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Introduction to Ethics (HPPH4902), Assignment One.

Why Is Doing Good So Difficult? How might the Christian ethical tradition answer this?

Introduction

The difficulty of doing good, even when individuals recognise what is morally right, is a central concern within Christian ethics. While some ethical traditions suggest that moral failure results primarily from ignorance, Christian thought argues that the issue lies deeper within human nature itself. As Christopher Bennett notes, ethics is concerned not only with “what we ought to do, but why we so often fail to do it.”[footnoteRef:1] This introduces a key tension between moral knowledge and moral action. Influenced by theological concepts such as sin, free will, and grace, Christian ethics presents a complex account of moral struggle. Thinkers such as Augustine of Hippo and Thomas Aquinas argue that humans are inclined towards wrongdoing due to a disordered will. This essay will argue that doing good is difficult because of internal moral weakness caused by sin and conflicting desires; however, the Christian ethical tradition provides a coherent response through virtue, grace, and moral discipline. [1:  Christopher Bennett, What is this thing called ethics?, 2nd edn (New York: Routledge, 2015), p. 12.] 



The Gap Between Moral Knowledge and Moral Action

A central issue in Christian ethics is that knowing the good does not guarantee doing the good. This is reflected in the biblical statement: “For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I keep on doing” (Romans 7:19).[footnoteRef:2] This suggests a deep internal conflict within human beings. Bennett reinforces this, arguing that “moral failure cannot be reduced simply to ignorance; it often involves a failure of motivation.”[footnoteRef:3] [2:  The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2001), Romans 7:19.]  [3:  Bennett, What is this thing called ethics?, p. 45.
] 


This challenges the classical position of Socrates, who maintained that wrongdoing stems from ignorance. In contrast, Christian ethics asserts that individuals can knowingly choose evil. Augustine reflects on this in Confessions, admitting that he “knew the good but lacked the strength to pursue it.”[footnoteRef:4] This demonstrates that moral failure is rooted not in knowledge but in weakness of will. [4:  Augustine, Confessions, trans. by Henry Chadwick (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), p. 152.] 


This interpretation is persuasive because it aligns with lived experience. Individuals frequently act against their better judgement, suggesting that knowledge alone is insufficient. However, this raises questions about responsibility. If individuals are internally conflicted, determining accountability becomes more complex.


Augustine and the Problem of Sin

Augustine provides a foundational explanation through the doctrine of original sin. He argues that humanity has inherited a fallen nature, resulting in a will that is inclined toward selfishness. As he writes, human nature is “wounded, hurt, damaged, destroyed.”[footnoteRef:5] This condition makes doing good inherently difficult. [5:  Augustine, On Nature and Grace, trans. by Peter Holmes (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1876), p. 27.] 


Augustine describes humans as being incurvatus in se—“curved inward on themselves”—meaning they prioritise their own desires over moral truth. Bennett supports this idea, noting that ethical failure often arises when “self-interest overrides moral obligation.”[footnoteRef:6] This inward focus leads to repeated moral failure. [6:  Bennett, What is this thing called ethics?, p. 67.] 


The strength of Augustine’s view lies in its universality. It explains why wrongdoing appears consistently across cultures and time periods. However, it is open to criticism. The idea of inherited sin may seem unjust, as individuals are held accountable for a condition they did not choose. Despite this, Augustine insists that humans retain free will, stating that “the will remains, though weakened.”[footnoteRef:7] This preserves moral responsibility while acknowledging human limitation. [7:  Augustine, Enchiridion, trans. by Albert Outler (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1955), p. 34.] 



Aquinas: Reason, Desire, and Moral Habit

While Augustine emphasises corruption, Aquinas offers a more balanced account. He argues that humans are naturally oriented towards the good, stating that “the good is that which all things seek.”[footnoteRef:8] However, this orientation is often disrupted by disordered desires. [8:  Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, trans. by Fathers of the English Dominican Province (London: Burns Oates & Washbourne, 1911), I–II, Q.1, Art.1.] 


Aquinas explains that moral failure occurs when passions override reason. Bennett echoes this, suggesting that “ethical weakness often involves the dominance of immediate desire over rational judgement.”[footnoteRef:9] For example, a person may know honesty is good but lie to avoid consequences. [9:  Bennett, What is this thing called ethics?, p. 89.] 


To address this, Aquinas introduces virtue as a solution. He defines virtue as “a habit which disposes one to act well.”[footnoteRef:10] Through repeated action, individuals can align their desires with reason. This approach is practical, as it suggests moral improvement is achievable through discipline. [10:  Aquinas, Summa Theologica, I–II, Q.55, Art.3.] 


However, Aquinas recognises limits to human effort. He argues that while virtues can be cultivated, “man cannot attain perfect goodness without divine assistance.”[footnoteRef:11] This introduces the need for grace, linking his thought with Augustine’s. [11:  Aquinas, Summa Theologica, I–II, Q.109, Art.2.] 



Moral Conflict: Doing Wrong for a Good Cause

Another reason why doing good is difficult is that moral situations often involve conflict, where achieving a good outcome may require actions that are themselves morally questionable. This creates a tension between ends and means, raising the question of whether it is ever acceptable to do wrong in order to achieve good. Christopher Bennett highlights this issue by noting that ethical decision-making often involves “weighing competing moral considerations rather than applying simple rules.”[footnoteRef:12] For example, an individual might lie to protect someone from harm or break a rule to achieve a greater good. From a Christian ethical perspective, particularly in the thought of Thomas Aquinas, such actions are problematic because morality is not judged solely by outcomes but also by intention and the nature of the act itself. Aquinas argues that “a good intention does not make a bad act good,”[footnoteRef:13] meaning that morally wrong actions cannot be justified purely by desirable consequences. This suggests that doing good is difficult because individuals must navigate complex situations where moral duties appear to conflict. However, some ethical approaches, including more consequentialist perspectives, would argue that achieving the best overall outcome can justify morally questionable actions. This creates a tension within ethical theory itself. The Christian response maintains that true moral goodness requires both right intention and right action, reinforcing the idea that doing good is not only difficult in practice but also in judgement. [12:  Bennett, What is this thing called ethics?, p. 95.]  [13:  Aquinas, Summa Theologica, I–II, Q.18, Art.4.] 



Free Will and Moral Responsibility

A key issue in explaining moral difficulty is the relationship between human weakness and responsibility. If individuals are inclined toward sin, it may seem unfair to hold them accountable. However, Christian ethics maintains that humans possess free will.

Aquinas argues that without free will, “counsel, exhortation, command, prohibition, reward and punishment would be meaningless.”[footnoteRef:14] This suggests that moral responsibility depends on the ability to choose. [14:  Aquinas, Summa Theologica, I, Q.83, Art.1.] 


Bennett supports this view, arguing that ethical systems rely on the assumption that individuals are “capable of responding to reasons, even if they fail to do so.”[footnoteRef:15] This reinforces the idea that moral failure does not eliminate responsibility. [15:  Bennett, What is this thing called ethics?, p. 102.] 


This balance between weakness and accountability is a strength of Christian ethics. It avoids determinism while acknowledging human limitations. However, tensions remain, as the extent of human freedom is debated within theology.


Self-Interest and Conditional Morality
Another important reason why doing good is difficult is that individuals often act morally only when it aligns with their own self-interest. Rather than consistently pursuing what is objectively good, people may choose to act ethically only when it benefits them or avoids negative consequences. This reflects what Christopher Bennett describes as the tendency for moral reasoning to be “influenced by personal motivations and competing interests,”[footnoteRef:16] rather than purely by ethical principles. From a Christian perspective, this behaviour can be understood as a manifestation of sin, particularly the tendency identified by Augustine of Hippo for humans to be incurvatus in se, or “curved inward” towards themselves. In this state, moral actions are not genuinely good but are conditional, dependent on personal gain. For example, an individual may act generously when it enhances their reputation but fail to do so when no recognition is involved. This suggests that the difficulty of doing good lies not only in knowing what is right, but in prioritising it over self-interest. However, this explanation is not limited to religious ethics; secular theories also recognise the influence of self-interest in moral decision-making. The Christian contribution, however, is to interpret this tendency as a deeper moral disorder requiring transformation through virtue and grace, rather than merely behavioural adjustment. [16:  Bennett, What is this thing called ethics?, p. 81.] 



Grace as a Response to Moral Difficulty

One of the most distinctive features of Christian ethics is the concept of grace. Augustine argues that “grace is not given because we have done good works, but in order that we may be able to do them.”[footnoteRef:17] This suggests that moral goodness requires divine assistance. [17:  Augustine, On Grace and Free Will, trans. by Peter Holmes (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1873), p. 41.] 


Grace strengthens the will, enabling individuals to overcome their weaknesses. Bennett highlights the importance of external support in ethics, noting that “moral improvement often depends on factors beyond individual effort.”[footnoteRef:18] In Christian terms, this support is understood as divine. [18:  Bennett, What is this thing called ethics?, p. 118.] 


This provides a hopeful response to moral difficulty. While human nature may be flawed, it is not beyond transformation. However, the concept of grace raises challenges. It may appear to undermine autonomy, as moral success depends on divine intervention. Additionally, it is not empirically verifiable.

Despite these criticisms, grace remains central to Christian ethics. It reflects the belief that moral progress is possible, even in the face of significant challenges.


Counter-Argument: A Secular Ethical Perspective

A significant challenge to the Christian explanation of moral difficulty comes from secular ethical theories, which reject the need for concepts such as sin or divine grace. From this perspective, doing good is difficult not because of a fallen nature, but due to psychological, social, and situational factors. For example, Christopher Bennett argues that moral failure can often be explained through “conflicts between competing reasons and motivations,”[footnoteRef:19] rather than inherent moral corruption. This suggests that individuals struggle to act ethically because of external pressures, emotional impulses, or competing interests, rather than a fundamentally disordered will. Similarly, modern ethical approaches influenced by thinkers such as Immanuel Kant emphasise rational duty, arguing that moral action depends on the capacity to act according to universal principles rather than theological conditions. From this view, the difficulty of doing good lies in overcoming self-interest through rational discipline, not in overcoming sin through grace. This presents a strong challenge to Christian ethics, as it offers an explanation that does not rely on unverifiable theological claims. However, while secular accounts effectively explain aspects of moral behaviour, they may struggle to fully address the depth of internal moral conflict described in both philosophical and everyday experience. As a result, the Christian emphasis on inner transformation and grace may still offer a more comprehensive account of why doing good is so persistently difficult. [19:  Bennett, What is this thing called ethics?, p. 72.] 



Community and Moral Formation

Christian ethics also emphasises the role of community in supporting moral behaviour. The Church provides guidance, accountability, and encouragement. As Proverbs 27:17 states, “iron sharpens iron.”[footnoteRef:20] [20:  The Holy Bible, English Standard Version, Proverbs 27:17.] 


Bennett argues that moral development is shaped by social context, stating that “our ethical outlook is formed through interaction with others.”[footnoteRef:21] This supports the Christian emphasis on community. [21:  Bennett, What is this thing called ethics?, p. 134.] 


Practices such as prayer, confession, and teaching help individuals develop moral awareness and discipline. This communal approach recognises that moral behaviour is not purely individual.

However, reliance on community can lead to disagreement, as different groups interpret ethics differently. Despite this, the emphasis on shared moral formation remains a strength.


Evaluation

The Christian explanation for moral difficulty is comprehensive and coherent. It integrates psychological insight with theological principles. As Bennett suggests, ethical systems must account for “both the demands of morality and the realities of human behaviour.”[footnoteRef:22] Christian ethics achieves this balance. [22:  Bennett, What is this thing called ethics?, p. 150.] 


Its strengths include realism, practical solutions, and a structured framework for moral development. However, its reliance on theological concepts may limit its appeal in secular contexts.

Nevertheless, many of its insights—such as the importance of habit and internal conflict—are widely supported. This suggests that Christian ethics offers valuable contributions to broader ethical discussions.


Conclusion

Doing good is difficult because human beings experience a conflict between moral knowledge and moral action, shaped by disordered desires and weakened will. Christian ethics explains this through sin, as emphasised by Augustine, and through the tension between reason and desire, as explored by Aquinas. Both highlight the necessity of grace in overcoming moral weakness.

Ultimately, the Christian ethical tradition provides a coherent and compelling response. By combining theological insight with practical strategies, it acknowledges both the difficulty of doing good and the possibility of achieving it.


Bibliography

Augustine. Confessions. Translated by Henry Chadwick. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991.
Augustine. Enchiridion. Translated by Albert Outler. Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1955.
Augustine. On Grace and Free Will. Translated by Peter Holmes. Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1873.
Augustine. On Nature and Grace. Translated by Peter Holmes. Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1876.
Aquinas, Thomas. Summa Theologica. Translated by the Fathers of the English Dominican Province. London: Burns Oates & Washbourne, 1911.
Bennett, Christopher. What is this thing called ethics? 2nd ed. New York: Routledge, 2015.
The Holy Bible. English Standard Version. Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2001.



Introduction to Ethics (HPPH4902)
