle is a realist about properties; they are universals. However, he differs from Plato in key
respects.16 First, Aristotle thought that universals depend for their existence upon at least one
particular’s exemplifying them. Thus, there are no uninstantiated properties. Second, properties
are in the being of particulars that have them. This seems to fit well with the observation above:
that in some crucial sense, I have (possess) my character traits. They are mine in a very real way.
Third, he thought universals are spatially located in the being of things that have them.On the
other hand, others have interpreted Aristotle as being a trope nominalist about properties.17
That is, properties do exist, but they are not universals; they are particulars. So, instead of having
a universal property known as justice, which is a one and a many, the trope nominalist would say
that there are many particular instances of justice, but these literally do not have in common the
identical property, justice, for that would be a universal. Rather, each of these is an “abstract”
particular. They are not abstract metaphysically, so these justice tropes are spatially and
temporally located. Rather, they are abstract epistemologically; we conceive of them abstractly,
as all being justice. However, metaphysically, each trope is distinct. For example, for three
people we call just, there is justice1, justice2 and justice3, each of which stands in a relation of
exact similarity (not identity) to the others.This is not the place to try to settle this debate among
Aristotle scholars about the proper interpretation of his view of properties. Regardless of which



view we think best fits his overall thought, for Aristotle, virtues (and other properties) really exist
(though not necessarily according to a “realist” definition, a name reserved for views that affirm
universals). Also, they are present in the particulars that have them.Epistemologically, Aristotle’s
philosophy embraces an inductive approach, rather than Plato’s deductive reasoning. Plato
stresses theoretical reason, and the highest form of knowledge is of the ideal, or the forms. He
therefore tends to deduce particulars from the ideal. On the other hand, Aristotle works from
particular examples and different kinds of cases, and then he proceeds inductively to arrive at
generalizations.This reflects his goal: to develop a very practical form of rationality for ethics,
thereby showing that the same faculty of reason can be both speculative and practical. While
Plato examines the functions of the parts of the soul, Aristotle has a way of uniting them. He will
examine closely the function, or excellence, of a human being, which is to guide our action by
our reason.18However, how do we know what are the true virtues for humans? Here we easily
could fall into virtue relativism because different people could include various traits.
Nevertheless, Aristotle is not a relativist, for he believes the cardinal virtues are qualities that all
people should cultivate in their souls. Thus, like Plato, he has a way to try to appeal to all people
morally.19In addition to treating a virtue metaphysically as an acquired disposition of the soul (or
a capacity that has been realized), Aristotle also explores how virtue is the mean between two
extremes, and these extremes are either a deficiency or an excess.20Figure 2.1. Virtue as a
meanAristotle considers several moral virtues, such as courage and temperance, liberality and
magnificence, pride, good temper, friendliness and others.21 To illustrate the idea of the mean,
when one carries courage to an extreme, it could be rashness. On the other hand, if someone
lacks courage, that quality is cowardice. Temperance is another virtue. At one extreme, a person
practices self-denial, but at the other extreme, the person is overly indulgent. Instead,
temperance is a balance, a mean between those two extremes (or vices).22However, justice
(another of the cardinal virtues, along with prudence) is a more complex matter for him. In one
sense, justice is the lawful, which we may think of as universal justice. In this sense, justice is
“not part of virtue but virtue entire,” and injustice is “vice entire.” Nevertheless, Aristotle also
distinguishes particular justice, which involves the fair and equal.23 Here, justice is a part of
virtue, and he considers corrective justice as a species thereof. Aristotle explains that corrective
justice, and justice in exchange, is a mean between loss and gain.24Now for him, virtuous acts
are intrinsically good; they are not good simply because of the consequences that come from
them. However, he is not interested merely in determining what virtuous actions are; he develops
his psychology to figure out how to develop virtuous human beings who will do virtuous actions.
Therefore, going beyond Plato, who stressed our knowledge of the forms, Aristotle develops a
connection between knowing the form of the good and producing it in human beings, in the polis.
He gives much thought to this, which is a significant, lasting contribution.For example, he
develops the idea that people acquire the virtues by habit and training.25 Not only do we
cultivate the virtues in these ways, but we also develop bad character traits (vices) by practice.
So good character is not automatic. Integrally, character development involves the idea of being



an apprentice to someone who is an expert in some particular craft. The exemplar mentors the
apprentice, who learns the skills from that person.Applying his view, I learned and developed
qualities of being a good person by being mentored, particularly by my parents, who prized the
importance of having good character, and by a professor whom I chose to study under in a
graduate program, for he embodied the very kinds of character and intellectual qualities I
wanted to have. Extending this “craft” analogy beyond just character, an indispensable
component to my acquiring the qualities of being a good professor was my being mentored by
key professors in my graduate programs. Likewise, how I learned to be a good dad largely was
from my father’s mentoring, whose qualities I largely “caught” rather than was explicitly taught.
Similarly, if I were to become a good chef, I would try to learn under the instruction of someone
skilled in cooking. Therefore, developing skills and dispositions of soul is not accidental; it is very
intentional.Moreover, Aristotle argues that simply doing acts we deem to be virtuous is
insufficient for being virtuous. He develops a detailed, nuanced and challenging set of criteria for
truly virtuous acts. Virtues are concerned with passions and actions, he argues, such that we
can feel (for example) “fear and confidence and appetite and anger and pity and in general
pleasure and pain” too much or too little.26 Rather, we are to feel them toward the right person,
to the right extent, and at the right time. However, he also realizes that intentions are crucial for
moral acts, so that these passions must be combined with the right motive, and acted on in the
right way.27 Moreover, regarding virtuous actions, agents must be in a condition marked by
certain criteria. The agent must have knowledge, choose the acts (and choose them for their
own sake), and do them from a “firm and unchangeable character.”28Becoming virtuous is
important for reaching our telos as humans. In one sense, goodness is our telos, the goal toward
which all of life should aim. This is goodness in itself; for him, this is happiness, eudaimonia, or
well-being, in contrast to feelings of pleasure that can be fleeting.29 He closely relates
happiness to friendship, which is one of life’s greatest pleasures. He does not think virtue is
sufficient for happiness. One also needs some of the world’s material goods for happiness.
However, virtue is necessary for happiness, so he contends that virtue is its own reward.Now
Aristotle is trying to develop a practical approach to ethics. He thinks the virtues are intrinsically
good, and he thinks he is surfacing moral virtues that are normative for all people. Still, some
places in his thought allow for relativity. For instance, the mean can be relative to the
circumstances one is in.30 At the same time, virtue itself is a mean; what a virtue is is not
relative.Another aspect of relativity in Aristotle is his emphasis upon which virtues come to the
fore in a given context. Scott Rae is right when he says that Aristotle’s ethics is a human
construct in the sense that what tends to be emphasized in his polis is one thing, and what is
emphasized in a different context is another matter.31 However, the virtues themselves are not
human constructs.How we know the true virtues is another way that a kind of relativity can enter
into our considerations. Aristotle wants to explore how the virtues are cultivated within a
community, in particular, the Greek city-state, just as we found in Plato. However, unlike Plato, he
is not looking at the good in the abstract. The polis is his frame of reference, which helps make



him very much a strong communitarian (i.e., the good is found in community). The purpose of
the polis is not for the preservation and enhancement of individual freedom. Indeed, his goal for
people is not radical freedom, but instead to serve society. The people in the polis are very
interdependent, and so Aristotle would curtail individual freedoms for the good of the whole
community, which for him is more important (or more basic) than the parts. It is even more basic
than the family.By way of a brief evaluation, arguably, his views have several strengths. He has
developed a way that we can know which virtues are appropriate for human beings as such. We
know them through particular people who have cultivated them in their particular context.
Though they are normative for humans qua human, virtues are not simply abstract things that,
as for Plato, might seem to lack a basis for their connection with us. All people have the
capacities and potential for these traits, and the virtues should be habituated and present in
human beings. Therefore, in an improvement upon Plato, his ethic is transcendent in a sense
(virtues are normative for us due to our nature), yet he also has developed a view of the
connection between the virtues and us. In addition, Aristotle has much good insight into how we
develop character, such that many still consider and develop his ideas today. In addition,
Aristotle rightly calls our attention to our need for community. He is not advocating an
autonomous individualist view at all.However, I think Aristotle seems overly confident in human
reason and training. In other words, he has much trust that people will be good if they are
educated to know and do the good. Even more significantly, an area of his overall philosophy
that has been sharply criticized is his metaphysics, including his substance dualism and the
essence of human beings (which, in light of naturalism, often has been rejected), and the nature
of properties (i.e., as universals), including moral virtues. If we cannot substantiate those views,
then very likely his ethics will also suffer. In chapter 6 we will be ready to examine the issues that
naturalism poses for knowledge, and in chapter 12 we will see just what the nature of humans
and mental (and moral) properties need to be if we are to have knowledge. Therefore, it will
remain to be seen if his views can be justified in light of their many criticisms.In the next chapter,
we will see to what extent later thinkers, such as Augustine, Avicenna, Averroes, Maimonides,
Aquinas and others appropriate Aristotle’s and Plato’s ideas. We also will see how they continue
to develop the view that morality is a subject about which we can have knowledge of objective
truth.3Moral Knowledge from Augustine Through AquinasIn this section, which covers a broad
span of time, from roughly A.D. 354 through 1274, we will examine mainly the views of Augustine
and Aquinas, who extend both Christian, biblical ethics and the ethics of Plato and Aristotle.
Moreover, we will examine the influences of Islamic and, more briefly, Jewish ethics during this
period. In all cases, but perhaps for differing reasons, we will see a continuation of the view that
we can have moral knowledge. We will start with a survey of Augustine’s views, beginning with
his theology. From there, we will examine some implications for ethics and moral
knowledge.1AugustineAugustine (A.D. 354–430) starts with his recognition that God is
intrinsically good and sovereign. God freely elected to create a world and people with whom he
could have relationships. Since all that God does is good, he is not the author of evil, and the



creation is good. Here Augustine utilizes a principle that being qua being is good: “So all
[created things] are good, since the maker of all beings is supremely good.”2 We may call this
metaphysical goodness. As created things, they are not supremely and unchangeably good, and
thus their good can be diminished or increased. Evil is not an entity that exists; rather, it is a
privation or perversion of goodness. If no goodness remains, then the thing has ceased to
exist.After the fall of Adam, humans became “not able not to sin” (non posse non peccare). This
original sin has been passed down to all humans, and the result has been depravity and
separation from God. In a state of being incapable of fully obeying, our only hope depends on
what God, the offended party, will do on our behalf. Out of his grace, he enables us to repent, but
we cannot establish a relationship with God unless he first moves toward us. This work of God
has been shown in his various covenants, but climaxes in Christ’s substitutionary, atoning work
on the cross.Ethically, Augustine develops the theme of two cities, or two kingdoms.3 These are
the city of man, also known as the city of the earthly or flesh. And there is the city—or kingdom—
of God, which includes those who live after the Spirit. These two cities exist in some ways side
by side, since various people may be members of both cities, but others (who have not trusted
Christ) are members of just the city of man.Each city is characterized by clearly defining
qualities. Both cities aim at peace, but the peace of the city of God is eternal peace with God.
There is no enmity between God and humans due to the work of God on their behalf. But peace
in the city of man is found, for example, in the absence of war. There, even the very best of
human beings is bad in comparison with God’s perfection, due to their sin. Each city also has its
own kind of love. The city of God is formed by the love of God, whereas the earthly city is formed
by love of self, even to the point of contempt of God.It is sin that explains the dark side of human
beings, and this is one of Augustine’s contributions to ethics, a contribution that is distinctively
Christian. Augustine tends to view the city of man, being marred by sin, pessimistically. To keep
people from hurting and killing themselves, Augustine recommends a minimal state. This view
will influence Hobbes in England in the 1600s, as well as the American founders. He is “realistic”
about human nature in that he takes into account the depths of the depravity of both leaders and
citizens in the earthly city.In the city of man, Augustine tends to characterize people
individualistically. Society is composed of individuals who are seeking their self-interest, due to
sin. People in society are in conflict, and so his social ethic is not so much about making social
progress, but more about maintaining a balance of power and achieving justice roughly, since
only in eternity will we find perfect justice.Yet God has acted in grace to sovereignly predestine
and redeem some from this condition of disorder, sin and lust. Government has been
established by God to maintain minimal peace, especially for proclaiming the gospel. Thus, to
maintain peace, sometimes war is necessary and can be just.4 Even so, in this sinful state,
Augustine still sees room for people to cooperate somewhat, which is due to the image of God in
humans not being totally effaced. There is some room for cooperation and improvement in the
city of man, and this view will be elaborated in social contract theory by people like Hobbes,
Locke and Rousseau.Since each person has a more fundamental moral problem, Augustine



viewed with pessimism Plato’s and Aristotle’s ideas that virtue could be cultivated mainly by
education. In agreement with their view about the Greek polis, Augustine thought the city of man
is not an end in itself. Rather, for him, it is a means to the end of preserving human history so
that the gospel can go forth. Also like Aristotle and Plato, Augustine incorporated the cardinal
virtues, but put these in a very different light: Now, true virtue requires “true worship of the true
God.”5 On their own, the human virtues are subject to our depravity, and we use them to praise
ourselves, seek our own pleasure, lusts and so forth. Indeed, the cardinal virtues remind us of
our depraved condition, so that we should not expect to find the supreme good in this life.6
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Jacob Brown, “A very timely book in our postmodernism saturated society.. R. Scott Smith takes
you on a journey through the history of ethical theories and demonstrates that the ethical
theories preceding the modern and post modern period allow for Moral Knowledge, and how the
fact-value dichotomy that became prevelant in the modern and postmodern period has eroded
the basis of moral knowledge.He then presents several powerful lines of argument for moral
realism and argues that to posses knowledge, let alone moral knowledge a substantial
immaterial self is necessary. The book is in essence an extended moral argument, it argues
postmodern "aspectual" ethical theories are inadequate ways to conceive of morality. Instead he
argues that we do have knowledge of moral truths that are metaphysically real, universal, and
objective. That fact is best explained by morals being metaphysically abstract, universal moral
properties that are ultimately grounded in God's Character.I highly recommend this book.”

Miss U., “Excellent Guide on the History of Ethics. Dr. Smith does an excellent job summarizing
the progression of moral thought from the Ancient Near East through Postmodernism. This book
is a must-read for anyone who desires an in-depth understanding of how we got where we are
today and what we must do to return to a solid understanding of morals as objective, universal
truths.”

M. Farnham, “Exceptional quality and service. The book was in pristine condition and the seller
kindly sent a free bonus book on a related topic. Amazing! Will definitely buy again!”

LisaQThinks, “The age of relativism is alive and well not only .... The age of relativism is alive
and well not only in Westernized culture, but in many of our churches, too. Why? This book
explains it well.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Overall this is a great book for understanding the arguments of absolute
moral truth. Overall this is a great book for understanding the arguments of absolute moral truth.
The examples at the end of each chapter help to point out the failings of postmodernist
arguments against absolute truth and the existence of a Creator.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Deep Study of the Moral Argument. I wish to thank IVP for providing a copy
of this book for a review first off. I find the moral argument to be a highly interesting argument.
Now my own variation of it is that I prefer to use the fourth way of Aquinas and have it be the
argument from goodness of which morality is a subsection of that. Yet insofar as it goes, the
moral argument works fine and Smith has given an impressive tour de force on this.Smith starts
off with the history of how we got to this point in understanding morality today. He starts with the
Bible and what is found in both testaments. He then goes on to look at the work of Plato and
Aristotle and takes us through the medieval period and then through many of the great



philosophers of the Enlightenment period and beyond and even goes up to interacting with
postmodern looks at morality. At this point, there can be no doubt that Smith has done his
research and done it well.Smith also seeks to be as fair as he can with those whom he is
dialoguing with. He admits that he has made errors in understanding past opponents at times
and tries to read their works in light of all that they are saying. Smith indeed shows impressive
scholarship in the field. At this point, I do think it's important to let the reader know that I think he
will need more than a layman's understanding of the field to get the most out of this book.Smith
in the end concludes that naturalistic theories not only do not account for moral knowledge, but
that they do not account for any knowledge whatsoever. This is true in whatever case he looks at
as each position begs certain questions. There is also the problem that many of them deny
essences and for Smith, a physicalist explanation of the nature of man is just incapable of being
able to provide knowledge. We have to have essences of some sort.Smith then roots the
knowledge that we have in God. The book ends in the last chapter with a more apologetic
approach looking at various issues such as the case for the resurrection of Jesus and the
problem of evil. No doubt, each of these is brief and I would have liked to have seen even more
in some areas at least in terms of other works that were cited since these would be out of the
field that Smith is normally writing in which is fine. There were a few points on each section that I
would disagree with, but they do not detract overall as Smith does provide excellent sources still
in each case, though as I said I would have liked still more.One main problem I would have liked
to have addressed that rarely is is that I do not often see a definition of good given. It is as if we
assume when we get together and debate what is good and what is evil that we all know what
these terms really mean. In fact, this is the first question I usually raise when I debate moral
issues with someone. I agree with Smith of course that love and justice are good and that
murder, rape, and torturing babies for fun is wrong. Yet when I say "X is good" what do I mean?
Still, in the end, I think Smith's work is an excellent one that will certainly leave much food for
thought. For anyone who is wanting to deal with the moral argument, mark this down as essential
reading.In Christ,Nick PetersDeeper Waters Christian Ministries”

The book by R. Scott Smith has a rating of  5 out of 4.2. 15 people have provided feedback.
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