
The key theological and ethical principles to be found in the Old and New Testament



Ethics, a system of moral principles, are a standard of conduct indicating the behaviour expected of people based on moral duties and virtues. Derived from the Greek word ‘ethos’, it means character, disposition, custom and habit. Originating from philosophers, religions and cultures, ethics are still maintained today by the majority of societies, and they affect decision making and how people live their lives. Ethics underpin the foundation of expected behaviour and acceptable conduct, following dilemmas such as how to live a good life, responsibilities and rights, right and wrong and moral decisions. Ethics and decision making are heavily incorporated in people’s daily lives, and there are often debates as to whether or not these ethics are being maintained. 

Philosophers have divided ethics into three sub-categories: normative ethics, applied ethics and meta-ethics. Normative ethics concerns moral judgments and what is ‘right or wrong’. For example, not cheating on your partner as it goes against your morals. Applied ethics focuses on controversial subjects like capital punishment, animal rights and war. The thirds, Meta-ethics, explores the origins and meanings of ethical principles, centring on what it means to claim that something is right or wrong. 

Whilst many people have different beliefs and opinions on what is ethical, different religions have their own sets of ethical principles that are expected to be followed by their believers. Moral theology and ethics within Christianity have been in existence since the first books of the bible were written, thousands of years ago.  Listed in the Old Testament under the ‘ten commandments’, there are a set of rules that Christians are expected to abide by in order to please God and show absolute commitment and devotion to their faith. The highest ethical duty in Christianity for followers is for them to “love God with all of their heart, mind, soul and strength”, with the second-highest being to “love their neighbour as themselves[footnoteRef:1].” [1:  https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/essay/christian-ethics/] 


These Christian ethics determine the way in which followers are expected to conduct themselves, and what God expects of his disciples. Whilst many within the faith closely follow the commandments, others may find it slightly difficult, given that the first book was written thousands of years ago, in a completely different, archaic and bygone era, with different expectations and social ‘norms’ to today’s society.

 The Old Testament is classed as the first two-thirds of the Christian bible. Although it is not known exactly when it was written, it is estimated that it was written over a period of around 1,500 years. Historians believe that the first book to be written, likely Job and Genesis, was completed around 3,400 years ago and that the last book, possibly Revelation, was completed 1,900 years ago. Whilst there is still debate today over the number of people who contributed to the books Scholars believe that they were written by around 40 different authors, including King David and, most notably, Moses. Moses is attributed with writing Genesis and whilst impossibly to prove, it is the belief that is still held today by Christians. The Old Testament is copied from the Hebrew Bible, also known as Tanakh, with very minor variations and, in total, it contains twenty-four books.

The Old Testament is comprised of historical narratives, prophetic writings, wisdom literature and religious law and the world itself means ‘covenant’. Therefore, the term ‘Old Testament’ “refers to the covenant which God entered into with Abraham and the people of Israel[footnoteRef:2]”. Since the beginning of the faith, it has played a major role in Christianity. The apostles, earliest convents and even Jesus were said to have quoted from it, and, in light of its teachings, it is credited with providing understanding to the Christian faith. Obviously, at the time, it wasn’t known as the ‘Old’ testament, as the new one had not yet been written.  [2:  https://religionfacts.com/old-testament] 


The theological and ethical principles found in the Old Testament are listed under the ten commandments in Exodus 20:3. The ten commandments are a set of biblical principles which play a fundamental role within the religion. They detail the numerous ‘sins’ that God believes goes against his morals, and followers are expected to adhere to these commandments in order to prove their devotion. 

There are many positive aspects to the commandments and following them, whether religious or not, make for a safe and orderly society. For instance, God condemns murder, adultery, stealing and lying. Thus, provides a set of rules, most of which result in a harmonious society that looks down upon the harm of others. However, not all of the commandments are as constructive, with some begging the question of whether or not God has unreasonable standards. 

One of the commandments says that “you shall not covet your neighbour’s house. You shall not covet your neighbour’s life, or his male or female servant, or his ox or donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbour[footnoteRef:3].” This heavily implies that jealousy is unacceptable, however, this cardinal wrongdoing is massively contradicted in the commandments by God himself. One of them is a declaration by God, saying that “I, the Lord your God, am a jealous God”, thus making him a hypocrite who is breaking one of his very own commandments. He also comes across as a wrathful and merciless God, and it appears that he is using his commandments to instil fear into his followers in a bid to ensure that they do not ‘stray’ and lose belief or turn to another God. This is apparent when reading through the commandments, as many of them refer to his need to be the highest power in existence, above everything else and holding himself in very high regard. He instructs Moses to inform the Israelites that they are not to make any God alongside him, and he also intends to test people in order to scare them into not sinning. “You shall not misuse the name of the Lord your God, for the Lord will not hold anyone guiltless who misuses his name” is another prohibition, and he makes it very clear that blasphemy and any negative association with his name are not tolerated.  [3:  https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Exodus%2020%3A1-17&version=NIV] 


Whilst there are positive elements to the commandments, many paint God in a negative light, and some of his ethics appear immoral and unethical. He threatens to punish children for the sins of their parents, as well as the third and fourth generations and, therefore, does not sound like a reasonable God. 

The New Testament is the last third of the Christian Bible. Early Christians did not yet have the New Testament, and therefore only followed the Old Testament. Roman Catholic and Orthodox Christians recognize the New Testament; however, Protestant Christians only recognize the books of the Old Testament. Believed to have been written around 50 and 100 AD it has twenty-seven books which fall into two sections; the Gospels, telling the story of Jesus (Matthew, Mark, Luke and John), and the Letters which were “written by various Christian leaders to provide guidance for the earliest church communities[footnoteRef:4].” [4:  https://www.bbc.co.uk/religion/religions/christianity/texts/bible.shtml] 


Similarly, to the Old Testament, the New Testament also contains ethical principles in the form of rules and expectations. Starting positively, The Beatitudes describe how it’s followers will be blessed with good fortune in the form of karma. However, it also has negative connotations throughout, and goes into depth about what God expects of his followers, and the repercussions faced otherwise. 

The Fulfilment of the Law focuses in detail on the list of rules that God expects you to abide by many of which are under the rules of the Ten Commandments, as well as the frightful consequences of disobeying these rules. For instance, the act of committing murder results in experiencing the fire of hell. Adultery is also considered a major breach of faith, and even looking at another is considered adultery. In order to fix this, God orders you to gouge out your eye and throw it away, and then to cut off your hand and throw it away. He justifies this by saying that it is better to lose one part of your body than to lose your entire soul, and therefore be thrown into hell. Divorce is also frowned upon and, with exception of sexual immorality, is classed as adultery. Marrying a divorced woman also makes you an adulterer and this rule, in particular, could be considered sexist, as it does not make any mention of marrying divorced men, and so it implies that it is acceptable for a divorced man to remarry. 

The New Testament is a lot more positive than the Old, with promises that followers of God will be rewarded with a place in heaven, and good deeds will be seen by him. It encourages kindness and reassures followers that mourners will be comforted, the meek will become strong, and that the merciful will be shown mercy. Followers of God who are persecuted for their beliefs will be given a prime place in heaven, above the ones who doubt, and instead of hatred, love for your enemies is encouraged. Contrary to the Old Testament, an eye for an eye is disregarded, and followers are instead urged to turn the other cheek. 

Whilst mostly positive, the fulfilment of the law also states that he has not come to abolish the law, but to fulfil them. So, anyone who goes against God, or his wishes will be ‘called least in the Kingdom of heaven’, as a pose to those teaching his practises and commands being called ‘great’ in heaven. God also says that “unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the Kingdom of heaven[footnoteRef:5].” [5:  https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+5&version=NIV#en-NIV-23256] 


This strikes fear into Christians, as they believe that if they sin, they will be refused entry into heaven, and will instead be forced into hell for eternity. Whilst murder is a universally condemned act, it is questionable that an act such as adultery will results in being condemned to an eternity in hell. Many people may argue that this punishment is not just, and it far too extreme for the act itself. 

In ‘Salt and Light’ God says that “You are the salt of the earth. But if the salt loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty again? It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled underfoot[footnoteRef:6]”, meaning that if you make a mistake, although you may repent, you will be forever judged. Again, many people may argue that this is an unethical punishment, and that God is not as forgiving as we may hope. [6:  https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+5&version=NIV#en-NIV-23256] 


In comparison to each other both the New and Old Testament have elements of what could be construed as both ethical and unethical expectations. God expects his followers to refrain from harming others in various ways, which is commendable. However, he also appears to be a wrathful and envious God in both Testaments, proclaiming that his power is unequivocally unmatched. He threatens that anyone who goes against him will be punished.  

There are some discrepancies between both the Old Testament and the New Testament. The older book does not refer to heaven, as a pose to the New Testament, which goes into detail about the Lords Kingdom. In addition to this, despite the Old Testament encouraging an ‘eye for an eye’, the New Testament discourages such behaviour, and instead implores people to refrain from seeking revenge and turn the other eye, showing kindness to the people who have wronged you. Also, the ten commandments do not contain any threats, which is contrasted by the Fulfilment of the Law, which warns of hell and suffering.

Despite the books being thousands of years old, many of the commandments are still prevalent today, and some are even laws. For instance, killing and theft are illegal acts which are punishable by heavy jail sentences. Many of the commandments are also followed strictly by Christians, who still trust that going against these wishes will result in eternal damnation. 

In conclusion, there are many people who feel that the commandments are outdated and that, should heaven and hell exist, it would be unethical to condemn someone to an eternity of suffering for acts that are generally no longer consider to be sins. For instance, divorce is now a common, as is re-marrying and having children out of wedlock. This includes Christians, who are no longer bound to unhappy relationships and have the freedom to find happiness elsewhere, a luxury not afforded to people hundreds of years ago. It could also be argued that adultery, jealousy and lack of belief are not acts worthy of serious punishment. 
In both the Exodus and the Fulfilment of the Law, God seems to be a vengeful being who thinks incredibly highly of himself and his status. He wants to be worshipped, and should things not go his way he retaliates by punishing innocent children for the sins of their parents. This certainly does not come across as an ethical principle.

As the years have gone by, it is appropriate to wonder if some of the rules should be modernised to suit the new world. Whilst most agree that murder, theft and lying are serious issues that should certainly be dealt with, it is possible that the other commandments need to be updated. 
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