In the identification and assessment of theological and ethical principles, one must first establish and understand their respective definitions. Rooted in the Greek theo – meaning God – and logos – from which ‘logic’ was formed – ‘theology’ may be understood as an exploration of the Word, the reason, and the meaning of God[footnoteRef:2]. Established within Hebrew scripture, the Old-Testament prophets acted out, mediated between, and elected new modes of being in covenant with the Divine – leading their people out of tyranny, violence, and enslavement, into justice, civility, and freedom. Christian ethics are not only centred around the formative influences of the New Testament and the moral teachings of Jesus Christ; contributions of critical reflection stem from the Old Testament, with developments of ethical understanding deeply influenced by Ancient Greek and Hellenistic philosophy. In accordance with these legacies of thought, one may attempt to answer the fundamental shared questions of human existence. From Old- to New-Testament theology, from Aristotle to Aquinas – from Stoics to saints, this essay seeks to explore four key ethical principles, examined in two parts: ‘Sovereignty and Freedom’ and ‘Benefaction and Reciprocity’. [2:  Anthony Towey, An Introduction to Christian Theology: Biblical, Classical, Contemporary (London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2013), p. 3.] 

Sovereignty and Freedom
And God spoke all these words, saying:
“I am the Lord, your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt – out of the house of bondage. 
You shall have no other gods before Me.”[footnoteRef:3] [3:  New King James Version, The Holy Bible Containing the Old and New Testaments (Edinburgh: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1975), Exodus 20:1–3.] 

Having led the Jews out of Egypt, out of tyranny and enslavement, Moses is forced to mediate between the moral disputes of the Israelites[footnoteRef:4] – the freedom of whom has resulted in fear and uncertainty among a people who no longer live under the order of authority.[footnoteRef:5] Wandering through the desert, shepherding an in-fighting, archaic tribe, Moses and the elders make moral judgements.[footnoteRef:6] Standards of conduct are created through the settling of conflicts; as a result, patterns of behaviour begin to emerge. From new modes of being, characterised by negotiation and civility, a set of rules is abstracted out; an ethical framework is articulated and presented back to the Israelites – not merely through the natural reason of Moses, but through a transformative encounter with God. In the book of Romans, Saint Paul the Apostle concludes that neither Jew nor Gentile can achieve the virtues of moral law through natural reason alone; human effort is not sufficient without a dependence on God.[footnoteRef:7] St. Paul alludes to the idea that – although moral law may be understood by natural reason – the articulation, codification, and enshrinement of these commandments, in subordination to a higher moral order, is imperative in their implementation.[footnoteRef:8]  [4:  Ibid., 18:15–16.]  [5:  Ibid., 14:10–12.]  [6:  Ibid., 18:24–26.]  [7:  Holy Bible, Romans 1:18–32; 3:9–20.]  [8:  Ibid., 5:13.] 

The first commandment, exclusively concerned with the sovereignty of God, may be considered the commandment through which all others are implemented. Inherent within the Ten Commandments is the principal idea of sovereignty, asserted from the introductory line of Exodus 20: ‘And God spoke all these words.’[footnoteRef:9] Predicated on the concept of divinity, the Ten Commandments are to be applied equally, across society, to everyone – regardless of which position they occupy within the social structure. Even those in positions of the highest power and authority – rather, especially those in positions of the highest power and authority – are subordinate to these divine principles.  [9:  Holy Bible, Exodus 20:1.] 

Were these commandments simply attributed to Moses – to a mortal being – they may easily become subject to interpretation, opportunism, and human error; were they not asserted by God, they may easily be asserted – and subsequently perverted – by someone else. Through the prophetic revelation of the Ten Commandments, the ancient Israelites became able to distinguish between the sovereignty of the Divine and that of fallible human beings – fallible human beings in positions of power, for example, who may seek to exploit that power in order to tyrannise a people back into the slavery from which they were freed. Claiming responsibility for the Israelite liberation, God precedes the first commandment with a self-defining introduction: “I am the Lord, your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt – out of the house of bondage.”[footnoteRef:10] By attributing their freedom to God, the Israelites now have an obligation to serve Him – an obligation to implement the commandments that follow. Far greater an obligation than feeling indebted to Moses, the Israelites enter into a covenant with God Himself.[footnoteRef:11] Moses enters into his own covenant, commanded not only to uphold the ethical standards within his own conduct, but to assert God’s statutes and judgements so that he and others might ‘observe them in the land’.[footnoteRef:12]  [10:  Ibid., 20:2.]  [11:  Ibid., 19:15.]  [12:  Holy Bible, Deuteronomy 4:14.] 

From just two lines of Scripture, we can already interpret the precept beneath Western systems of civility, such as English common law and the United States Constitution:[footnoteRef:13] every sovereign individual is subordinate to a sovereign body of law – earthly or divine.[footnoteRef:14] The first document to articulate this principle – that the king and his government should not be held above the law – was the Magna Carta (1215) that sought to ‘prevent the king from exploiting his power . . . by establishing law as a power in itself.’[footnoteRef:15] For the Founding Fathers of America, certain rights were God-given; since these God-given rights are sovereign, no tyrannical state nor dictator can take them away.[footnoteRef:16] The concern with freedom inherent within the first commandment ensures that we – much like the Israelites of the Old Testament – may now live as a free people, through the ethical principles of the divine legislator.[footnoteRef:17] Moses freed the slaves of Egypt through revelation; his actions were inspired by the highest moral order – God Himself.[footnoteRef:18] How could the liberated Israelites not wish to align themselves with the very same moral order that freed them from tyranny?[footnoteRef:19] By prefacing the commandments with reference to freedom from “the house of bondage,” the legitimacy of the law that follows appears to be predicated not only on the divine authority of God, but on the premise that He freed the people from enslavement. [13:  Fulton J. Sheen, Freedom Under God (Wisconsin: Bruce Publishing Company, 1940), p. 181.]  [14:  Holy Bible, Daniel 4:25; Romans 9:20; Timothy 6:15; Revelation 4:11.]  [15:  UK Parliament, Magna Carta (n.d.) https://www.parliament.uk/magnacarta/ [accessed 21st October 2021].]  [16:  Sheen, Freedom Under God, p. 187.]  [17:  Holy Bible, Romans 13:1–2.]  [18:  Holy Bible, Exodus 2:24; 3:14–15.]  [19:  Ibid., 20:6.] 

One might ask: how can we attribute freedom to a list of rules? This apparent contradiction can only be viewed as such through a worldview that assumes all restrictions on freedom are tyrannical. For those who reject the divine law – or simply wish to avoid the responsibility associated with adhering to it – freedom, today, has become synonymous with lawlessness, degeneracy, and a whole host of other vices. Freedom, however, can never exist outside of law.[footnoteRef:20] For example, the freedom to lead a quasi-nocturnal, Monster Energy-fuelled lifestyle of computer games and all-nighters is ultimately beholden to a set of laws: the scientific laws that govern the electricity and relevant technology in use; the natural law of cause and effect that dictates the cyclical sleeping pattern associated with this repetitious behaviour; and the human laws of safeguarding that either permit or prohibit consumers from purchasing age-restricted content – to name only a few. The freedom inherent within the first commandment is the freedom from oppression and enslavement; it is not the freedom to prioritise and pursue the instant gratification of whimsical desires.  [20:  Sheen, Freedom Under God, p. 45.] 

Paradoxically, as human beings, we can inadvertently inhibit our own freedom through the impulsive and overindulgent practices of exercising it. The freedom to engage in ongoing substance abuse and sexual promiscuity, for example, carries with it the inherent risk of enslavement to addiction and concupiscence.[footnoteRef:21] There is a difference between what we can do – physically – and what we ought to do – morally; ‘freedom consists not in doing what we like, but in having the right to do what we ought.’[footnoteRef:22] Acknowledging the freedom of the individual – the ability to reason and make rational decisions – the Ten Commandments assume responsibility for individual agency and autonomy over one’s body. Articulated in a body of law for the first time in history, these principles address the individual freedom of their adherents; one may choose to live in accordance with God’s plan – in harmony with the Aristotelian ‘telos’ and ‘eternal law’ of Saint Thomas Aquinas – or reject the principles altogether and risk selling oneself into the slavery of sin.[footnoteRef:23]  [21:  Holy Bible, John 8:34.]  [22:  Pope John Paul II, Homily of His Holiness John Paul II: Oriole Park at Camden Yards, Baltimore (n.d.) https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/homilies/1995/documents/hf_jp-ii_hom_19951008_baltimore.html [accessed Friday 22nd October, 2021].]  [23:  Holy Bible, Romans 6:17.] 

Through the implementation of these divine commandments, one may free oneself from the tyranny of impulsivity and ungoverned desire.[footnoteRef:24] Freedom is the ‘the power, rooted in reason and will, to act or not to act . . . and so to perform deliberate actions on one's own responsibility’.[footnoteRef:25] In each of our Augustinian struggles against competing and false inclinations, one must seek to make progress in virtue and develop mastery of the will – ‘The more one does what is good, the freer one becomes.’[footnoteRef:26] The Ten Commandments were not revealed to Moses as tools of oppression; not all restrictions on freedom are tyrannical. [24:  Holy Bible, Exodus 20:20.]  [25:  Catholic Church, Catechism of the Catholic Church (New York: Doubleday, 1995), para. 1731.]  [26:  Ibid., para. 1733.] 


Benefaction and Reciprocity

Then one of them, a lawyer, asked Him a question, testing Him, and saying,

 “Teacher, which is the great commandment in the law?”

Jesus said to him, “‘You shall love the Lord, your God, with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.’

This is the first and great commandment.

And the second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbour as yourself.’

On these two commandments hang all the Law and the Prophets.”[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Holy Bible, Matthew 22:35–40.] 


Three key components precede the Old-Testament revelation: Moses and the Israelites follow God; the individual is liberated from collective enslavement; and something akin to a civilised society is established through strong leadership, the mediation of disputes, and patterns of interrelations. Based upon the circumstances in which the Ten Commandments were revealed, embedded within Divine law is the assumption that to live in such a way is to serve God, to free the individual, and to lead a people out of tyranny and enslavement, towards civility and functionality. 
Scaffolded by the Ten Commandments, the over-arching ethical framework developed throughout the New Testament appears to be built upon the ancient virtue of pietas – a love of God, of one’s neighbour, and of country.[footnoteRef:28] Augustine later expanded upon this ancient virtue with the belief that “a man finds three things which he is to love: God, himself, and his neighbour; for a man who loves God does not err in loving himself.”[footnoteRef:29] How does one behave in accordance with this virtue? Aristotle believed that ‘eudaemonia’ is the end to which each individual is seeking; it is a ‘rich and long-lasting kind of happiness[footnoteRef:30]’ formed by ‘thoughtful, reasoned choices[footnoteRef:31]’ within a ‘complete and balanced life.[footnoteRef:32]’ To achieve eudaemonia, Aristotle looked to ‘moral exemplars’ – those who exhibit virtue with such competence and consistency that their practice might be imitated and emulated by others, through habit of virtuous action. Under this rubric – assuming that grateful reciprocity towards God, towards one’s neighbour, and towards the wider society would usher in a state of eudaemonia – Jesus Christ can be perceived not only as a moral exemplar, but as a form of meta-moral exemplar. Through the collective extrapolation of canonical best practise – the aggregation of individual character traits, within the sum total of all moral exemplars since the beginning of time – the figure of Jesus Christ may reasonably be understood as an embodiment of the ethical principles rooted in ancient philosophy and Hebrew scripture.  [28:  Fulton J. Sheen, Your Life Is Worth Living: The Christian Philosophy of Life (Schnecksville: St. Andrew’s Press, 2001), p. 291.]  [29:  Augustine, The City of God Against the Pagans, ed. by R. W. Dyson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), p. 941.]  [30:  Robin W. Lovin, An Introduction to Christian Ethics: Goals, Duties, and Virtues (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2011), p. 11.]  [31:  Ibid., p. 11.]  [32:  Ibid., p. 11.] 

As created beings, before we are indebted to those who carry out actions through His grace, we are first indebted to God Himself: our relationship with the Divine is one of perpetual imbalance and obligation, with the invitation to reciprocity initiated through Creation. In Romans, Paul discusses the ‘wrath of God’ – the slighted Divine Benefactor – and deems it an affront on behalf of His beneficiaries to serve the creature in preference to the Creator.[footnoteRef:33] Reciprocity is not mandated; benefaction is not a command,[footnoteRef:34] nor is it compulsory.[footnoteRef:35] As in Creation, the process of reciprocity begins with the benefactor; responsibility is therefore placed upon the individual to behave in such a way that warrants emulation and reciprocation from the beneficiary. Through God’s new Creation – through Jesus Christ: the Word made flesh –[footnoteRef:36] the cycle of reciprocity was initiated once more with His fallen people, later to be articulated in the form of a ‘new commandment’.[footnoteRef:37]  [33:  Holy Bible, Romans 1:19–25.]  [34:  Holy Bible, II Corinthians 8:8.]  [35:  Ibid., 9:7.]  [36:  Holy Bible, John 1:14.]  [37:  Ibid., 13:34–35.] 

Throughout the New Testament, extracted out from the Divine law of Exodus, Jesus Christ extrapolates the essence of the Ten Commandments into a mode of being now referred to as the “Golden Rule”[footnoteRef:38] – to treat others as one wishes to be treated. In a functional and civilised society, the actions and re-actions of its people are altered in accordance with the mediation of disputes, the emergence of behavioural patterns, and the expectations that follow; a mode of being is acted out by the individual in the collective interest of the group.[footnoteRef:39] Social networks are strengthened by the expression and reception of good will and respect; the harmony of such connections is easily disrupted by the vice of ingratitude.[footnoteRef:40] However, despite ingratitude – despite even persecution – Jesus Christ suggests that blessed are the righteous benefactors – those who do good, even for one’s enemies – and that theirs is the kingdom of heaven: a reward of Divine reciprocity for the unjustly persecuted.[footnoteRef:41] Perhaps nowhere in scripture is this more explicitly exemplified than when Jesus suggests that the reciprocation of mutual love is not an act of a high enough standard to enter the kingdom of God – “Are not even the tax collectors doing that?”[footnoteRef:42]  [38:  Ibid., 7:11.]  [39:  Douglas C. Mohrmann, ‘Benefaction, gratitude, and reciprocity within the Bible’, Anglican Theological Review, Vol. 103.3 (2021), 271–285 (p. 272).]  [40:  Seneca, On Benefits, trans. by Aubrey Stewart (London: G. Bell and Sons Ltd., 1911), p. 100.]  [41:  Holy Bible, Matthew 5:10–12; 5:43–47.]  [42:  Ibid., 5:46.] 

Through the chronological emergence of Old-Testament figures – from Adam and Eve to Cain and Abel, right through Jonah and Noah, to Abraham and Moses – the redemptive force of functional personalities is finally demonstrated by the example of Christ, who seeks not to abolish the law of Moses, nor the writings of the prophets who came before Him, but to simplify and articulate their purpose.[footnoteRef:43] [43:  Ibid., 5:17.] 


For the ancient Israelites of the Old Testament, freedom was found through the sovereignty of God’s call to Moses; for Jesus Christ of the New Testament, reciprocity was found through the initiation of the righteous benefactor. One may reasonably assert that these ethical principles are inherent within the divinity of scripture and the “God-reasoning” of Stoics, saints, and scholars. Through the sovereignty of God we find freedom; through the benefaction of the righteous individual we find reciprocity. 
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