Christian ethical reflection relies heavily on the authority of the Biblical text; this is not something that is exclusive to a single denomination, however when looking at two of the largest denominations of the religion, Catholicism and Protestantism, it is visible that Protestantism favours this more than Catholicism when exploring ethical reflection and moral reasoning.
Protestantism relies on a theonomous approach to ethical reflection, meaning that only the Bible is used for moral reasoning. Whereas Catholicism relies on a more heteronomous approach, allowing outside sources to influence said reflection.
In 2 Timothy 3:16-17, it is said that “All scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and training in righteousness, so that the person of God may be proficient, equipped for every good work.” This passage is found within both the Protestant and the Catholic Bible, and one could argue from this verse alone that Scripture is therefore sufficient for all ethical reasoning. However, there is a reason that heteronomy exists and that is due to the fact that the Bible does not offer resolute solutions to every single ethical and moral dilemma. For example, the Bible does not explicitly mention masturbation or contraception, however many people question the ethics behind these. So, where do we find our ethical reasoning if not in the Bible? How do we distinguish what in the Bible is universal, and what is contextual? Taking these questions into consideration, it is a fair question to ask, why would a Protestant approach to Christian ethics be wary of the use of tradition in ethical reflection?
To understand this in part, it is necessary to explore the Protestant Reformation, and how and why Protestantism came to be. The Protestant reformation emerged from Catholicism in the sixteenth century[footnoteRef:1] as a result of increase in power to the Catholic Church, be that political, economic or otherwise.[footnoteRef:2] However, this alone was not enough for the call of a reformation. It came about as a result of the doctrine of ‘indulgences’ which were a cause of conflict written about in Martin Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses after John Tetzel, the ‘papal commissioner for indulgences’ was sent to Germany to raise funds for the rebuilding of St Peter’s Basilica, Rome.[footnoteRef:3] ‘Indulgences’ were a way of paying oneself out of punishment in the afterlife, which Luther deemed unacceptable and whilst he tried to resolve the situation without the intent of starting a reformation, that is what happened as many took his letter to be an attack on the hierarchy in the Church and the papacy. Yet by 1519, religious authority had become an issue, and Luther rejected the idea that Church authority was infallible resulting in a replacement of these with sola scriptura, Scripture alone after being asked to recant his words regarding ‘indulgences’.[footnoteRef:4] He then said, [1:  Hans J Hillerbrand, The Protestant Reformation, rev. ed. (Bravo Ltd, 2007), p. xii.]  [2:  Hillerbrand, The Protestant, p. xii.]  [3:  Hillerbrand, The Protestant, p. xiv.]  [4:  Hillerbrand, The Protestant, p. xiv, xv.] 

Unless I am convinced by the Testimony of the Scriptures or by clear reason (for I do not trust either in the pope or the councils alone, since it is well known that they have often eered and contradicted themselves), I am bound by the Scriptures I have quoted and my conscience is captive to the Word of God. I cannot and will not recant anything, since it is neither safe nor right to go against my conscience. May God help me. Amen.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Diet of Worms, Worms, Germany, 1521.] 

This is where solas scriptura came from and then is idea later became known as theonomy.
A tradition that was and still is used in the Catholic Church, which is in part what Luther came head-to-head with, is the role of priests and papacy. Priests are at times used as intercessors between God and man, and this tradition goes as far back as to the Old Testament. This role however does have differences and does not take into account the role of the papacy as this was not an existing role in the Old Testament. However, historically, priests were vital, as the presence of God, also known as the Holy of Holies, was not accessible to mortals. If one entered Holy of Holies and they were not a priest, according to custom, they would die[footnoteRef:6]. However, following the death and resurrection of Jesus, according to Scripture, this was no longer the case. The death of Jesus resulted in the tearing of the veil (according to Matthew 27:51) which had previously separated God and man, behind which was the Holy of Holies. According to Hebrews 4:14, Jesus took the role of High Priest, said as follows “Since, then, we have a great high priest who passed through, Jesus, the son of God, let us hold fast to our confession.” And whilst the New Testament respects the role of Church authorities, confession of faith had become an individual choice and the only mediator between God and that individual was Jesus. [6:  NRSVUE Holy Bible, Leviticus 16.] 

Whilst this is not the same role that a priest or the papacy may play in Catholicism, they still act as somewhat of a mediator. This is evident through the Catholic practice of confession, in which after confessing one’s sins the priest gives the individual a penance to do and following that, the priest will say a prayer of absolution and it is believed that in that moment, God forgives the individual of their sin.[footnoteRef:7] This would be an example of tradition within ethical reasoning and to return to Luther’s idea of Sola Scriptura, it would not be necessary for the priest to be required for the absolution of sin. This idea can be found within the Biblical text in examples such as 1 Timothy 2:5 which says, “For there is one God; there is also one mediator between God and humankind, Christ Jesus, himself human.” And another example of which, found in 1 John 1:9 stating, “If we confess our sins, he who is faithful and just will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” With a focus on 1 John 1:9, forgiveness does not require a prayer of absolution said by a priest, it just requires confession. [7:  Westminster Cathedral, A Simple Guide to Confession, Encountering the Mercy of God.] 

Considering these examples found in Scripture create a case for theonomy, it is exactly the approach that Protestantism takes to ethical reflection. Tradition would look outside of these passages, which is what Catholicism does, using a heteronomous approach and it can be assumed that it is in part because of this that a Protestant approach may be wary. 
Additionally, ethical reflection has been found in Papacy outside of Protestantism. Papal Encyclicals have been a form of sharing ethical reflection and revelation within the Catholic Church since the 1740s, varying in topics from the study of Scripture (Pope Leo XIII, 1893) to human dignity (John Paul II, 1979)[footnoteRef:8]. Where Catholics are to be encouraged to believe a predetermined doctrine, having come from a place of authority, Protestants are more likely to be encouraged to search the Scriptures themselves (once again returning to Sola Scriptura) and as a result, ‘tradition’ may be avoided because the role of papacy has not been explicitly mentioned in Scripture. [8:  Unknown, ‘What is a Papal Encyclical?’, The Catholic Church Bishop’s Conference of England and Wales, < https://www.cbcew.org.uk/home/our-work/environment/encyclical-laudato-si/what-is-a-papal-encyclical/> [13/07/2026].] 

Nevertheless, the role of authority is not the only thing that would be a cause for wariness in Protestant ethical reflection. Another example of what is used in heteronomous approaches to ethical reflection is the idea of natural law. Natural law theory suggests that human beings innately know what is right and what is God’s will and will be inclined to act upon this knowledge regardless of a knowledge or lack of knowledge of the Scriptures.[footnoteRef:9] This is believed to have come about as a result of being made in the image of God (imago dei), as according to Genesis 1:27, “So God created humans in his image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he created them.” This theory is commonly seen within Christian ethics, but particularly in post-reformation Catholic tradition. A key passage found in Scripture to back up this theory is in Romans 2:13-15, which says as follows, [9:  Robert P. George, Natural Law Theory: Contemporary Essays, (Clarendon Press, 1992).] 

For it is not the hearers of the law who are righteous in God’s sight, but the doers of the law who will be justified. When gentiles, who do not possess the law, by nature do what the law requires, these, though not having the law, are a law to themselves. They show that what the law requires is written on their hearts, as their own conscience also bears witness, and their conflicting thoughts will accuse or perhaps excuse them.
However, natural law theory supposes humans are creatures of reason and are therefore believed to make decisions for themselves. They are able to discern natural law but can choose to not act upon it.[footnoteRef:10] Because this theory believes that this reasoning goes beyond knowledge of the Bible, ethical reasoning relies more heavily on tradition. However, this theory does not extend to Protestant ethical reflection, as, if one was to explore Scripture further, they could find arguments against natural law theory, suggesting that humans are inherently sinful. This way of thinking then returns to the idea of Sola Scriptura once more. However, it is important to ask how to distinguish what in the Bible is universal and what is simply contextual? For the letters of Paul were written to specific Churches in a specific time, but are parts of them meant to be applied to today’s world? Very often, the words of Jesus are taken to be universal as opposed to writings elsewhere. However, contradictions can be found within Scripture, so it is not a clear-cut argument. [10:  George, Natural Law] 

Passages in Scripture that may argue against natural law theory can include Psalm 51:5, “Indeed, I was born guilty, a sinner when my mother conceived me.” Or perhaps Mark 10:18, “Jesus said to him, “why do you call me good? No one is good but God alone.”” These passages imply that humans are innately sinful, yet that would seemingly contradict the passage previously mentioned, Romans 2:13-15. And this is not the only passage that seems to contradict itself. In Romans 7, Paul is describing the inner conflict he faces; he knows what is right, but he can’t seem to do it. Verses 18 to 20 say,
For I know that the good does not dwell within me, that is, in my flesh. For the desire to do the good lies close at hand, but not the ability. For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do. Now if I do what I do not want, it is no longer I who do it but sin that dwells within me.
This passage points out the fickleness of human morality and ethical reflection in practice. The tradition of natural law theory is both proved and disproved in this passage. It is this fickleness that can cause the Protestant approach to be wary of tradition in ethical reflection. Tradition is almost all too human, where as Scripture is inspired by the Divine. Whilst Protestantism can and does hold Church authority in esteem, it continually recognises the humanity within them. That according to the Biblical texts, humans are inherently sinful in spite of imago Dei. Therefore, it is essential to hold onto Scripture, as Luther pointed out several times during the Protestant reformation. This is the fundamentals of why the Protestant reformation came to be, and to turn to tradition in ethical reflection, would go against the purpose of the reformation and perhaps according to Luther, would overlook the divine inspiration of Scripture.
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