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The Theological And Ethical Principles Represented In The Old And New Testaments

Christianity, as with most religions, not only tries to provide answers to key questions such as why or how we are here, but also gives guidance on how we should live our lives. Primarily, this guidance is delivered in the form of the 10 commandments. However, what can we learn from these commandments? We must ask ourselves why these specific commandments were chosen, what principles we can learn from them, and how they should be interpreted. In this essay, I will be exploring both Exodus 20 from the Old Testament and Mathew 5 from the New Testament, associating the 10 commandments with the important theological and ethical principles which they represent. 
Firstly, we can evaluate possibly the easiest commandment to understand of all. In Exodus 20, God told the Egyptians whom Moses freed from slavery in Egypt ‘You shall not murder’.[footnoteRef:1] Of course today this is clear to us, and nobody can argue with the fact that murder is wrong and unethical. However, what makes this so? Why do we feel that this commandment is correct, and that it is so undeniable? Clearly, within society we value nonmaleficence extremely highly and therefore we do not want people murdering others. However, what makes this commandment so interesting is how it has been interpreted since it was delivered. In Mathew 5, When speaking on the sixth commandment against murder, Jesus states: [1:  Bible Gateway Passage: Exodus 20 - New International Version, Bible Gateway https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Exodus%2020&version=NIV.] 

Anyone who is angry with a brother or sister[b][c] will be subject to judgment. Again, anyone who says to a brother or sister, ‘Raca,’[d] is answerable to the court. And anyone who says, ‘You fool!’ will be in danger of the fire of hell.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Bible Gateway Passage: Matthew 5 - New International Version, Bible Gateway https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%205&version=NIV.

] 

Notice how his interpretation has nothing to do with any physical maleficence towards another, but solely refers to verbal violence. This is due to the fact that both physical acts of violence such as murder and verbal abuse are both maleficent acts and therefore are according to Christians, in the eyes of the lord, the same.  Furthermore, Catechist scholars in more recent times have interpreted this commandment as not only a guide to non-maleficent behaviour, but also to temperance. It Is said in Catechism Of The Catholic Church when speaking on the sixth commandment that ‘life and physical health are precious gifts entrusted to us by God. We must take reasonable care of them, taking into account the needs of others and the common good.’[footnoteRef:3] This is of course, as previously stated, referring to the necessity of nonmaleficence, however what follows interprets this commandment in a different way, promoting temperance which is of course another virtue which we desire in an ideal society. The Catechists interpret this commandment as follows: [3:  Catechism Of The Catholic Church, 2nd edn, 2288, http://www.scborromeo.org/ccc/p3s2c2a5.htm#:~:text=2268%20The%20fifth%20commandment%20forbids,out%20to%20heaven%20for%20vengeance..] 


The virtue of temperance disposes us to avoid every kind of excess: the abuse of food, alcohol, tobacco, or medicine. Those incur grave guilt who, by drunkenness or a love of speed, endanger their own and others' safety on the road, at sea, or in the air.
[bookmark: 2291]The use of drugs inflicts very grave damage on human health and life. Their use, except on strictly therapeutic grounds, is a grave offense. Clandestine production of and trafficking in drugs are scandalous practices. They constitute direct co-operation in evil, since they encourage people to practices gravely contrary to the moral law.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Catechism Of The Catholic Church, 2nd edn, 2290&2291, http://www.scborromeo.org/ccc/p3s2c2a5.htm#:~:text=2268%20The%20fifth%20commandment%20forbids,out%20to%20heaven%20for%20vengeance..] 

This provides an extremely interesting link between the two values of temperance and nonmaleficence. Not only does this state that a lack of temperance can lead to maleficent behaviour effecting others, but it can also disregard the sanctity of ones own life, causing damage to ones own body and therefore behaving in a maleficent way towards oneself. An issue with this could be uncovered when debating where we draw the line as to what is bad for us and what isn’t, as each body is different, and as science evolves, we do tend to discover that some things which we thought were good for us, such as cigarettes for example, aren’t good for us, and some things which we thought were bad for us are not as bad as we thought. However, focusing on temperance instead of abstinence does rectify this issue to some extent, and also makes it easier for us to improve in this area of our lives; a religion should not set the bar so high as to make living the lifestyle it promotes an impossibility.
However, some inconsistencies can be found when exploring other commandments, and this can make it much more difficult to figure out which ethical principles are most valued among Christians. If we look at the seventh commandment for example ‘you shall not commit adultery’,[footnoteRef:5] not only could this be argued to promote temperance again through the avoidance of greed, but it also promotes modesty through your own self-respect, and truthfulness through the respect which you show your partner in your loyalty. This can also of course be related to the tenth commandment ‘you shall not covet your neighbour’s wife’[footnoteRef:6] which also promotes the same ethical principles of temperance, modesty and truthfulness, however how they are linked in Leviticus 20 is interesting. It is written that ‘If a man commits adultery with another man’s wife— with the wife of his neighbor— both the adulterer and the adulteress must surely be put to death’.[footnoteRef:7] Furthermore, in Mathew 5 Jesus reportedly said:  [5:  Bible Gateway Passage: Exodus 20 - New International Version, Bible Gateway https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Exodus%2020&version=NIV.
]  [6:  Bible Gateway Passage: Exodus 20 - New International Version, Bible Gateway https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Exodus%2020&version=NIV.]  [7:  Bible Gateway Passage: Leviticus 20 - New International Version, Bible Gateway https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Leviticus%2020&version=NIV.] 

I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart. If your right eye causes you to stumble, gouge it out and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to be thrown into hell.  And if your right hand causes you to stumble, cut it off and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to go into hell.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Bible Gateway Passage: Matthew 5 - New International Version, Bible Gateway https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%205&version=NIV.] 

The issue we run into here is obvious – the principles which we previously thought were being promoted when looking into the sixth commandment, seem to go out of the window when we hear how we are supposed to respond to somebody who breaks either the seventh or the tenth commandment. It was said that ‘anyone who says, ‘You fool!’ will be in danger of the fire of hell’,[footnoteRef:9] however how we are then later instructed to act in the face of an adulterer or adulteress seems contradictory. Furthermore, if we are to take a Catechist approach to the ethical principles promoted within the ten commandments, surely to cut off a hand or gauge out an eye is worse than consuming certain toxins when it comes to disrespecting our body? In response to this it can be said that Jesus was only being hyperbolic and exaggerating, although our previous reference to Leviticus 20 does seem to be quite literal – these were words which God instructed Moses, to deliver to the Israelites, and he did so in a hope to bring Israel to holiness. The sheer length of the book of Leviticus, and the detail it goes into regarding the punishment for sins, particularly of a sexual nature, seems to lead us to believe that it was not delivered in a hyperbolic way as could be argued for what is said in Mathew 5, but rather in a much more literal sense. Does this mean that sexual sins are therefore seen as worse than murder? Moreover, could it justify murder in certain situations? Relating to today’s world,  this could lead to bringing in the death penalty for paedophiles and rapists, although unfortunately in Numbers 31, when the Israelites warred against the Midianites, Moses did say ‘all the women children, that have not known a man by lying with him, keep alive for yourselves’.[footnoteRef:10] Of course times were extremely different then, and we should interpret the scriptures according to what we know is right now, but nonetheless it is interesting to think about the hierarchy within the ten commandments, and the ethical principles which they promote. [9:  Bible Gateway Passage: Matthew 5 - New International Version, Bible Gateway https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%205&version=NIV.]  [10:  Bible Gateway Passage: Numbers 31 - New International Version, Bible Gateway https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Numbers%2031&version=NIV.
] 

As for the theological themes involved in these chapters, we can start by analysing the beatitudes in the beginning of Mathew 5. As Jesus began delivering the sermon on the mount, he repeats the words ‘blessed are’ over and over, adding words such as ‘the merciful’, ‘the pure in heart’, and ‘the peacemakers’. These are all traits which are desired among Christians, and which God desires among men according to the message of Christianity. However, he also makes some much more theological statements such as ‘for they will be called children of God’[footnoteRef:11] and ‘for theirs is the kingdom of heaven’.[footnoteRef:12] These two statements both relate to two of the greatest theological aspects of Christianity, God as a creator, and the promise of heaven. It could also be said that when Jesus said ‘they will inherit the earth’ he was emphasizing the idea of God being charitable and giving us all we need.  The fifth commandment relates to this by saying ‘honour your father and your mother, so that you may live long in the land the LORD your God is giving you.’[footnoteRef:13] Throughout the beatitudes God’s charity is emphasized over and over, however Jesus powerfully ends the beatitudes with a statement which not only reinforced how giving God can be in his disciples minds, but also reminded them of the importance of keeping there faith. He said: [11:  Bible Gateway Passage: Matthew 5 - New International Version, Bible Gateway https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%205&version=NIV.]  [12:  Bible Gateway Passage: Matthew 5 - New International Version, Bible Gateway https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%205&version=NIV.]  [13:  Bible Gateway Passage: Exodus 20 - New International Version, Bible Gateway https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Exodus%2020&version=NIV.] 

Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me. Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Bible Gateway Passage: Matthew 5 - New International Version, Bible Gateway https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%205&version=NIV.] 

Interestingly though, when God delivered the 10 commandments in Exodus, there was much less emphasis on hope and faith. Whereas Jesus repeatedly told his disciples all that God will give to them and reminds them of the importance of keeping their faith, even during times in which it is tested, it seems as though when God delivered the commandments this was not so much the case. However, there are some plausible reasons for this. Firstly, God starts by stating ‘I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery.’[footnoteRef:15] The fact that he had done this, and they were reaping the rewards of his work knowingly, makes it much less necessary to put so much emphasis on hope and faith, although I am sure that the Israelites were full of hope due to the help which God had given them. However, when it comes to faith, it is possible that due to the fact that it was God himself speaking to them, it wasn’t necessary to emphasize the need for their faith as he knew he had it. However, he did refer to the importance of charity. After having delivered the ten commandments, God directs the Israelites, saying: [15:  Bible Gateway Passage: Exodus 20 - New International Version, Bible Gateway https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Exodus%2020&version=NIV.] 

Make an altar of earth for me and sacrifice on it your burnt offerings and fellowship offerings, your sheep and goats and your cattle. Wherever I cause my name to be honoured, I will come to you and bless you.  If you make an altar of stones for me, do not build it with dressed stones, for you will defile it if you use a tool on it. And do not go up to my altar on steps, or your private parts may be exposed.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Bible Gateway Passage: Exodus 20 - New International Version, Bible Gateway https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Exodus%2020&version=NIV.] 

Not only is God showing them the importance of charity here and directing them to give what they have to him, but he is also showing them the importance of their worship and reinforcing the idea of his divinity. This could possibly be related to faith somehow, but I think it is more an act of worship, and idolising the one God which they know exists. The second commandment states ‘You shall not make for yourself an image in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below. You shall not bow down to them or worship them’.[footnoteRef:17] This shows the importance of worship, and the sanctity of it. It is delivered as for God, and only for him. Unlike Jesus who had to focus heavily on hope and faith when delivering the sermon on the mount, when God delivered the ten commandments he instead focused more on the how of worshiping him. His presence was enough to instil fear, wonder, faith and unlimited hope in the Israelites. [17:  Bible Gateway Passage: Exodus 20 - New International Version, Bible Gateway https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Exodus%2020&version=NIV.] 

To conclude, in both the sermon on the mount and the delivery of the ten commandments, there is a heavy focus on many ethical and theological principles. Ethically speaking, these bible chapters teach us that we need to live a life which is nonmaleficent, temperate, modest, and truthful. It also seems as if the ten commandments do seem to have a hierarchy of importance, and as though modesty and truthfulness are more important than nonmaleficence. The scriptures also teach us a lot about theological principles though, and a lot of emphasis is placed on hope, faith, and charity in both Exodus 20 and Mathew 5, although in Mathew 5 there seems to be more emphasis on the hope and faith aspects of theology, which I believe is due to the presence of God and the fact that he was there to deliver his message to the Israelites himself. After all, if God spoke to you or me personally, I am sure we would be filled with hope and faith, and if he did so after freeing us from slavery even more so. God did teach the Israelites a lot about worship within his delivery of the ten commandments though, and therefore he taught them a lot about what is ethically correct, or at least what was ethically correct at the time.
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