


Scripture  and Ethics
Part 2

Just as ethical nihilism has its defenders (Part 1), many thoughtful people embrace the view that an objective moral law exists, regardless of whether humanity recognises it. Some contend that objective morality is grounded in reason, human nature, or other objective features of reality, while others maintain that concepts such as "justice" and "injustice" are ultimately derived from a source external to humanity, such as the God of the Bible.
This is a broad topic, but in the following paragraphs we will consider some of the issues that arise when contrasting non-theistic and theistic foundations for objective morality.

Non-theistic ethics
As stated above, non-theistic accounts of objective morality maintain that moral law exists independently of human opinion, cultural conventions, or divine commands, grounding it instead in reason, human nature, or other objective features of reality. We will briefly consider various arguments advanced in defence of this position.

“Human flourishing”
This perhaps unfamiliar expression is commonly used to translate Aristotle's concept of eudaimonia, the central idea in his ethical philosophy. This enormously influential thinker from ancient Greece argued that human flourishing is the highest good for human beings and is achieved through the cultivation of such virtues as courage, justice, generosity, and practical wisdom. These virtues are to be pursued because they contribute to eudaimonia, whereas cruelty hinders human flourishing. Aristotle used the Greek word aretē (“virtue”), and today it is still used as a standard technical term in discussions of virtue ethics (see Part 3).
Clearly, Aristotle's commendation of the virtues leaves many questions unanswered. For example, he defended the institution of slavery, arguing that some people are "slaves by nature." He also accepted the exposure of newborn infants under certain circumstances, a position that most twenty-first-century New Zealanders would not regard as virtuous. These examples illustrate that people's understanding of the virtues and of what constitutes human flourishing can be influenced by individual preferences, cultural values, and a variety of other factors.

Consequentialism 
Consequentialism is an ethical theory which holds that the moral rightness or wrongness of an action is determined by its consequences. Probably the best-known form of consequentialism is utilitarianism.
Associated chiefly with Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832) and John Stuart Mill (1806–1873), utilitarianism teaches that the rightness or wrongness of an action is determined by the extent to which it increases or diminishes overall happiness or well-being. The morally right action is the one that produces the greatest happiness for the greatest number of people, or, more generally, the one that produces more beneficial than harmful consequences. Mill further argued that some pleasures are of a higher quality than others, distinguishing between "higher" and "lower" pleasures.

Social contract theory
This theory attempts to justify obedience to governmental laws on the basis that they promote peaceful coexistence and serve the interests of individuals, understood in terms of rational self-interest. Thomas Hobbes (1588 – 1679) reasoned that human life in the absence of political authority would descend into chaos, fear and brutal competitiveness and that the rational individual chooses to accept sovereign rule to secure protection and order.  Less pessimistically, John Locke (1632-1704) argued that man possesses natural rights to life, freedom and property and that submission to lawful authority is justified to protect these rights. 

The "Why be moral?" problem

Various other theories have been advanced in defence of non-theistic objective morality, but enough has hopefully been said to illustrate that each encounters at least one significant difficulty. This difficulty is reflected in the following quotation from The Oxford Companion to Philosophy ("Moral philosophy, history of"):
"The more conservative Sophists such as Protagoras defended the idea of moral codes as useful human creations, sets of customs and conventions which make social life possible, and were thus committed to a form of ethical relativism and to the denial of any universal code of morality or any absolute moral truth. The more radical of their followers ... concluded that, since traditional moral standards are mere conventions, they have no binding force, and the rational way to live is therefore to pursue one's own interests and power, acting unjustly if one can get away with it" (emphasis mine).
The radical Sophists raise a challenging question. Why should I care about Aristotelian "human flourishing" if my own pleasure is enhanced by enslaving you and I possess the power to do so? Why should I care about Bentham's "greatest good" if it conflicts with my own interests? Moreover, why not inflict pain upon groups and individuals if the overall amount of human happiness is maximised? Hobbes may have been correct that, in the state of nature, life is "solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short," but if I can benefit from defrauding you while avoiding any legal consequences, does not rational self-interest encourage me to exploit you?
The “Why be moral?” problem is real and, to my mind, intractable. Yale law professor Arthur Allen Leff (1935–1981) expressed the frustration of those who wish to affirm the reality of moral good and evil while rejecting the existence of a divine lawgiver. The late Phillip Johnson, a Berkeley law professor and leading advocate and organiser of the intelligent design movement, quotes Leff in his 2013 essay entitled ‘Nihilism and the End of Law’:
“All I can say is this: it looks as if we are all we have. Given what we know about ourselves, and each other, this is an extraordinarily unappetizing prospect; looking around the world, it appears that if all men are brothers, the ruling model is Cain and Abel. Neither reason, nor love, nor even terror, seems to have worked to make us "good," and worse than that, there is no reason why anything should. Only if ethics were something unspeakable by us could law be unnatural, and therefore unchallengeable. As things stand now, everything is up for grabs.
Nevertheless:
Napalming babies is bad.
Starving the poor is wicked.
Buying and selling each other is depraved.
Those who stood up and died resisting Hitler, Stalin, Amin, and Pol Pot --and General Custer too-- have earned salvation. Those who acquiesced deserve to be damned.
There is in the world such a thing as evil.
[All together now:] Sez who?
God help us.
(Taken from Leff’s published lecture titled "Unspeakable Ethics, Unnatural Law")
Elsewhere Johnson wrote:
By this whimsical expression (Sez who), Leff meant that following the death of God there remains no universally accepted source of moral authority. In consequence there is no obvious reason for any person to feel obligated to obey the command of another - other than the threat of force which keeps the “Holmesian” bad man in line.  People feel entitled to behave as they please and to have no obligations other than those they choose to recognise (Reason in the Balance).
Conclusion
Christians are convinced that appeals to reason, human nature, or other objective features of reality as the basis for moral statements are bound to fail. Such normative statements can be challenged as nothing more than human assertions.
In our next article, we consider the argument that moral law is grounded in, and derives its authority from, the God who created man and who possesses the same right over man that the potter has over the clay He is moulding into a vessel (Rom. 9:20–21).
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