Scripture and Ethics
Part 3

As a biblical theist, I reject the materialistic worldview that underlies both ethical nihilism (Part 1) and nontheistic moral realism (Part 2). If reality is reduced to matter and motion, then objective moral obligation has no secure foundation. By contrast, Scripture teaches that time, matter, and space do not exhaust reality. The Bible affirms a spiritual realm beyond creation and proclaims a transcendent moral Creator and Sustainer who is sovereign over both realms. Accordingly, the study of ethics is not confined to human reason, philosophy, or speculation, but is ultimately governed by the reality and authority of God.

Divine Command Theory
The Bible affirms that moral law is grounded in, and derives its authority from, the God who reveals himself in Scripture as the uncaused cause, sustainer, and owner of all that exists (Gen 1:1ff; Exod 3:14; Job 40:1; Isa 44:6; Ps 9:1; 24:1; John 1:1–3; 5:26; Acts 24:24–25; Rom 9:19–20; Col 1:15; Rev 4:11). This view, sometimes called Divine Command Theory, holds that God’s will is the decisive ground of moral obligation. Thus, torturing babies for fun (Part 2) is morally wrong because God forbids it, and fornication, dishonesty, and cruelty are likewise morally wrong for the same reason.
It is important to emphasize a further point: there is nothing arbitrary about God’s commands. To clarify this, it is helpful to consider the so-called Euthyphro dilemma, posed in one of Plato’s dialogues. There, Plato has one of his characters define “the pious” as “the god-loved,” prompting Socrates to ask: “Is the pious loved by the gods because it is pious, or is it pious because they love it?” (Euthyphro 10a). Known as the Euthyphro dilemma, this question also challenges those who hold to Divine Command Theory: does God command something because it is right, or is it right because God commands it? This naturally raises the question: if God commanded human beings to lie, cheat, and steal, would that make lying, cheating, and stealing morally right?
Now, it is in the answers to these questions that we discover the ground or basis of the theocentric position. Simply put, Scripture teaches that God is perfect in holiness (Isa. 6:1–7; Jas. 1:17) and that, because of this, he cannot be tempted to do evil (Jas. 1:13) and cannot condone evil (Hab. 1:13). The God of Scripture is constrained by his own holiness, which means, for example, that he cannot lie (Tit. 1:2; Heb. 6:18) and cannot command another to lie, cheat, or steal. In a nutshell, divine command theory is grounded in the fact that moral law always reflects the perfect holiness of the God from whom it comes. Since God is unchanging, those laws that reflect his holiness are immutable and universal. Similarly, since God is love (1 Jn. 4:8) and since this will never change, God’s laws will always and everywhere require human beings to act in a loving manner (Matt. 22:35ff). The view that moral duties are grounded in God's essential nature is commonly known as divine essentialism.
Man may recognize the existence of divine law or fail to recognize it; he may apply it or fail to apply it, but his compliance or non-compliance does not alter the fact that this law exists. Nor does it affect his obligation to his Creator. Under the heading of deontological ethics, The Oxford Companion to Philosophy defines it as follows: “Moral theories according to which certain acts must or must not be done, regardless to some extent of the consequences of their performance or non-performance (the Greek dei = one must) … According to deontology, certain acts are right in themselves.” As we have seen, what makes an action right or wrong for command theorists is the fact that God has declared it to be so.

Creation Norms
All divine legislation is in complete harmony with the nature of God. It is also relevant to observe that some divine ordinances are grounded in God's work and order in creation. For example, the relationship between man and woman is based, not on cultural convention, but on the created order (Gen. 2:18–25; 1 Cor. 11:7–9; 1 Tim. 2:13–14). Likewise, the prohibition against taking innocent human life is grounded in the fact that humanity was created in the image of God (Gen. 9:6). Contemporary debates concerning the morality of homosexual practice likewise involve the question of the created order

Positive Law
Finally, there are those commands that are not deducible from God’s nature or the work of God in creation, but which are binding because God sovereignly instituted them for a particular group or situation. For example, the command to build an ark, the requirement that the Israelites practice the rite of circumcision and the teaching concerning baptism in the New Testament are examples of laws which are authoritative simply because of their divine source.

Divine Command Theory and the Role of Virtue
We have argued that the Aristotelian concept of virtue (aretē) fails to provide an adequate foundation of moral obligation (Part 2). However, it is important to point out that the cultivation of virtue (aretic ethics) is not incompatible with divine command theory but rather, according to scripture, its necessary complement. The Bible is clear that obedience to God’s commands is designed to cultivate virtues which reflect the Lord’s character. 
Through submission to God's word, believers are to cultivate that godly wisdom which is "pure, peaceable, gentle, reasonable, (and) full of mercy" (Jas. 3:17), and they are to exhibit the fruit of the Spirit, including "love, joy, peace, (and) patience" (Gal. 5:22). They are not merely to obey God; they are also to desire to obey Him (Phil. 2:13). Moreover, performing the right action—for example, giving alms (Matt. 6:1–4) or proclaiming the gospel (Phil. 1:15–17)—for the wrong motive, such as seeking the applause of men (Matt. 6:1–4) or acting out of envy (Phil. 1:15–17), is reprehensible. The point is that, while right conduct is essential, it is equally important that obedience springs from a virtuous character.

Divine Command Theory and Consequentialism
We have argued that consequentialism—the theory that the moral rightness or wrongness of an action is determined by its consequences—does not provide an adequate basis for objective moral law (Part 2). Having said that, it is worth observing that appeals to consequences and to enlightened self-interest do occur in Scripture. Children are to honour their parents so that their "days may be prolonged in the land" (Ex. 20:12), and those who honour the Lord with their wealth are promised that their barns will be filled with plenty and their vats will overflow with new wine (Prov. 3:9–10). Faithfulness to God's covenant brings blessing upon the land, whereas rebellion brings judgment (Deut. 27–30). Likewise, each of the Beatitudes promises a blessing associated with godly attitudes and conduct. The "poor in spirit" inherit the "kingdom of heaven," "those who mourn" are comforted, the "gentle" inherit the earth, and so on. This should not surprise us, since Scripture repeatedly affirms that the Lord's commandments are "not burdensome" (1 Jn. 5:3) and are given "for our good always" (Deut. 6:24; cf. 10:12–13).
Nevertheless, while Scripture appeals to self-interest as an incentive to obedience and urges people to consider the consequences of their actions, these consequences do not constitute the foundation of biblical morality. The ground of morality is not the beneficial results that obedience produces but the perfect character of the God who has revealed Himself in Scripture. Consequences may encourage obedience, but they do not determine what is right or wrong. 
Since moral obligation is grounded in God's nature and expressed through His commands in Scripture, our appeal is simply this: let us speak where the Bible speaks and remain silent where the Bible is silent, recognizing it as the final authority in ethics and in all other matters. This plea lies at the heart of the Restoration Movement.
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