Christian Ethics
The aim of this essay will be to look at two pieces of scripture in the Holy Bible, one from the Old Testament (Hebrew Bible) and one from the New Testament. The pieces of scripture that will be looked at are Exodus 20 and Matthew 5. Whilst looking at these two pieces the aim will be to identify and assess theological and ethical points which the writers aim for the reader to pick up on.
Firstly, a brief explanation of the term’s theology and ethics. Theology, according to the concise oxford dictionary, is ‘the study of theistic (esp. Christian) religion[footnoteRef:1]’. Ethics, according to the same dictionary means ‘moral principles; rules of conduct’[footnoteRef:2]. With these two terms and their explanations at hand, let us now turn to and apply these terms to the first passage of scripture. [1:  The Concise Oxford Dictionary, New Edition, published 1991 by BCA in arrangement with Oxford University Press, p.1266.]  [2:  Ibid, p.401.] 

Exodus 20 
Exodus chapter 20 contains the Ten Commandments, or in Greek ‘decalogue’ meaning 10 words.[footnoteRef:3] The Bible records that the Israelites received this from God through Moses who went up Mt. Sinai and was given these 10 laws to pass onto the people whom God had rescued from Egypt. The Bible informs of us by the following passage. [3:  History of the Bible, John Barton, published 2020 penguin books, p.73.] 

	‘I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt.’
									Exodus 20:2
Undoubtedly, there were other laws in existence in the ancient near east. In Ancient Egypt, for example, the laws appear to not look highly upon human life unless that life is your own. Between 1186 – 1155 BCE during the reign of Ramesses III, a plot to overthrow him was thwarted and those involved were swiftly executed[footnoteRef:4]. However, the act of beating another person’s slave came only with the minutest of repercussions. The person who beat the slave may have to pay a fee to the slave owner should that slave have died from that beating.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Exodus. Bruce Wells. 2016. Michigan, Zondervan Academic. p.14. ]  [5:  Ibid, p.14] 

Why then if other laws existed at this time were the ten commandments so theologically important? One possible explanation is where these laws came from. The difference between existing laws and the Ten Commandments is their origin and what it means to break them. In Exodus 20:2 above, we read that the decalogue begins with a declarative introduction from God. Obedience to the Ten Commandments therefore is not only of civil, moral, and ritual importance but combined they represent a religious duty. To break human laws may be morally, ethically, and legally wrong, but to break one of the commandments is sin as it is believed to be showing disdain towards God.[footnoteRef:6] Furthermore, Exodus 20:22 reinforces this point: [6:  Adele Berlin and Marc Zvi Brettler. The Jewish Study Bible. Oxford University Press. P.139 (footnote)] 

	‘…You have seen for yourselves that I have spoken to you from Heaven’.
									Exodus 20.22 
In the book introducing Christian Ethics, another theological point is that a new people were created and an everlasting relationship with God was formed when the creation and covenant came together in the form of the ten commandments[footnoteRef:7]. [7:  Samuel Wells, Ben Quash and Rebekah Ekland. Introducing Christian Ethics. 2017. 2nd edition.] 

Exodus 20 and Ethics
As we have already seen above, ethics means moral principles and rules of conduct. The 10 commandments provide for us an example of God’s love for Israel and for the Christian community alike. In the Hebrew Bible, this love would be hesed (in the realm of covenant and focused on mercy)[footnoteRef:8]. [8:  Jenna Brooke Carlson, July 18th 2022, https://www.biblestudytools.com/bible-study/topical-studies/what-is-the-meaning-of-hesed-gods-unconditional-love-for-us.html [Accessed 07/07/2023]] 

The Ten Commandments seem to be a mixture of both virtue and situational ethics. Barton writes that scribes that had the proficiency to produce the books of the Old Testament were probably not around until the ninth and eighth centuries BCE.[footnoteRef:9] Therefore, it is possible that people relied up until then on stories that were transmitted orally.[footnoteRef:10] Wayne Booth therefore argues in favour of Aristolian virtue ethics that as humans, ‘…our moral character is partly made up by the stories we hear…or act out’[footnoteRef:11]. Furthermore, Aristotle would argue that good laws, which the Christian community would say the 10 commandments are, produce an environment that prevents among other things, social upheavals.[footnoteRef:12] [9:  John Barton, A History of the Bible, 2020, penguin books, p.33]  [10:  Ibid, p.33]  [11:  Danna Nolan Fewell, The Oxford Handbook of Biblical Narrative, 2019, Oxford University Press, p.588]  [12:  Raymond Devettere, Introduction to Virtue Ethics, 2002, Georgetown University Press] 

One example of virtue ethics in the Ten Commandments is ‘Honour they father and mother’ (Exodus 20.12). In ancient Israel the “father” was believed to be the superior male of a family and for children, they were who their father was.[footnoteRef:13] The father as well as having many other responsibilities, led the way concerning farming and other hard labour, ensured the protection of the family’s honour in both social and economic transactions.[footnoteRef:14] The Mother, as well as making up part of the workforce, also had other duties including bringing up the children and preparing and distributing food[footnoteRef:15]. To honour both father and mother meant being a good representative of both. To not be a good representative, to bring dishonour upon one’s own family, on one’s own name was to bring shame on the father and mother. In the book of Proverbs, we read adages relating to the command of honouring both father and mother. [13:  Johnathan S. Greer, John W. Hilber, John H. Walton, Behind the scenes of the Old Testament, 2018, Baker Academic, pp.403-404]  [14:  Ibid, p.404]  [15:  Ibid, p.404] 

They Include:
	‘A wise son brings Joy to his father, but a foolish son brings grief to his mother.’
										Proverbs 10.1
Furthermore:
	‘A foolish son brings grief to his father and bitterness to his mother who bore him’.
										Proverbs 13.1
Moving on, honouring both father and mother lasted for the children’s entire lifetimes. It was expected of children to not only represent their parents in a way that brought honour, keeping in line with the commandment, but to care and eventually bury them when they died.[footnoteRef:16] It is important to note that people are not virtuous just by following something laid down in law.[footnoteRef:17] The law indeed helps provide a routine of repeated action and warning of consequence; however, one becomes virtuous by personally deciding to do something because it is good for the sake of it being good. For Aristotle, this would be summed up as the ‘final goal’, ‘…the overriding good is the final goal one can seek in life’.[footnoteRef:18]    [16:  Johnathan S. Greer, John W. Hilber, John H. Walton, Behind the scenes of the Old Testament, 2018, Baker Academic, p.405]  [17:  Raymond Devettere, Introduction to virtue ethics, 2002, Georgetown University Press, p.122.]  [18:  Ibid, p.122] 

With that said, the Ten Commandments offer other examples virtue and situation ethics. Two such examples which seem to offer a situation and virtue ethic are ‘thou shall not steal’ (Exodus 20.15) and ‘thou shall not covet your neighbour’s house’ (Exodus 20.17).
Coveting, surprisingly, is not an action one can act out. It is more of an intense desire to want something that is not yours. However, one possible outcome from coveting is the act of stealing. In Ancient Israel, one outcome as a penalty for theft, if one could not repay the amount stolen was to be sold into slavery.[footnoteRef:19] As already mentioned above, the father was responsible for agricultural work and protecting the honour of his family in both social and economic matters. If the father, in his self-interest stole something and could not pay the amount back that he stole, he could sell one of his family, if not himself into slavery to pay off the debt. This would in turn bring shame on the family and potentially leave the family to become insolvent. [19:  Johnathan S. Greer, John W. Hilber, John H. Walton, Behind the scenes of the Old Testament, 2018, Baker Academic, p.425] 

There are several things to look at here. Firstly, self-interest theory. Self-interest theory states that whatever morals one holds, those morals are there to serve the self only. In the above example, this self-interest is dangerous as it puts not only the father, but his entire family and workforce at risk through his act of stealing. 
Situation ethic could be applied here, but worryingly would have the same implications of self-interest theory. Situation ethic follows the principle that decisions are guided by the principle of love. However, if the mindset is ‘My family would love to have some more farming machinery, my neighbour has it, but I feel like I need it’, would not be acting in love. It would be acting out of self-interest, if not individually then communally. 
Thirdly Christians believe virtue comes following the laws of the 10 commandments, the laws would encourage the formation of virtue by forcing through habit the continual obedience of one’s actions to the law.[footnoteRef:20] Though as already discussed that following laws alone does not make one virtuous, allowing the sobriety of the law to permeate through one’s mind would surely allow them the chance to reflect on their motives and actions, thus making them virtuous. [20:  Raymond Devettere, Introduction to virtue ethics, 2002, Georgetown University Press, p.122.] 

Finally, the fact that the 10 commandments have included in them prohibitions about thought, that they portray people in settlements with farms and neighbours to tempt them with prized possessions gives rise to the theory of the commandments being prognostic foresight.[footnoteRef:21] If that is true, our moral character may well indeed be formed from the stories we hear. Therefore, if this is the case, then it can be reasonably argued that the people of ancient Israel lived their lives by sola fidei (faith alone). [21:  John Barton, A History of the Bible, Penguin Books, 2019, p.78] 

Matthew 5
Matthew 5 is in the New Testament and contains the beatitudes along with messages from Jesus expounding on the 10 commandments and their meaning.
Theologically, Matthew 5 is important to Christians as Jesus teaches what is now required of followers of God. Examples include further explanation on the teaching of murder. In the Ten Commandments, it stated ‘Do not murder’ (Exodus 20.13). Jesus states in Matthew 5 that ‘anyone who is angry with a brother or sister will be subject to judgement’ (Matthew 5.22 NIV). This example among many others serve to inform the Bible believing Christian that salvation can no longer be done through merit by obeying the law, as it would not be possible given the standard of the New Testament teaching, but by through the grace of God through faith In Jesus Christ.
Matthew 5 ethics
Matthew 5 is harder to define with any type of ethical framework without becoming theological. In the book introduction to Biblical ethics, it is argued that the Christian is not someone who has been given a code of ethics but is called to live in unison with Jesus Christ.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Robertson McQuilkin and Paul Copan, Introduction to Biblical Ethics, 3rd Edition, 2013, Intervarsity Press ] 

However, there are instances where situation ethics can be discussed, so these will be identified and unpacked.
In Matthew 5 the topic of murder is brought up again. In the decalogue it was a commandment ‘thou shall not murder’ (Exodus 20.13). In Matthew 5 Jesus expands on this. Murder, according to the teaching of Jesus is no longer malice aforethought followed by deliberate action, it now includes being angry with someone (Matthew 5.22). By being angry with someone, Jesus is subliminally pointing out that followers of Christ are no longer operating in love.
The love that is being talked about here is agapeic. In the book Situation Ethics, it is argued that agapeic love is not a feeling of friendship or the full-on whirlwind of romance,[footnoteRef:23] rather it is the act of dealing respectfully with a person regardless of whether you like them or not.[footnoteRef:24] Without getting too theological, it mirrors the Old Testament in this regard. The 10 Commandments were given to Israel and following them seemed a religious duty in response to Gods rescuing love for them out of Egypt. Here too we see the follower of Christ being given a command to follow in response to Gods sacrificial love for them. [23:  Joseph Fletcher, Situation Ethics, 1966, Westminster John Knox Press, Chapter VI, p.103]  [24:  Ibid, p.108] 

Another example of situation ethic is Jesus’ teaching about adultery. We find this in the 10 Commandments (Exodus 20.14). Jesus identifies what the teaching was in the decalogue but adds to it that:
 ‘If you look upon a woman lustfully you have already committed adultery in your heart.’
									Matthew 5.28
From this example two things jump out. The first is society may have tried to find loopholes in the laws and commandments that they had originally been given through the decalogue and other laws. In the book Faith and Faithfulness: Basic themes in Christian Ethics, Gilbert Meilaender argues that much of our learning is done by observing those around us.[footnoteRef:25] Carrying on with this point, if generations after those who had received the decalogue decided that the law said not to commit adultery, but it didn’t say we couldn’t lust. This type of thinking would surely permeate through society, what was once a prohibition eventually becomes a social norm. [25:  Gilbert Meilaender, Faith and Faithfulness: Basic themes in Christian Ethics, 1991, University of Notre Dame Press, p.3.] 

In situation ethics, far from cutting out your own eye or your own hand (Matthew 5.29-30.), the message seems to be asking people to examine the times when lusting appears to be an obstacle and to ‘cut out’ those times.[footnoteRef:26]  [26:  Bruce J. Malina, The New Testament World; Insights from Cultural Anthropology, 3rd edition, Westminster John Knox Press, 2001, p.71 ] 

In favour of virtue ethics, Barton argues that the Gospel of Matthew was written sometime after the fall of Jerusalem in 70 CE.[footnoteRef:27] If this is true, then this would lend credibility to the idea that after Jesus’ death stories of his life and teaching were passed on from generation to generation. [27:  John Barton, A history of the Bible, Penguin books, 2019 p.202] 

Overall, Christian ethics, much like the Aristotelian view of seeking a final complete goal for its own sake[footnoteRef:28], appears to have a similar tone. In Christian ethics, their situation and virtue ethic are shaped by who Christians are to be. The virtue of both their moral identity and being are guided by the words of Christ[footnoteRef:29]. The Christian situational ethic is expressed through the agapeic love that Christ teaches and other authors such as Fletcher expands on. [28:  Raymond Devettere, 2002, Introduction to Virtue Ethics, Georgetown University Press, p.35]  [29:  Joel B. Green, Dictionary and Ethics, 2011, Baker Academic.] 

This, for the Christian, would be the ‘final goal’, a goal that is, in the words of Aristotle, self-sufficient[footnoteRef:30]. [30:  Raymond Devettere, 2002, Introduction to Virtue Ethics, Georgetown University Press, p.34] 
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