
Scripture  and Ethics

Even a cursory look at cultures past and present shows that human traditions and practices have varied greatly across time and place. For example, slavery is not practised in twenty-first-century New Zealand, yet it was widespread in ancient Rome. Similarly, poorhouses and child labour were common in Dickensian society but are unknown in New Zealand today. Apartheid, female circumcision, human sacrifice, holy wars, and infanticide are foreign to our society, but at various times and in various places they have been accepted as traditional practices. It is easy to identify and describe many such differences among social groups separated by time and distance.
However, when speaking of these and similar differences among various groups, some individuals do more than describe the existence of divergent customs. Some use words like “immoral” and “unjust” when discussing slavery, apartheid, and infanticide. They speak of female circumcision and the use of children in mines as “wrong,” and insist that a “good” society does not tolerate such “unfair” practices. Clearly, such language (“good,” “bad,” “right,” “wrong,” “just,” “unjust”) goes beyond the merely descriptive and enters the realm of prescription. By this we mean that those who use such terms are not merely telling us about the way things are but are also saying something about the way things ought to be or ought not to be. They are insisting, for example, that some people should not enslave others, that little children should not be forced into mines, and that unwanted babies should not be exposed on mountains.
Such language signals that we have left the realm of description and entered the realm of normative ethics, the discipline concerned with moral rules and principles. When we study the meaning of words such as "good," "right," and "just," and inquire whether moral judgments are objectively true or merely expressions of preference, we are engaged in an area of ethics known as metaethics.
Before exploring these matters further, it is helpful to say a few words about a position often referred to as ethical or moral nihilism.

Ethical nihilism 
I was a student in April 1966 when I saw the Time magazine cover bearing the words “Is God Dead?” in red letters against a black background. At the time, I was unaware that the question was inspired by the nineteenth-century German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche or of his profound influence on later generations of thinkers.
Among other things, Nietzsche argued that many traditional moral values—especially those grounded in Christianity and other philosophical or metaphysical systems—had lost their intellectual foundation in modern society. He warned that this collapse could lead people to conclude that nothing really matters and that life is ultimately meaningless. He regarded this as a profound cultural crisis.
In the context of our present discussion, it is evident that Nietzsche's writings contributed significantly to the increased prominence of what is often called ethical or moral nihilism in the modern West. By way of explanation, an article entitled “Moral Scepticism” in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2026) states: “Moral nihilism = Nothing is morally wrong.” The writer of the article further explains that moral nihilism is “a substantive, negative, existential claim that there does not exist anything that is morally wrong.” He adds that “smart and knowledgeable people do take moral nihilism seriously and even argue for it.”
According to the Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, “Ethical nihilism or moral nihilism rejects the possibility of absolute moral or ethical values. Instead, good and evil are nebulous, and values addressing such are the product of nothing more than social and emotive pressures.” The Stanford article draws attention to the far-reaching consequences of moral nihilism by pointing out that according to this view, torturing babies just for fun is not objectively wrong. Of course, moral nihilists generally agree that such a sadistic act is repulsive to right thinking people, but they maintain that feelings of revulsion do not prove the existence of an absolute moral law.  
The Australian philosopher J. L. Mackie begins his influential book Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong with the striking claim that “There are no objective values.” He recognises that this is “a bald statement” and goes on to clarify his position:
“The claim that values are not objective, and are not part of the fabric of the world, is meant to include not only moral goodness, which might most naturally be identified with moral value, but also other values or disvalues—rightness and wrongness, duty and obligation, an action’s being rotten and contemptible, and so on. It also includes non-moral values, notably aesthetic ones, such as beauty and various kinds of artistic merit. I shall not discuss these explicitly, but clearly much the same considerations apply to aesthetic and moral values, and there would be at least some initial implausibility in a view that gave one a different status from the other.”
Mackie is arguing that moral values are not objective properties independent of human response, and he groups them with beauty as values that are not “part of the fabric of the world.” On this view, torturing babies for fun does not violate some real, independent moral law that exists whether or not humanity recognises it. (His book can be read on Archive.org. I’ve only read his introductory comments) 
There is little doubt that the spread of evolutionary theory and materialistic explanations of life's origins has contributed to the increased prominence of ethical nihilism, although, as we will see, materialism does not inevitably lead to this position. William Ball Provine was Professor of Biological Sciences at Cornell University when he wrote:
“Let me summarize my views on what modern evolutionary biology tells us loud and clear ... There are no gods, no purposes, no goal-directed forces of any kind. There is no life after death … There is no ultimate foundation for ethics, no ultimate meaning to life and no free will for humans either” (quoted in Creation Ex Nihilo Technical Journal, vol. 10, no. 1, 1996).
According to Professor Provine, the conclusion that there is no ultimate foundation for ethics follows from his understanding of modern evolutionary biology. This view is not uncommon among those who share his materialistic worldview.
Nietzsche anticipated that, as Christianity and traditional moral values declined, nihilism would usher in an age of profound conflict and disruption, and the history of the twentieth century suggests that his fears were not unfounded. Marxist doctrine, for example, is not nihilistic but is grounded in materialism and recognises no objective moral law governing the class struggle or the revolutionary activity of the proletariat. In practice, Marxist regimes have been responsible for enormous suffering, widespread persecution, and the deaths of millions in the pursuit of the communist utopia.

Conclusion
When we study the meaning of words such as "good," "right," and "just," and inquire whether moral judgments are objectively true or merely expressions of preference, we are engaged in an area of ethics known as metaethics.
We have pointed out that some thoughtful individuals reject the existence of an objective moral law. It is important to add, however, that most who take this position still regard some actions as commendable and others as reprehensible. For example, Richard Dawkins frequently advocates compassion, consideration for others, and fairness. He has also famously described the God of the Old Testament as "unjust," among other things. Yet, at the same time, he writes:
"The universe we observe has precisely the properties we should expect if there is, at bottom, no design, no purpose, no evil and no good, nothing but blind, pitiless indifference."
— River Out of Eden (1995)
It is encouraging to know that Dawkins, Mackie, Provine, and many others who hold this view embrace kindness, justice, and integrity in their personal lives. The question remains, however: in the absence of an objective moral law, on what basis can we affirm that these virtues are morally superior to cruelty, injustice, and duplicity?
We will consider this question in Part 2.
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