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Biblical and Social Ethics 
Blue Ridge Institute for Theological Education  

(BRITE) 
 

To Jesus righteousness meant . . . such moral conduct and such a moral state as are right 
when measured by the supreme norm of the nature and will of God, so that they form a 
reproduction of the latter, a revelation, as it were, of the moral glory of God. 
 

            - Geerhardus Vos  
          The Teaching of Jesus Concerning the Kingdom of God and the Church 

 
I. Course Description 

A. This intensive course will cover foundational issues that bear directly on the 
development of a biblical anthropology and Christian theistic ethic from a Reformed 
perspective. Special attention will be paid to the way biblical and systematic theological 
categories pertaining to ethics ought to inform a philosophy of pastoral ministry. Topics 
to be covered include: the trinity and Christian ethics; the nature of man as a unique 
creation; theological and pastoral responses to sexual sin; the covenantal contours of 
Christian's motive, standard, and goal for ethics; common grace and natural law; and 
Christian cultural engagement.  

 
II. Course Details  

A. Dates: January 18–20, 2018 
B. Times: Thursday (1/18) from 6:00–9:00 PM; Friday (1/19) from 6:00–9:00 PM; 1/20 

from 9:00 AM–5:00 PM 
C. Location: 2731 Edgewood St. SW, Roanoke, VA 
D. Instructor: Dr. R. Carlton Wynne, Assistant Professor of Systematic Theology and 

Apologetics at Westminster Theological Seminary (Glenside, PA) 
E. Contact: cwynne@wts.edu  

 
III.  Course Goals  

A. To exhibit a deeper love for the absolute and personal triune God, his Word, and his church.   
B. To understand and be able to articulate a Christian theistic, redemptive-historical, and 

confessional framework for Christian living and ethical decision-making.   
C. To assist the student's ability to think biblically and critically about applying God's Word to 

a range of contemporary ethical issues.  
 
IV.  Course Requirements 

A. Attendance and Thoughtful Participation 
1. All registered students are expected to attend all class sessions. 

i. NB: Computers used in class are for note taking only. The temptation to surf the 
internet, check email, etc., during class time must be denied (see Rom 8:13). 

ii. There will be opportunity for class participation and questions during lectures. 
B. Reading Assignments 

1. Lecture and reading material will supplement one another, and where there is 
overlap, lecture material will generally address topics and perspectives in a manner 
distinct from assigned reading.  

2. Since students come with various backgrounds, interests, and capabilities, each 
student will have to plan his/her reading schedule accordingly. 

3. ** Please complete ALL of the course reading BEFORE the FIRST DAY of class 
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on January 18. ** This will (a) help you better grasp the course material and (b) 
provide for better classroom discussion.  

4. Course Reading Materials 
i. Gaffin, Jr., Richard B. “A Sabbath Rest Awaits the People of God.” In Pressing 

Toward the Mark: Essays Commemorating Fifty Years of the Orthodox 
Presbyterian Church, edited by by Charles G. Dennison and Richard C. Gamble 
(Philadelphia: Committee for the Historian of the Orthodox Presbyterian Church, 
1986), 33-51. 19 pp. 

ii. Kline, Meredith G. The Structure of Biblical Authority, 2nd ed. (Eugene, OR: 
Wipf & Stock, 1997), 154-171. [Originally published as Meredith G. Kline, 
“Intrusion and the Decalogue.” WTJ 16, no. 1 (1953): 1-22] 13 pp. 

iii. Murray, John. Principles of Conduct: Aspects of Biblical Ethics. Grand Rapids, 
MI: Eerdmans, 1957. 265 pp. 

iv. Versteeg, J. P.  Adam in the New Testament: Mere Teaching Model or First 
Historical Man? Revised Edition. Translated and foreword by Richard B. Gaffin, 
Jr. Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2012. [Whole book, including the Gaffin foreword] 

C. Course Response Paper 
1. Length: 1500–2500 words (~6–10 pp.), including footnotes.  
2. Topic 

i. For a topic, you may choose anything in the field of ethics that is pertinent to the 
concerns of the course. Preferably, you will choose an ethical question, issue, 
thinker, school, biblical conundrum, or cultural matter relevant to Christian living 
and church ministry. 

ii. In the paper, you are to examine your topic in light of the ethical framework 
(involving motive, standard, goal) covered in class, paying special attention to 
the way the redemptive-historical progress of biblical revelation bears upon that 
framework, in order to provide concrete, practical recommendations for 
Christians and/or churches. 

3. Structure: Your paper should include all of the following: 
i. A clearly defined thesis statement (“The thesis of this paper is...” “This paper 

seeks to demonstrate that...”).  
a. A thesis statement does far more than merely introduces the general topic 

under consideration (i.e., please do not write, “This paper will discuss the 
issue of...” or “This paper will examine x topic . . .”). Instead, make an 
argument (!), such as “This paper argues that IVF treatment is biblically 
permissible under specific conditions,” or “This paper seeks to show that the 
Reformed doctrine of original sin bears directly on the question of the 
sinfulness of same-sex attraction in a way that magnifies the gospel of grace.”  

ii. A clear explanation of the issue that demonstrates your understanding of its 
various dimensions, including the different conclusions that others have reached 
on the issue (and the reasons for those conclusions). 

iii. A defense of the position you advocate, which provides a biblical/theological 
analysis, and especially concludes with a section containing practical 
conclusions and recommendations for Christians and/or churches.  

iv. Citations of at least 3 scholarly sources. 
a. For the purposes of this paper, a scholarly source is a book or article by a 

recognized expert in the field (and not aimed at a popular level for a general 
audience)—ideally one that has been peer-reviewed. 

b. Wikipedia is clearly not a scholarly source. That said, with sufficient 
discernment, Wikipedia can be a useful pointer to scholarly sources and is 
generally reliable for fact-checking on uncontroversial issues. 
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c. You should not rely heavily on internet sources. Use the library! 
d. Use a recognized scholarly style for citations (e.g., Chicago/Turabian, SBL). 

For help, see here: https://www.library.georgetown.edu/tutorials/research-
guides/turabian-footnote-guide  

v. Page numbers in the top, right-hand corner of each page (no page number for a 
title page), with the pages printed single-sided and stapled together in the upper 
left-hand corner. 

vi. Evidence of diligent attention to proper grammar, spelling, and formatting (i.e., 
“Scripture” not “scripture”; “biblical” not “Biblical”; block quotations that are 
single-spaced and indented on both sides; periods and commas inside closing 
quotations marks; no space between final periods and footnote numbers; etc.). 

vii. A title page containing all of the following: your name, the name and year of the 
course; the instructor’s name; the title of the paper; and the exact word count for 
the full text of the paper (obtained from your word processor’s word-count 
feature). 

4. If you would like to run a paper topic idea by me, please feel free to email. To get 
your mind going, consider the following suggestions (this is not an exhaustive list!): 
i. The legalization of homosexual civil unions/marriage 
ii. Lying vs. Deceit 
iii. Images in worship 
iv. Participation in the Performing Arts 
v. Evolutionary denials of a historical Adam 
vi. Divorce and marriage 
vii. Diaconal ministry outside of the church 
viii. Gender Dysphoria 
ix. Confessional Subscription 
x. Parachurch fundraising 
xi. Racism in the public square 
xii. Socio-cultural models of race (e.g., “Whiteness”)  
xiii. Bible courses in public schools 
xiv. Euthanasia 
xv. Illegal immigration 
xvi. Legalization of marijuana 
xvii. Capital punishment and the gospel 
xviii. Women in military combat roles 
xix. Organ sales 
xx.     Gun control 
xxi.     In vitro fertilization (IVF) 
xxii.     Gestational surrogacy 
xxiii. Christian ministries at state universities 
xxiv. Warrantless wiretapping  
xxv. Just War and Terrorism 

 
V. Select Bibliography of Recommended Reading  
 
Bavinck, Herman. Reformed Dogmatics. Vol. 4, Holy Spirit, Church, and New Creation. Edited 

by John Bolt. Translated by John Vriend. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2008. Both Bavinck’s 
Gospel rich treatment of obedience and his survey of the development of nomism, 
perfectionism and antinomianism are noteworthy. Bavinck carefully recognizes 
justification and sanctification (definitive and progressive) as coming from union with 
Christ. 
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Calvin, John. Institutes of the Christian Religion. Book 3.6–19. It’s Calvin. Read and enjoy! 
 
Catherwood, Frederick. First Things First: The Ten Commandments in the Twentieth Century. 

Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1979. As the title indicates, this book is contextually 
situated in the twentieth century, and serves as a polemic against trends of the modernist 
1960s and 1970s. However, though limited by its author’s context and his particular 
political concerns, the book’s value continues as an example of the relevance of the Ten 
Commandments for contemporary casuistry. 

 
Clowney, Edmund P. How Jesus Transforms the Ten Commandments. Ed., Jones, Rebecca 

Clowney. Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian & Reformed, 2007. A posthumous publication, 
compiled and corrected by Clowney’s daughter, this volume is in many ways typical 
Clowney – Christ-centered biblical theology that reckons with the Scriptures thoughtfully 
and pastorally. I can only imagine that Clowney would have liked more time to refine and 
expand certain sections, but this volume’s unique exploration of the positive new 
covenant implications of the Ten Commandments make it equally rewarding for 
congregations and pastors. An easy read for most Christians it also includes a small 
group study guide. 

 
Dennison, William D. “Indicative and Imperative: The Basic Structure of Pauline Ethics.” Calvin 

Theological Journal 14/1 (1979), 55–78. This article gives a good historical overview of 
Pauline studies as they relate to the indicative and imperative, and then delivers an 
orthodox look at this theologically critical structure. 

 
Frame, John. The Doctrine of the Christian Life. Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian & Reformed, 

2008. This volume is expansive, insightful and useful at multiple levels. Despite its value 
in depth and scope, it suffers at points from Frame’s blurring tri-perspectivalism, which 
relativizes the authority of the revelational voice with the complicated nuances of 
situational context and good intentionality. Frame claims and manifestly desires to keep 
his perspectivalism fully under biblical authority, but succeeds in so doing better in some 
places than others. If one remains conscious of this mitigating factor, he can gain much 
from the commendable attempt to bring Scripture to bear upon a myriad of complex 
ethical matters. 

 
Kline, Meredith. “The Two Tables of the Covenant,” WTJ 22 (1960), 133–46. Kline’s value in 

the recent history of Covenant Theology cannot be overstated. This particular essay 
represents Kline’s ANE expertise to the actual tablets of the Law, disclosing how the 
form of these tablets expose the love of God and love of neighbor organically. 

 
Murray, John. Collected Writings. Volume 1. Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1976. Pp. 174–81. In 

this short essay, Murray shows the central place of the law in Christian obedience. 
 
Searle, David. And Then There Were Nine. Ross-Shire, Great Britain: Christian Focus, 2000. This 

easy-to-read pastoral exposition of the Ten Commandments, complete with a study guide 
at the conclusion of the book, is superb for lay people. Carefully biblical in content and 
relevant in application, it is also properly doxological in tone, feeding the reader with 
reverence-evoking substance. 

 
Watson, Thomas. The Ten Commandments. Revised Edition. London: The Banner of Truth Trust, 

1965. This is simply a classic that was first published as a part of Watson’s A Body of 
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Practical Divinity in 1692. This volume remains unparalleled as a theological exposition 
of the Ten Commandments in the richness of English Puritan ethics. As Watson puts it, 
“A good Christian makes gospel piety and moral equity kiss each other.” 

 
Grading Rubric for Written Assignments 
 
 Content Organization and 

Coherence 
Mechanics 

A / 95% Accurate representation of the 
source, penetrating and 
insightful exposition. Nothing 
significant overlooked. 

Clear, coherent, and efficient. 
No oddities or unnecessary this 
or that; all the essential pieces 
included and well balanced. 

Entirely free of spelling, 
punctuation, and grammatical 
errors. Maybe a slip up here or 
there, but clearly the paper was 
proofread with care. 

B / 85% Excellent and accurate 
summary; no factual 
inaccuracies but less recognize 
of implicit issues. 

Good organization; coherent 
and clear, though perhaps not 
optimally clean or 
comprehensive. 

May contain a few errors, 
which may annoy the reader 
but not impede understanding. 

C / 75% More or less accurate 
representation of the reading; 
significant oversights and even 
one or two misrepresentations 
of the reading. 
 

Good. However, some oddities 
(unneeded material, missing 
links, counter-intuitive 
structure) may cause 
confusion. 

Contains several mechanical 
errors which may confuse the 
reader but not impede the 
overall understanding. 
Inadequate proofreading. 
 

D / 65% The number of inaccuracies is 
high. General failure to connect 
with the reading. 

Quite confusing. More 
disorganized than organized. 
Significant gaps or 
unnecessary material that 
compromises readability. 
 

So many errors that the paper 
is barely intelligible. The 
paper was written hastily and 
not proofread. 

F No detectable relationship 
between the student’s work and 
the reading. 

No appreciable organization; 
lacks transitions and 
coherence. 

Unintelligible due to errors. 

 
 Biblical and Social Ethics Outline 

 
I. Introduction:  

A. Getting Our Bearings 
1. The Comprehensive Character of Biblical Ethics 
2. The Cultural Significance of Biblical Ethics 

B. Terms, Distinctions, and Definitions  
1. Ethics and Morality  

a) Ethics: “the study of morality” 
b) Morality: as norms of virtue and norms of obligation.  

2. Sub-Disciplines  
a) Descriptive Ethics 
b) Normative Ethics 
c) Meta-Ethics 
d) Applied Ethics 

3. Definitions 
a) Aristotle  



 6 

b) Servais Pinckaers, O.P.  
c) Charles L. Stevenson 
d) John S. Feinberg and Paul D. Feinberg 
e) John Frame 

II. God and Ethics 
A. Divine Attributes 

1. Divine Aseity 
2. Divine Simplicity 
3. Classification of Attributes  

a) Incommunicable/Communicable 
b) Absolute/Relative 

B. The Righteousness of God 
1. Ad Intra vs. Ad Extra 
2. Implications for Ethics 

C. The Triunity of God 
1. Examples of Contemporary Models  

a) Miroslav Volf and the Trinity as our "Social Program" 
b) Wayne Grudem and Eternal Subordination at the Subsistence Level 
c) Van Til on Divine Triunity and the Covenantal Character of Christian Ethics  

III. Covenantal Contours of Biblical Ethics: Part 1 
A. The Distinctive Features of Man’s Origin 
B. Sin and Common Grace 
C. EXCURSUS: Survey of Non-Christian Ethics 

1. Introduction 
a) General questions 
b) Three ethical traditions or schools 

(1) Deontological 
(2) Teleological 
(3) Existential 

2. The Deontological Tradition  
a) Introduction 
b) Examples 

(1) Immanuel Kant (1742–1804) 
(a) The “Copernican Revolution”  
(b) Ethical theory: The Categorical Imperative 
(c) Evaluation 

(2) G. E. Moore (1873–1958) 
(a) “Good” as a simple quality 
(b) The “Naturalistic” Fallacy 
(c) Evaluation 

c) Assessment 
3. The Teleological Tradition 

a) Introduction 
b) Examples 

(1) Utilitarianism (Conseqentialism) 
(a) Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832) 

(i) The hedonistic calculus 
(ii) Evaluation 

(b) John Stuart Mill (1806–1873) 
(i) Quantitative vs. Qualitative hedonism 
(ii) Evaluation 
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(2) Evolutionary Ethics 
(a) Evaluation 

c) Assessment 
4. The Existential Tradition 

a) Introduction 
b) Examples 

(1) Sophists (fl. 5th c. BC) 
(a) Protagoras 
(b) Evaluation 

(2) Jean-Paul Sartre (1905–1980) 
(a) “Existence precedes essence” 
(b) Evaluation 

c) Assessment 
IV. Covenantal Contours of Biblical Ethics: Part 2 

A. Three Aspects of Man's Ethical Activity 
1. Man's Ethical Standard 

a) General and Special Revelation 
2. Man's Ethical Goal (Summum Bonum) 

a) The Glory of God in His Kingdom 
(1) Individual Self-Realization   
(2) The Corporate Dimension of Self-Realization 

3. Man's Ethical Motive 
a) The Resurrection Power of Christ (1 Pet 1:3–5) 
b) Faith, Hope, Love 
c) Secondary Motives 

(1) Rewards 
B. Christian Theistic Ethics in Redemptive-Historical Context 

1. Man's Ethical Standard in Redemptive History 
a) Creation Ordinances 

(1) Excursus: Neo-Calvinism vs. "Two Kingdom" Theology 
2. Man's Ethical Goal in Redemptive History  

a) Old Covenant Theocracy and 'Intrusion' 
(1) Excursus: 'Intrusion' vs. Theonomy 

b) Assessing OT Law for Today 
(1) Common Grace and 'General Equity' (WCF 19.4) 

3. Man's Ethical Motive in Redemptive History 
a) The Ethical Implications of the Resurrection 

V. The Ten Commandments  
A. The Redemptive Context of the Decalogue 

1. Implications for Today 
B. Principles of Interpretation and Application (WLC 99) 

 


