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introduction

As we make the transition to the 21st century, it is impossible not to notice that we 
live in a morally and ethically confused age. This is true not only in the secular cul-
ture, but also in the Church. The secular culture has embraced relativism, and in 
many instances, the Church has followed the culture’s lead with barely a protest. 
Within the Church itself, ethical confusion has led to numerous abuses such as legal-
ism and antinomianism.

If the Church is to proclaim all of God’s Word to all of God’s world, then the Church 
must seriously wrestle with the ethical principles of Scripture. She must be able to 
distinguish between the ethical absolutes of God’s Word and the cultural taboos 
inherent in certain nations and cultures. She must be able to walk the razor-thin line 
between legalism on the one hand and antinomianism on the other. She must be able 
to clearly declare the relationship between God’s eternal law, natural law, and the 
positive laws of man. Finally, each member of the Church must be able to walk with 
a conscience purified by the blood of Christ, informed by the Word of Christ, and 
enlivened by the Spirit of Christ.

May this series enable you to begin wrestling with the serious principles of Christian 
ethics. May your faith in God and your will to obey Him be strengthened.

Sincerely,

R.C. Sproul
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1

the Razor’s edge

MeSSAge inTroDUCTion

We live in an ethically and morally confused age. One of the primary areas of con-
fusion is the blurring of the concepts of ethics and morality. There is an important 
distinction between the two that is very important for Christians to understand. In 
this lesson, Dr. Sproul defines the basic differences between ethics and morality and 
also explains why we so often encounter “gray areas” in our ethical choices.

leArning oBJeCTiVeS

1. To be able to define the basic meaning of “ethics” and the basic meaning of 
“morality.”

2. To be able to explain the two fundamental problems that are encountered by 
every Christian who seeks after righteousness.

QUoTATionS

When men have an awareness of divine judgment adjoined to them as a witness which 
does not let them hide their sins but arraigns them as guilty before the judgment seat—
this awareness is called “conscience.”

— John Calvin

The teachings of Scripture are the final court of appeal for ethics. Human reason, church 
tradition, and the natural and social sciences may aid moral reflection, but divine reve-
lation, found in the canonical Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments, constitutes the 
“bottom line” of the decision making process.

— John Jefferson Davis
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leCTUre oUTline

I. Introduction

A. Ethics, as a science, is a subcategory of theology.
B. Ethics is not the result of an evolutionary development over the long course of 

history.

II. Ethics and Morality

A. The word “ethic” comes from the Greek word ethikos, and the word “moral” comes 
from the Latin word moralis.

B. The “ethos” of a society or culture is its underlying foundational philosophy, its 
concept of values, its understanding of how the world fits together, while mores 
have to do with the customs, habits, and normal forms of behavior that are found 
within a given culture or society.

C. Ethics is a normative science (the study of norms and standards by which things 
are measured or evaluated), while morality is a descriptive science (the study of 
the way things happen to operate or behave).

D. Ethics is concerned with the imperative, while morality is concerned with the 
indicative.

E. Ethics is concerned with “ought-ness,” while morality is concerned with “is-ness.”
F. Ethics is concerned with what people ought to be doing, while morality describes 

what people actually do.

III. Statistical Morality

A. Out of the confusion of ethics and morality has come “statistical morality,” in 
which the normal becomes the normative.

B. We find out what people are doing to define the normal, and then we determine 
that if it is normal, it must be good.

C. Statistical morality is exactly the opposite of the biblical ethics to which we are 
called.

D. Statistical morality would be fine if we lived in a society in which every person 
were morally and ethically perfect, but according to the Scriptures, we live in a 
fallen world that has been corrupted by the intrusion of evil.

E. Until each one of us has arrived at the fullness of the measure of Christ, there will 
be a difference between what is and what ought to be.

F. The Christian concept of ethics is on a collision course with much of what is being 
expressed as morality in our contemporary society because Christianity does not 
determine right and wrong on the grounds of what everyone else is doing.

IV. The Ultimate Foundation of Christian Ethics

A. The character of God provides the ultimate foundation of Christian ethics. 
B. When it comes to the quest for righteousness that is every Christian’s duty, there 

are only two fundamental problems.
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i. The first problem is simply to know what the good is, what it is that is 
pleasing to God.

ii. The second problem is to have the moral courage to do what we know to 
be the good.

V. Gray Areas

A. There are different ways of talking about gray areas in ethics.
B. We may use the term “gray areas” to talk about matters of behavior that are adi-

aphora—morally neutral matters.
C. One school of thought says that there are many things about which the Bible 

says nothing and that in these cases, the Christian should be able to exercise his 
conscience.

D. Another school of thought argues that there is nothing neutral under the sun, that 
everything we do is to be done to the glory of God, so that nothing I do is without 
ethical bearing.

E. While the Bible is clear in saying that everything we do is to be done to the glory 
of God, it is also clear in telling us that certain things, in and of themselves, are 
adiaphora.

F. Playing ping-pong, for example, is neither prohibited nor commanded by Scripture 
and is morally neutral, but if a person became addicted to playing ping-pong to the 
degree that he neglected other responsibilities, then that person would have moved 
from adiaphora to sin.

G. Gray areas can also represent areas of confusion or ignorance about ethical 
principles.

H. People are not always sure where the line between righteousness and unrighteous-
ness is drawn.

I. Many times, evil is nothing more and nothing less than abusing things that were 
created good.

STUDy QUeSTionS

1. Ethics, as a science, is a subcategory of ______________________________.
 a. Psychology
 b. Biology
 c. Morality
 d. Theology

2. The ______________________________ of a society or culture is its underlying foundational phi-
losophy, its concept of values, its understanding of how the world fits together.
 a. Mores
 b. Ethos
 c. Adiaphora
 d. Psychology
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3. The ______________________________ of a society has/have to do with the customs, habits, and 
normal forms of behavior that are found within that society.
 a. Mores
 b. Ethos
 c. Adiaphora
 d. Psychology

4. What term does Dr. Sproul use to describe the case in which the normal becomes 
the normative?
 a. Statistical ethics
 b. Statistical morality
 c. Probable morality
 d. Descriptive ethics

5. What term is used to describe morally neutral matters?
 a. Gray areas
 b. Ethos
 c. Adiaphora
 d. Sin

BiBle STUDy

1. Read Matthew 4:4 and the original Old Testament text in Deuteronomy 8:3. 
What fundamental ethical principle is set forth in these words?

2. How do the following passages teach us to deal with the difficult issue of “gray 
areas” in ethics and morality?
 a. Romans 14:1–8
 b. 1 Corinthians 8:9

DiSCUSSion QUeSTionS

1. Explain the difference between ethics and morality. Provide examples of things 
that would fall into each category.

2. What does Dr. Sproul mean by “statistical morality”?

3. Why is it impossible for “statistical morality” to produce a truly “good” morality? 
In what ways are the presuppositions of “statistical morality” exactly the oppo-
site of Christian ethics?

4. How should Christians deal with ethical “gray areas”?
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APPliCATion

Do you belong to the school of thought that believes there are many things about 
which the Bible says nothing and Christians should be able to exercise their con-
sciences, or do you believe that nothing is neutral and without ethical bearing before 
God? In order to understand better why you believe what you believe, write down the 
scriptural reasons for your position.

For FUrTher STUDy

Davis, John Jefferson. Evangelical Ethics, pp. 1–13
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2

the Legalist’s distortion

MeSSAge inTroDUCTion

One of the most serious ways in which people are drawn away from the life that 
pleases God is by falling into the trap of legalism. Legalism comes in many forms, 
from compromising the doctrine of justification to divorcing the letter and the spirit 
of the law, from elevating man-made laws to the same level as God’s law to finding 
technical loopholes in the law. In this lesson, Dr. Sproul explores many of the deadly 
forms that legalism takes and explains why all must be avoided.

leArning oBJeCTiVeS

1. To be able to define the basic concept of legalism.

2. To be able to outline some of the many forms of legalism.

QUoTATionS

We are all legalistic by nature; that is, we innately think so much performance by us 
earns so much blessing from God.

— Jerry Bridges

Make not laws upon the saints where Christ hath not made any.

— Walter Craddock

leCTUre oUTline

I. Introduction

A. The twin disasters that attempt to disrupt those Christians seeking to live a godly 
life are legalism and antinomianism.

B. “Antinomianism” simply means “anti-law-ism” and will be discussed in the next 
lecture.
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C. Legalism is a very broad concept that includes several different types or forms.

II. The First Type of Legalism—Abstracting the Law from Its Context

A. The original context in which God gave the law was that of a covenant.
B. God first graciously redeemed the people, then He began to define the laws that 

are pleasing to Him.
C. The legalist isolates the rules and the laws from the God who gives the laws.
D. This type of legalism results in an externalized keeping of rules without any per-

sonal relationship, any love, or any joy.

III. The Second Type of Legalism—Divorcing the Letter from the Spirit of the Law

A. If someone drives his car fifty miles an hour at all times because that is the speed 
he likes to drive, then there will be times when he is technically obeying the speed 
limit.

B. This kind of obedience is purely external and ignores the underlying spirit of the 
law.

IV. The Third Type of Legalism—Adding Man-Made Laws to God’s Law

A. This type of legalism is the most deadly to the kingdom of God.
B. Throughout the history of Israel and the Church, men have added all kinds of leg-

islation to the law of God that was said to bind men’s consciences.
C. While the Church does have the right to have policies and regulations, it does not 

have the right to elevate them in an ultimate way.
D. It is even worse when these man-made rules and regulations are made a test of 

true Christianity.
E. It is a violation of the Gospel because it substitutes human tradition for the real 

fruits of the Spirit.
F. It comes perilously close to blasphemy by misrepresenting Christ.
G. The Gospel is an offense to the world, but we are not to add to that offense by dis-

torting what Christianity is.

V. The Fourth Type of Legalism—Majoring in the Minors 

A. The Pharisees were notorious for observing the minutiae of the law while missing 
the deeper issues.

B. The Church does the same when it makes the test of Christianity such simplistic 
external things as dancing and wearing makeup.

C. It is far easier to get recognition by not smoking, drinking, or dancing than it is to 
be known for honor, trustworthiness, justness, and mercy.

VI. The Fifth Type of Legalism—Loophole-ism

A. The Pharisees were masters of finding ways to get around the spirit of the law.
B. Technicalities of all kinds are seized upon to justify what is easily recognized as a 

real violation of the true intent of the law.
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STUDy QUeSTionS

1. ______________________________ simply means “anti-law-ism.”
 a. Loophole-ism
 b. Legalism
 c. Antinomianism
 d. Pharisaism

2. The original context in which God gave the law was that of a ______________________________.
 a. War
 b. Covenant
 c. Marriage
 d. Debate

3. What type of legalism is the most deadly to the kingdom of God?
 a. Adding man-made laws to God’s law
 b. Loophole-ism
 c. Majoring in the minors
 d. Abstracting the law from its context

BiBle STUDy

1. What type of legalism is illustrated in Matthew 15:3–9?

2. What type of legalism is illustrated in Matthew 23:23–24?

3. What type of legalism is illustrated in Matthew 23:27–28?

4. What type of legalism is illustrated in Mark 7:5–13?

5. What type of legalism is illustrated in Galatians 5:1–4?

DiSCUSSion QUeSTionS

1. Many Christians, especially those who are heirs of pietistic nineteenth century 
revivalism, have adopted a moralism that identifies true Christians as those who 
abstain from certain activities deemed “worldly” by certain leaders. Over the 
years, refraining from engaging in activities such as card-playing, dancing, con-
suming alcohol, moviegoing, and wearing of makeup has been used as a test of 
true Christianity. What is the error involved in this?
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2. Provide examples of each of the five types of legalism described by Dr. Sproul. 
Which are the most pervasive in modern Christianity as a whole, in your denom-
ination as a whole, in your local church, in your own life? What must be done to 
counter these tendencies?

APPliCATion

1. Has legalism in any of its various forms been a problem in your Christian life? If 
so, seek God in prayer. Find and read a good balanced explanation of the role of 
law in the Christian life (e.g., Calvin’s Institutes, II:vii–viii; Michael Horton, The 
Law of Perfect Freedom).

2. If you have made observance of man-made rules a test of Christianity or fellow-
ship in the past, seek reconciliation and forgiveness.

For FUrTher STUDy

Horton, Michael. The Law of Perfect Freedom
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3

the distortion of Lawlessness

MeSSAge inTroDUCTion

In addition to legalism, the Church has always faced the problem of antinomianism 
in its various manifestations. There are always those who view the grace of God as 
a license to sin. In this lecture, Dr. Sproul explains the nature of antinomianism, its 
various forms, and the reasons why it is deadly to the Christian life.

leArning oBJeCTiVeS

1. To be able to define the basic concept of antinomianism.

2. To be able to outline some of the many forms of antinomianism.

QUoTATionS

I do not say that sin works for good to an impenitent person. No, it works for his damna-
tion, but it works for good to them that love God. . . . I know you will not draw a wrong 
conclusion from this, either to make light of sin, or to make bold with sin.

— Thomas Watson

Because God maketh use of thy sins, art thou excused? Is not thine evil evil, because He 
picketh good out of it? Deceive not thyself therein.

— John King

leCTUre oUTline

I. Introduction

A. The word “antinomianism” is derived from two words, which when combined 
mean “anti-law-ism.” 

B. Just as there are different types of legalism, there are also different types of 
antinomianism.
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II. The First Type of Antinomianism—Libertinism

A. “Libertinism” has a specific meaning in theology as opposed to its more general 
definition.

B. The libertine says that the redeemed Christian is free from the law in the sense 
that he does not have to be concerned about obedience to commandments.

C. For the libertine, redemption is viewed as a license to sin.
D. 1 Peter 2:16 teaches us that we understand true liberty only when we are in bond-

age to Christ.

III. The Second Type of Antinomianism—Gnostic Spiritualism

A. Gnosticism was one of the earliest heresies to invade the church.
B. The Gnostics borrowed their name from the Greek word gnosis, which means 

“knowledge.”
C. The Gnostics believed they had access to special forms of knowledge and special 

insight into divine truth.
D. They would claim exemptions from the duties set forth by Christ on the basis of a 

higher knowledge to which they alone had access.
E. The Gnostic spirit is alive and well today.
F. We often hear people say, “The Spirit led me to do this,” when they are doing 

things that clearly violate the revealed principles and precepts of the Word of God.

IV. The Third Type of Antinomianism—Situation Ethics

A. The book Situation Ethics by Joseph Fletcher has had sweeping impact on our culture.
B. Fletcher is critical of the tendency of people to make snap judgments and give sim-

plistic answers to very difficult ethical questions.
C. He also claims to be very aware of the dangers of both legalism and antinomianism, 

but he unwittingly falls into antinomianism himself.
D. Fletcher defines “situationism” as a third approach, between legalism and 

antinomianism.
E. According to Fletcher, “The situationist enters into every decision-making situa-

tion fully armed with the ethical maxims of his community and of his heritage and 
treats them with respect as illuminators of his problems.”

F. The situationist, however, is prepared in any situation to set those maxims aside if 
love seems better served by doing so.

G. The situationist goes part of the way with scriptural law by accepting revelation as 
the source of the norm, while rejecting all revealed norms or laws except for the 
one command to love God and one’s neighbor.

H. There is only one moral absolute for the situationist—the law of love.
I. The problem is that the situationist says we are to do what “seems” to be demanded 

by the law of love, but it is the Bible that actually defines for us what love demands.
J. If love is defined by what seems right to us in any given situation, then our per-

sonal life situations become the ultimate norm rather than the Word of God, which 
tells us what love demands.
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STUDy QUeSTionS

1. The ______________________________ says that the redeemed Christian is free from the law in the 
sense that he does not have to be concerned about obedience to commandments.
 a. Legalist
 b. Libertine
 c. Situationist
 d. Gnostic

2. The ______________________________ believed they had access to special forms of knowledge 
and special insight into divine truth.
 a. Gnostics
 b. Situationists
 c. Libertines
 d. Legalists

3. The ______________________________ goes part of the way with scriptural law by accepting 
revelation as the source of the norm, while rejecting all revealed norms or laws 
except for the one command to love God and one’s neighbor.
 a. Legalist
 b. Gnostic
 c. Situationist
 d. Libertine

4. The book Situation Ethics by ______________________________ has had sweeping impact on our 
culture. 
 a. Peter Berger
 b. Joseph Fletcher
 c. John Yoder
 d. Abraham Kuyper

BiBle STUDy

1. What hypothetical question does Paul raise in Romans 6:1? How does Paul 
respond to this question?

2. What do the following passages say about those who practice lawlessness?
 a. 1 Corinthians 6:9–11
 b. Galatians 5:19–21 
 c. Ephesians 5:5

3. What does 1 John 2:3 say about those who know God?

4. How is showing love defined in 1 John 5:2–3?
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DiSCUSSion QUeSTionS

1. The antinomian thinks his actions express freedom when, in fact, they demon-
strate slavery to sin. Why is bondage to Christ the only way to achieve true and 
lasting freedom?

2. How would you counsel someone who claimed that the Holy Spirit was leading 
him to do something clearly forbidden in Scripture?

3. Explain the basic thesis of situation ethics. What is the fundamental problem 
with this ethical theory?

4. How do certain revivalistic practices, such as altar calls, promote antinomian 
tendencies among Christians? How does the definition of “faith” implicit in such 
practices contribute to the problem?

APPliCATion

1. Would any of the types of antinomianism discussed in this lesson accurately 
define your own position? If so, meditate on the Scriptures discussed above, ask-
ing for God’s grace to run the race with perseverance.

2. Study 1 John in some detail. Note how often John ties love of God and neighbor 
to particular actions and attitudes. List some of the verses that would be particu-
larly helpful for someone facing the temptation of antinomianism to meditate on.

For FUrTher STUDy

Mead, Matthew. The Almost Christian Discovered
Shepard, Thomas. Parable of the Ten Virgins
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4

the degrees of Sin

MeSSAge inTroDUCTion

One of the most important practical questions facing Christians is whether there 
are degrees of sin or degrees of righteousness. The Reformers rejected the Roman 
Catholic distinction between mortal and venial sin, but did this mean that they did 
not recognize any difference between sins? In this lesson, Dr. Sproul examines this 
important question and explains the biblical view of the degrees of sin.

leArning oBJeCTiVeS

1. To be able to explain why the controversy over degrees of sin is important.

2. To be able to outline the biblical basis for the view that there are degrees of sin.

QUoTATionS

A sin of infirmity may admit apology; a sin of ignorance may find out excuse; but a sin 
of defiance can find no defense.

— Richard Baker

It is Satan’s custom by small sins to draw us to greater, as the little sticks set the great 
ones on fire, and a wisp of straw kindles a block of wood.

— Thomas Manton

leCTUre oUTline

I. Misunderstandings of New Testament Ethics

A. There seem to be many misunderstandings about New Testament ethics, particu-
larly in the secular culture.

B. One renowned psychiatrist wrote an essay in which he bluntly stated that he did 
not believe Jesus was a great ethical teacher.
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C. He asked whether it was possible to consider Jesus a great moral teacher when, in 
the Sermon on the Mount, He tells people that it is just as bad to lust after a woman 
as it is to commit adultery.

D. He added that it was impossible to consider Jesus a great moral teacher since Jesus 
also taught that it is just as bad to hate someone as it is to kill him or her.

E. This psychiatrist asked how any wise person could put hatred and murder, or lust 
and adultery, on the same level.

II. The Meaning of Jesus’ Ethical Teaching in the Sermon on the Mount

A. The main problem with the criticism raised by the psychiatrist is that Jesus never 
taught that it is as bad to lust as it is to commit adultery nor that it is as bad to be 
angry as it is to murder.

B. The Old Testament, which is the book on which Jesus was raised, is filled with 
distinctions related to different degrees of sin.

C. Clear distinctions were made, for example, between first-degree murder and invol-
untary manslaughter.

D. Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount is misunderstood because sin is com-
plex, and there is a continuum from good to evil.

E. There are all kinds of thoughts and deeds, for example, between chastity and 
adultery.

F. Lust is the first step toward the sin of adultery.
G. The point Jesus makes is that the law is not so easily kept with integrity if one 

merely refrains from the act itself without refraining from the thoughts and acts 
that lead to it.

H. Jesus is saying that the full measure of the prohibition incorporates within itself 
the whole complex of the sin—not merely the actual act, but all the things that are 
a part of it.

I. Jesus is not saying that it is as bad to lust as it is to commit adultery, but he is say-
ing that if one does lust, he is not fulfilling the whole measure of the law.

III. Degrees of Sin

A. Both Roman Catholics and Protestants have understood throughout Christian his-
tory that there are degrees of sin.

B. The Roman Catholic church distinguished between mortal sin and venial sin.
i. Mortal sins were sins so serious that they killed the grace of justification 

residing in the soul of the believer.
ii. Venial sins were less serious sins that did not have the same killing capac-

ity as mortal sins.
C. The Protestant Reformers rejected the Roman Catholic distinction between mortal 

and venial sin.
D. John Calvin, for example, said that all sin is mortal in the sense that it deserves 

death.
E. Even the smallest sin is an act of cosmic treason.
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F. When I sin, I am saying that I am more intelligent than God, that I am more 
righteous than God, and that I am more powerful than God, and I also bear false 
witness against God to the entire created world.

G. Although Calvin and the other Reformers rejected the distinction between mortal 
and venial sin, they did maintain the difference between petty sin and what they 
called gross or heinous sin.

H. The church is called to patience and tolerance toward those who are struggling 
with sin, but certain sins are so serious that the church must exercise discipline.

IV. Degrees of Reward and Punishment

A. With degrees of sin and degrees of righteousness there are also degrees of hell and 
degrees of heaven.

B. There are at least twenty-two references in the New Testament to degrees of 
reward that are given to the saints in heaven.

C. The Bible also warns repeatedly about levels of punishment.
D. The whole idea of degrees of reward and punishment is based on God’s justice.
E. Those who have been abundant in good works will receive a large reward, while 

those who have been negligent in good works will receive a small reward.
F. Those who have been grievous enemies of God will have severe torments in hell, 

while those who have been less hostile will have a lesser punishment.
G. This issue is important because there are some who think that because they are 

guilty of a lesser sin (such as lust), they might as well go ahead and commit the 
greater sin (such as adultery) if the two are equal.

STUDy QUeSTionS

1. ______________________________ is the first step toward the sin of adultery.
 a. Anger
 b. Theft
 c. Lust
 d. Gluttony

2. According to the Roman Catholic church, ______________________________ sins were sins 
so serious that they killed the grace of justification residing in the soul of the 
believer.
 a. Petty
 b. Venial
 c. Immortal
 d. Mortal



4—The Degrees of Sin 19

3. John Calvin said that all sin is ______________________________ in the sense that it deserves 
death.
 a. Venial
 b. Mortal
 c. Fatal
 d. Petty

4. The whole idea of degrees of reward and punishment is based on God’s 
______________________________.
 a. Wrath
 b. Arbitrariness
 c. Justice
 d. Love

BiBle STUDy

1. What does James 2:10 contribute to our understanding of the nature of all sins?

2. How do the following Old Testament passages help us to begin to understand the 
nature of distinctions between different kinds of sins?
 a. Leviticus 4:22
 b. Numbers 15:27–30
 c. Numbers 35:11–12, 20–21

3. Examine the following New Testament passages. How do they distinguish 
between different types of sin?
 a. John 19:11
 b. 1 Corinthians 6:18 
 c. 1 Timothy 1:13

4. How do each of the following verses contribute to our understanding of the 
degrees of punishment that await the wicked and unrepentant?
 a. Matthew 10:15
 b. Matthew 21:31–32
 c. Luke 12:47–48

5. How do each of the following verses contribute to our understanding of the 
degrees of reward that await the redeemed?
 a. Matthew 6:20
 b. Luke 19:11–27
 c. 1 Corinthians 3:12–15
 d. 2 Corinthians 5:9–10
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DiSCUSSion QUeSTionS

1. In Matthew 5:27–28, Jesus said, “You have heard that it was said to those of old, 
‘You shall not commit adultery.’ But I say to you that whoever looks at a woman 
to lust for her has already committed adultery with her in his heart.” How have 
these words been misinterpreted? What point was Jesus trying to make?

2. Describe the Roman Catholic understanding of mortal and venial sin. Why did 
the Reformers reject this distinction? Did the Reformers reject all distinctions 
among sins? Explain.

3. Why is it important to understand that there are degrees of sin?

APPliCATion

1. Read and meditate on some of the Scriptures discussed above that focus on the 
different degrees of reward and punishment. Put away apathy, and focus on stor-
ing up treasures in heaven.

2. Have you ever caught yourself thinking that you might as well go ahead and com-
mit a serious sin since you’ve already committed the sin that is the first step on 
the way to that serious sin? Write down some of the principles you have learned 
in this lesson that can help you fight that kind of thinking.

For FUrTher STUDy

Calvin, John. The Institutes of the Christian Religion, II:viii:58–9
Hoekema, Anthony. Created in God’s Image, pp. 177–82
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5

the Creation Ordinances

MeSSAge inTroDUCTion

An often overlooked element of Christian ethics is the law that God gave to all men 
in the creation ordinances. This body of legislation that applies to all the descendants 
of Adam continues in force until the last day. In this lecture, Dr. Sproul outlines the 
nature of the covenant with Adam, its stipulations, and its application in today’s world.

leArning oBJeCTiVeS

1. To be able to outline the stipulations of the Adamic covenant.

2. To be able to explain the relationship between eternal law, natural law, and posi-
tive law.

3. To be able to explain how the creation ordinances relate to modern legislative 
efforts.

QUoTATionS

Natural law is not only the revelation of God’s will, but it is also a revelation of his 
perfections—the divine qualities or attributes by which we may speak of the knowledge 
of God. He is good, loving, compassionate, faithful, merciful, patient, gentle, forbear-
ing, just, and righteous. As the order of creation reveals the perfections of God, so does 
the moral order. Because God is good, loving, compassionate, faithful, and merciful, he 
expects his people to live out these same qualities in their relationship with him and 
with one another. The creation ordinances (worship, family, work, social relationships) 
presuppose these qualities.

— Willem VanGemeren

It is a fact that the law of God which we call the moral law is nothing else than a tes-
timony of natural law and of that conscience which God has engraved upon the minds 
of men.

— John Calvin
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leCTUre oUTline

I. Introduction

A. One element of Christian ethics that is often overlooked is what is called the “cre-
ation ordinances.”

B. All the grace that comes to us in the New Testament does not change the fact that 
we live under law.

II. Covenant Relationship with God

A. If we look at the Bible, we see that it is divided into different covenants—the Old 
Covenant and the New Covenant.

B. In simplest terms, a covenant is an agreement, a contract between two or more 
persons.

C. Every covenant has contained within it certain benefits and promises, but every 
covenant also includes stipulations—legal requirements or laws.

D. There is no such thing as a covenant without laws.
E. The curse of the law of the Old Covenant has been removed for those who are in 

Christ, but that does not mean that Christians are now free to do whatever they 
want to do.

F. Every member of the Christian Church participates in the New Covenant just as 
every member of Israel participated in the Old Covenant.

G. We know that Jews and Christians are covenant people, but what about the rest of 
the world?

H. The Bible teaches that all men everywhere are in covenant relationship with God.
I. The first covenant that God made with mankind was with Adam, the one who rep-

resented the whole human race.
J. By nature, every descendant of Adam is bound by the covenant of creation.
K. We can deny that covenant, we can violate it, we can repudiate it, and we can be 

hostile to it; but we cannot escape the covenant itself.
L. The laws that God gives to man in creation are binding on men whether or not they 

are religious, whether or not they are Jew or Christian.

III. The Ordinances of the Covenant of Creation

A. God gives to all men a certain body of moral legislation under the covenant of 
creation.

B. In the first place, God reveals the sanctity of life, the principle that underlies the 
prohibition against murder.

C. Second, God reveals the sanctity of marriage in creation, thus the recognition by 
the church of civil marriage ceremonies.

D. Third, God reveals the sanctity of labor.
E. Fourth, God reveals the sanctity of the Sabbath day.
F. As Christians we live under more than one covenant; we are members of the New 

Covenant, but we are also still under the laws of the covenant of creation.
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G. Just as one person can be under the jurisdiction of a state government as well as 
the federal government, so too can one person be under the jurisdiction of more 
than one biblical covenant.

IV. The Application of the Covenant Ordinances

A. The first thing we have to understand is that the creation ordinances transcend the 
confines of the Christian Church.

B. One question that is often raised is whether the Church should be providing input 
in matters of legislation.

C. The Church certainly should not do something like attempt to impose the celebra-
tion of the Lord’s Supper on every resident of the United States.

D. But what if the state is derelict and not fulfilling its obligation of enforcing the cre-
ation ordinances?

E. The Church is then required to be the prophetic voice of God in a given society, 
to call attention to the fact that all men are under the authority of the creation 
mandates.

V. “You Can’t Legislate Morality”?

A. A common statement in our culture that has almost become a cliché is: “You can’t 
legislate morality.”

B. The original and correct idea behind the statement was that legislation, in and of 
itself, will not necessarily change human behavior.

C. The idea behind the statement today is that it is wrong for the government to ever 
pass legislation of a moral nature.

D. If legislation of a moral nature were not permissible, then there could be no laws 
against murder, stealing, false weights and measures because these are moral 
issues.

E. Moral issues lie at the heart of all legislation.
F. The question is not whether the state should legislate morality; the question is 

which morality the state should be legislating.

VI. Eternal, Natural, and Positive Law

A. There has been a significant shift in the history of Western civilization away from a 
Judeo-Christian concept of law.

B. Even in our own history, we see three stages of law: the eternal law, natural law, 
and positive law.

C. Positive law is nothing more than a particular law that appears on the books.
D. Historically, the Church has said that the laws we find in nature are nothing more 

than external manifestations of the eternal law of God.
E. From those eternal principles that are part of the makeup of God Himself, we get a 

reflection of God in natural law.
F. Particular positive laws that are enacted in this world are called to reflect the natu-

ral law, which in turn reflects the eternal law.
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G. A law is considered good or just if it ultimately corresponds to God’s standards of 
righteousness.

VII. The Enlightenment Reaction

A. Beginning in the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, there was a tremendous reac-
tion against biblical revelation.

B. Societies began to try to base their legal structures on natural law without any con-
sideration of the revealed law of God.

C. In the nineteenth century, confidence in natural law began to erode with the rise of 
the philosophy of positivism.

D. Oliver Wendell Holmes argued that law can no longer be enacted with an appeal to 
transcendent principles of ultimate truth, but instead law merely reflects the tastes 
and preferences of the current society at any given moment.

E. When this happens, it is incumbent upon the Church to open its mouth and call 
attention to the eternal law of God that is manifested in natural law and built into 
creation.

F. Men make laws, but those laws are supposed to be subordinate to the law of God.

STUDy QUeSTionS

1. In simplest terms, a covenant is ______________________________.
 a. A list of laws
 b. An agreement or contract between two or more persons
 c. A religious ceremony such as marriage
 d. A distinct period of time in redemptive history

2. There is no such thing as a covenant without ______________________________.
 a. Sin
 b. Circumcision
 c. Laws
 d. God

3. The first covenant God made with mankind was made with ______________________________.
 a. Adam
 b. Noah
 c. Abraham
 d. David

4. Every descendant of Adam belongs, by nature, to the ______________________________.
 a. Old Covenant
 b. New Covenant
 c. Covenant of creation
 d. Covenant of redemption
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5. Which of the following is not an ordinance of the covenant of creation?
 a. The sanctity of life 
 b. The sanctity of marriage
 c. The sanctity of the sabbath
 d. The sanctity of circumcision

6. ______________________________ is nothing more than a particular law that appears on the 
books.
 a. Natural law 
 b. Positive law
 c. Eternal law
 d. Ceremonial law

7. ______________________________ argued that law can no longer be enacted with an appeal to 
transcendent principles of ultimate truth, but instead law merely reflects the 
tastes and preferences of the current society at any given moment.
 a. Oliver Wendell Holmes
 b. Thomas Jefferson
 c. George Washington
 d. Clarence Thomas

BiBle STUDy

1. How do each of the following passages of Scripture contribute to our under-
standing of the Sabbath?
 a. Genesis 2:3
 b. Exodus 20:10
 c. Exodus 23:12
 d. Exodus 31:17

2. How do each of the following passages of Scripture contribute to our under-
standing of the institution of marriage?
 a. Genesis 1:27
 b. Genesis 2:18 
 c. Matthew 19:4–6
 d. 1 Corinthians 11:9
 e. Ephesians 5:22–33

3. How do each of the following passages of Scripture contribute to our under-
standing of the institution of labor?
 a. Genesis 1:26–28
 b. Genesis 2:15 
 c. 2 Thessalonians 3:10–12
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DiSCUSSion QUeSTionS

1. Explain the relationship between eternal law, natural law, and positive law.

2. Explain how different people, such as Christians, Jews, and unbelievers, relate 
to different covenants such as the creation covenant, the Old Covenant, and the 
New Covenant. Can the same person be under more than one covenant at the 
same time? How?

3. How would you respond to someone who stated: “You can’t legislate morality”?

4. How did the Enlightenment undermine the foundations of legislation? How 
should the Church respond?

5. What are some of the ways in which the laws of your nation violate the creation 
ordinances of God? What are some of the ways in which the laws of your nation 
conform to the creation ordinances of God? Are there things that you can do as 
an individual or collectively as a church to remind your nation’s legislators of 
their responsibility?

APPliCATion

1. Read Genesis 1–2. Reflect on God’s creative work. Write a summary outline of 
these two chapters, focusing on God’s creation ordinances.

2. Think about your own views of each of the creation ordinances discussed in this 
lecture. Are your views of the sanctity of human life consistent with these ordi-
nances? Are your views concerning the sanctity of the Sabbath, marriage, and 
labor consistent with these ordinances? Do a biblical study of each of these ordi-
nances and ask God to use His Word to conform your thinking to His on each of 
these elements of His will.

For FUrTher STUDy

Robertson, O. Palmer. Christ of the Covenants
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6

the Question of Conscience

MeSSAge inTroDUCTion

When Martin Luther stood before the Diet of Worms and was asked to recant, he 
declared before the watching world, “I cannot recant. My conscience is held cap-
tive by the Word of God. And to act against conscience is neither right nor safe.” 
Understanding the role of the conscience and its relation to the law of God is extremely 
important, and in this lecture, Dr. Sproul sets forth several principles to clarify the 
manner in which the conscience should function in the life of the Christian.

leArning oBJeCTiVeS

1. To be able to explain the difference between the classical and the relativistic 
views of the conscience.

2. To be able to outline the basic principles of the biblical view of the conscience.

QUoTATionS

Now, since believers’ consciences having received the privilege of their freedom . . . have, 
by Christ’s gift, attained to this, that they should not be entangled with any snares of 
observances in those matters in which the Lord has willed them to be free, we conclude 
that they are released from the power of all men. For Christ does not deserve to forfeit 
our gratitude for his great generosity—nor consciences, their profit. And we should not 
put a light value upon something that we see cost Christ so dear, since he valued it not 
with gold or silver but with his own blood [1 Peter 1:18–19].

— John Calvin

A good conscience, then, is nothing but inward integrity of heart. In this sense, Paul 
writes that the fulfillment of the law is love from a clear conscience and sincere faith 
[cf. 1 Tim. 1:5].

— John Calvin
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leCTUre oUTline

I. The Classical View of the Conscience

A. In the classical view, the conscience was thought to be something that was 
implanted within our minds by God Himself.

B. Some even described the conscience as the voice of God within.
C. There was an idea that God had somehow created man in such a way that there 

was a consciousness of our built-in responsibility to observe God’s law.
D. Scripture does teach that an ethical sense is built into the human race.
E. Immanuel Kant offered a moral argument for the existence of God based on his 

study of what he called a universal sense of “oughtness” implanted in the heart of 
every human being.

F. Kant referred to this sense of “oughtness” as the categorical imperative.
G. Even in the realm of secular philosophy, there has been an awareness of a built-in 

mechanism of the mind that we call the conscience.

II. The Relativistic View of the Conscience

A. With the moral revolution of our culture, a different approach to conscience has 
emerged—a relativistic view.

B. According to relativists, values and principles are simply expressions of the desires 
and interests of a given group of people at a given time in history, but there are no 
absolutes.

C. Within a relativistic framework, conscience is defined as a result of evolutionary 
processes, in which people’s subjective inner personalities react to taboos imposed 
on them by their society.

III. The Biblical View of the Conscience

A. The word “conscience” is seldom used in the Old Testament, but it is found thirty-
one times in the New Testament.

B. In the New Testament, the conscience seems to have a twofold dimension to it—
the ideas of accusing and of excusing.

C. The conscience is the tool used by the Holy Spirit to bring us under conviction and 
to drive us to repentance.

D. There is also a sense in which the conscience can tell us what is right when we are 
the targets of invalid criticisms.

E. In the New Testament, the conscience is not the final ethical authority for human 
conduct because the conscience is capable of change, whereas God’s principles do 
not change.

F. The conscience can undergo change in both directions.
G. The conscience can be seared and calloused through repeated sin.
H. The conscience can also be sensitized in a distorted way by misinformation.
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IV. Acting Against Conscience

A. Acting against conscience is sin.
B. As Martin Luther declared before the Diet of Worms, “To act against conscience is 

neither right nor safe.”
C. The New Testament teaches this principle when it says that “Whatever is not from 

faith is sin” (Romans 14:23).
D. Even if we are misinformed, if we do something that we think is sin, we are guilty 

of sin.

V. Acting According to Conscience

A. It is possible to act according to conscience and still be guilty of committing sin 
because the conscience can be misinformed.

B. There are certain things that we cannot know in this world, but the law of God is 
not one of them.

C. God has been pleased to reveal His principles to us, and He requires that each 
Christian master those principles in order that his or her conscience may be 
informed.

D. Christians are called to have the mind of Christ, to have our hearts and our minds 
trained by God’s truth, so that when the moment of pressure comes, we will be able 
to stand with integrity.

E. Christians are not to allow their consciences to be shaped and formed by ungodly 
advice.

F. Instead, Christians are to meditate on the Word of God day and night.

STUDy QUeSTionS

1. In the ______________________________ view, the conscience is thought to be something that 
was implanted within our minds by God Himself.
 a. Classical
 b. Positive
 c. Relativistic
 d. Pagan

2. ______________________________ offered a moral argument for the existence of God based on his 
study of what he called a universal sense of “oughtness” implanted in the heart of 
every human being.
 a. Søren Kierkegaard
 b. René Descartes
 c. Immanuel Kant
 d. David Hume
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3. Within a ______________________________ framework, conscience is defined as a result of evolu-
tionary processes, in which people’s subjective inner personalities react to taboos 
imposed on them by their society.
 a. Classical
 b. New Testament
 c. Relativistic
 d. Old Testament

4. Acting against conscience is ______________________________.
 a. Not sin
 b. Sin
 c. Seldom sin
 d. Usually sin

BiBle STUDy

1. How is the conscience usually described in the Old Testament? Read the follow-
ing passages to help answer this question.
 a. 2 Samuel 24:10
 b. Job 27:6
 c. Psalm 32:1–5
 d. Psalm 51:1–9

2. How does Romans 14:23 support the idea that acting against conscience is sin?

3. What does the blood of Christ do for the believer’s conscience, according to 
Hebrews 9:14 and 10:22?

4. Read 1 Corinthians 8:1–13. In this passage, Paul is addressing a specific cultural 
issue that most modern Christians will never encounter. What are some of the 
general principles found in this text that can be applied to any number of situa-
tions? What additional principles are outlined in 1 Corinthians 10:23–11:1?

DiSCUSSion QUeSTionS

1. Explain the difference between the classical and the relativistic views of the 
conscience.

2. Outline the basic principles of the biblical view of the conscience.



6—The Question of Conscience 31

3. Using the principles learned in this lesson and in your study of Scripture, how 
would you counsel and teach a young believer coming to your church who was 
struggling over the question whether it was right to eat certain foods or drink 
certain drinks? How would you counsel someone who was unwilling to give up 
certain liberties for any amount of time in order to prevent a weaker brother 
from being wounded? Do churches today do a good job of balancing Christian 
liberty with the needs of the weaker brethren? If not, how could the balance be 
better achieved?

APPliCATion

1. Do you have a good conscience, purified by the blood of Christ? Or is your 
conscience distorted in one direction or the other? Has your conscience been 
oversensitized to things that are not sin by misinformation and legalistic teach-
ing? Or has your conscience been seared and hardened because of repeated sin? 
Make the commitment to God and to yourself to begin studying the Scriptures 
daily to inform your conscience with the principles of God’s Word.

2. Read and meditate on 1 Corinthians 8:1–13 and 10:23–11:1 this week. Ask God for 
the wisdom to live the life of Christian liberty obtained for you by Christ, but to 
do so in a way that never places your own desires above love for the brethren.

For FUrTher STUDy

Bridges, Jerry. Transforming Grace




