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TRANSFORMATION AND MONEY 

 
EVANGELISM 
 

COMMANDMENT – PROCLAIM THE GOSPEL  

 

MARK 16:15  
‘And he said to them, “Go into all the world and proclaim the gospel to the whole 
creation”.’ 
 
LUKE 13:22-30  
‘Then Jesus went through the towns and villages, teaching as he made his way to 
Jerusalem. Someone asked him, “Lord, are only a few people going to be saved?” 
He said to them, “Make every effort to enter through the narrow door, because 
many, I tell you, will try to enter and will not be able to. Once the owner of the 
house gets up and closes the door, you will stand outside knocking and pleading, 
‘Sir, open the door for us.’ “But he will answer, ‘I don’t know you or where you 
come from.’ “Then you will say, ‘We ate and drank with you, and you taught in 
our streets.’ “But he will reply, ‘I don’t know you or where you come from. Away 
from me, all you evildoers!’ “There will be weeping there, and gnashing of teeth, 
when you see Abraham, Isaac and Jacob and all the prophets in the kingdom of 
God, but you yourselves thrown out. People will come from east and west and 
north and south, and will take their places at the feast in the kingdom of God. 
Indeed, there are those who are last who will be first, and first who will be last.”’ 
 
ROMANS 1:16-17 
‘For I am not ashamed (1) of the gospel (2), because it is the power of God that 
brings salvation (3) to everyone who believes: first to the Jew, then to the 
Gentile. For in the gospel the righteousness of God is revealed—a righteousness 
that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: “The righteous (5) will live 
by faith’ 
 
(1) Epaischunomai - overcome with shame, guilt, or remorse; (foll by of) suffering 
from feelings of inferiority or shame in relation to (a person, thing, or deed; (foll 
by to) unwilling through fear of humiliation, shame, etc.  In other words, we 
should not be ashamed of our faith in Jesus, for our faith is worthless if we do not 
wish to associate with Jesus and tell others about Him. 

(2) Euaggelion – the Gospel or Good News of the Kingdom of God ie Jesus – His 
death and resurrection – Salvation, His teachings and Eternal Life in Heaven. 

(3) Sótéria - God's rescue which delivers believers out of destruction and into His 
safety. 

(4) Pistis – one has to have faith that the Gospel will bring about salvation and 
change – see Ephesians 2:8-10.  Without faith, there is no change, no difference.  
And that faith has to be acted upon post-salvation for it to make any difference! 
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(5) Dikaios – justified by God, just in the eyes of God – the relationship with the 
holy God has been restored and therefore has been released from the bondage of 
satan into a full life that has eternal consequences! 

 
 
ROMANS 10:14- 15  
‘How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in? And how can they 
believe in the one of whom they have not heard? And how can they hear without 
someone preaching to them? And how can anyone preach unless they are sent? As 
it is written: “How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news.” 
 
ACTS 10:42-43  
‘He commanded (1) us to preach (2) to the people (3) and to testify (4) that He is 
the One whom God appointed as judge of the living and the dead. All the prophets 
testify about Him that everyone who believes in Him receives forgiveness of sins 
through His name.’ 
 
(1) Paraggelló - God commands believers to act as He authorizes them through the 

revelation of faith; to charge, give a command that is fully authorized because 
it has gone through all the proper (necessary) channels; to pass on or transmit; 
hence, used as a military term, of passing a watchword or command.  In other 
words, God is commanding us to tell others about the Gospel. 

(2) Kérussó - to herald (proclaim); to preach (announce) a message publicly and 
with conviction (persuasion); refers to preaching the Gospel as the authoritative 
(binding) word of God, bringing eternal accountability to all who hear it; in 
other words, a verbal stating of what is the Gospel to those who do not follow 
Jesus as their Lord, in a way that is understandable to the hearer. 

(3) Laos – people – in this context, any group of individuals of the same community 
whether it be the extended family, a village or a people group. 

(4) Diamarturomai – to testify solemnly - thoroughly bear witness; to give solemn, 
earnest testimony - witnessing done with a high level of self-involvement, i.e. 
with strong personal interest motivating it.  In other words, there is a personal 
desire to share the evidence of the Gospel with others, usually through 
explaining why there has been a change in one’s life, and how that has come 
about. 

 
We are not only to ‘proclaim’ about the Gospel, but also to ‘testify’ that Jesus, at 
some point, will judge all those alive or dead, when He returns. See the following 
for some thoughts on the consequences of rejecting Jesus and our responsibility to 
tell others about this - https://www.biblegateway.com/resources/dictionary-of-
bible-themes/2309-Jesus-Christ-as-judge  
 
2 CORINTHIANS 4: 5-6  
‘For what we preach is not ourselves (1), but Jesus Christ as Lord, and ourselves 
as your servants for Jesus’ sake (2). For God, who said, “Let light shine out of 
darkness (2),” made his light shine in our hearts to give us the light of the 
knowledge of God’s glory displayed in the face of Christ.”’ 
 

https://www.biblegateway.com/resources/dictionary-of-bible-themes/2309-Jesus-Christ-as-judge
https://www.biblegateway.com/resources/dictionary-of-bible-themes/2309-Jesus-Christ-as-judge
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Our focus is not on ourselves but speaking, with authority, to others about giving 
their lives to Jesus as their Lord, their King. (2)  Our lives should be a testimony of 
Jesus being our Lord as we live our lives as His servant through serving others as a 
shining example to others.  It is all about Jesus, in word and example.  Both are 
required to make sure people understand what is involved 
 
2 CORINTHIANS 5:18-20  
‘All this is from God, who through Christ reconciled us to himself and gave us the 
ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to 
himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting to us the 
message of reconciliation. Therefore, we are ambassadors for Christ, God making 
his appeal through us. We implore you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God’.  
 
COLOSSIANS 4:5-6  
‘Be wise (2) in the way you act (1) toward outsiders(3); make the most of every 
opportunity (4). Let your conversation (5) be always full of grace (6), seasoned 
with salt (7), so that you may know how to answer everyone.’ 
 
(1) Conduct (peripateo from peri = about, around + pateo = walk, tread) (Used in 
Col 1:10; 2:6; 3:7; 4:5) means literally to go here and there in walking, to tread all 
around and most commonly in the NT is used figuratively meaning to conduct one's 
life ("the Christian walk"), to order one's behavior, to behave,  to make one's way, 
to make due use of opportunities, to live or pass one’s life (with a connotation of 
spending some time in a place).  

In Col 1:10 Paul had prayed that the saints at Colossae would "walk in a manner 
worthy of the Lord, to please Him in all respects, bearing fruit in every good work 
and increasing in the knowledge of God." 

Conduct is in the present tense (continual action) and imperative mood 
(command not a suggestion) which calls for believers to continually walk with 
wisdom. This is to be the habit of our new life in Christ (Col 2:6-note, Col 3:4-
note), His life (His Spirit) in us making it possible for us to "strive (our part, our 
responsibility) according to His power which mightily works (The continual working 
of indwelling Spirit's enabling power) within" us. In other words, Paul is not 
commanding us to do anything that God's power has not provided the potential for 
us to accomplish. He is calling for a continuous, supernatural walk, which 
necessitates continual reliance on a Supernatural Source (The Holy Spirit - Eph 
5:18-note, Gal 5:16-note). Our responsibility is to continually work out our 
salvation truth in fear and trembling (Php 2:12-note), as God in us continually gives 
us the desire and the power (Php 2:13NLT-note). 

Paul is writing about the practical aspect of how we are to walk the talk before 
the skeptical, watching world. He explains how we are to "walk" before others, 
how we conduct ourselves. The old saying is true "People don't care how much you 
know until they know how much you care"! 

(2)Wisdom (sophia (6x in Colossians = Col 1:9, 28; 2:3, 23; 3:16; 4:5) is mental 
excellence in its highest and fullest sense and includes the ability to judge 
correctly and to follow the best course of action, based on knowledge and 
understanding. In simple terms Biblical wisdom can be defined as skill for living. 

http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Col%201.10
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Col%202.6
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Col%203.7
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Col%204.5
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Col%201.10
http://www.preceptaustin.org/new_page_40.htm#Present
http://www.preceptaustin.org/new_page_40.htm#imperative
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Col%202.6
http://www.preceptaustin.org/colossians_24-71.htm#2:6
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Col%203.4
http://www.preceptaustin.org/colossians_33-5.htm#3:4
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Eph%205.18
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Eph%205.18
http://www.preceptaustin.org/ephesians_517-18.htm#5:18
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Gal%205.16
http://www.preceptaustin.org/galatians_516.htm#5:16
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Phil%202.12
http://www.preceptaustin.org/philippians_212-18.htm#2:12
http://biblia.com/bible/nlt/Phil%202.13
http://www.preceptaustin.org/philippians_213.htm#2:13
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Col%201.9
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Col%201.28
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Col%202.3
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Col%202.23
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Col%203.16
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Col%204.5
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Wisdom is being able to take truth from the Word, which the Spirit of God has 
revealed to your heart and applying this truth in given situations in a practical way.  

In the present context to conduct ourselves with wisdom it means that the 
unsaved outsiders who are closely, critically scrutinizing our lives, should see or 
hear nothing in our lives that would jeopardize our testimony of Jesus. 

(3) Paul’s words imply that believers are to be cautious and tactful so as to avoid 
needlessly antagonizing or alienating their pagan neighbors. In a positive sense, 
they also imply that believers should conduct themselves so that the way they live 
will attract, impress, and convict non-Christians and give the pagan community a 
favourable impression of the gospel. (See 1 Cor 5:12, 13; 1 Thess 4:12; 1 Tim 3:7 
for other passages where unbelievers are designated as “outsiders.”) 

Literally Paul says "those outside" (tous exo) an expression which is equivalent to 
the rabbinical term denoting those who belong to another religious group and in 
the present context refers to those outside the church, those who are not 
regenerate or born again. The unsaved are outside the family of God, and God has 
assigned us the privilege to be His ambassadors to proclaim the gospel of the 
kingdom to them. Effective witness involves walking wisely, being alert to every 
opportunity, and being careful in what we say and how we say it  (1Pe 3:15-note). 

(4) Opportunity - (kairos) refers to a strategic point of time.  Kairos is distinct 
from the Greek chronos, which refers to time in general. Kairos on the other hand 
refers to a specific period of opportunity which when it passes by is irretrievable. 
Our English word opportunity comes from the Latin and means “toward the port.” 
It suggests a ship taking advantage of the wind and tide to arrive safely in the 
harbour. The brevity of life is a strong argument for making the best use of every 
opportunity God gives us.  

Kairos then does not emphasize a point of time but rather a space of time filled 
with possibilities and opportunities. Paul tells the saints at Colossae and Ephesus to 
buy up every one of these opportunities for yourselves and ultimately for God's 
glory.  
 
All believers are presented with opportunities to redeem. Paul exhorts us to go into 
the open market and buy up those opportunities by using them rightly. Remember 
that interruptions can be opportunities to serve. 

Your entire life should be built around looking for opportunities to present Christ, 
seizing the time and using it wisely. Evaluate all of your activities and determine 
how they affect your testimony for Christ. Ask yourself --  

"Will any particular activity provide an opportunity to present Christ or will it make 
it more difficult for me to present Him?" 

(5)Speech (lógos) in context refers to the speech of a Christian which among 
others things should be sound (Titus 2:8-note), edifying (Ep 4:29-note), 
meaningful (Mt 12:36), quiet (1Th 4:11-note), truthful ("do not lie") (Col 3:8-
note).  

Above all live in God's Word and you will always have a word from God. C H 
Spurgeon wrote that your "spiritual blood" should be "Bibline" as was the great 

http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/1%20Cor%205.12
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/1%20Cor%205.13
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/1%20Thess%204.12
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/1%20Tim%203.7
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/1%20Pet%203.15
http://preceptaustin.org/1peter_verse_by_verse__313-22.htm#3:15
http://preceptaustin.org/titus_19.htm#Word: (3055) lógos
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Titus%202.8
http://preceptaustin.org/titus_26-10.htm#2:8
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Eph%204.29
http://preceptaustin.org/ephesians_429-30.htm#4:29
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Matt%2012.36
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/1%20Thess%204.11
http://preceptaustin.org/1thessalonians_411-12.htm#4:11
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Col%203.8
http://preceptaustin.org/colossians_39-111.htm#3:9
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puritan writer John Bunyan (Pilgrim's Progress). Remember what comes out is 
related to what goes in -- G.I.G.O. (garbage in, garbage out or "God's word In, 
God's word Out").  
 
Paul turns from the believer’s walk (Col 3:1ff-note) to his talk. Our talk should 
match our walk and should be spiritual, winningly pure and apt.  Our speech should 
be winsome which Webster says is attractive, appealing, generally pleasing and 
engaging often because of a childlike charm and innocence. 

(6) Grace (charis) speaks of unmerited favor. Gracious words build up rather than 
tear down. 

With grace is literally "in grace" (en chariti) and can mean gracious or charming, as 
in classical Greek. However, in the context of Colossians and the NT as a whole, 
this phrase surely has a deeper sense. "Graciously spiritual" might capture the force 
and intent of Paul.  

Believers are those who go "from grace to grace" (John 1:16), beginning by being 
saved by grace through faith (Ep 2:8, 9-notes) and then continuing with sanctifying 
grace (Ro 5:17-note, Ro 6:17-note), serving grace (1Pe 4:10-note), sacrificing grace 
(2 Cor 8:1-9), singing grace (Col 3:16-note), speaking grace (Col 4:6-note), 
strengthening grace (2Ti 2:1-note), and suffering grace (2Co 12:9-note). 

Believers are aliens and strangers, not earth dwellers, and our citizenship not of 
this earthly kingdom but is in heaven, so it is reasonable to expect that our 
language or "accent" should give testimony to the kingdom (and King) to which we 
belong. Is there a better example of this than our Lord Jesus of Whom Luke wrote 
that:  

“all were speaking well of Him and wondering at the gracious words (charis logos = 
literally, words of grace) which were falling from His lips; and they were saying, "Is 
this not Joseph's son?" (Lk 4:22) 

John records the testimony of those who heard Jesus speak, declaring that  

"Never did a man speak the way this man speaks." (John 7:46)  

Would it be true that others would say that about all believers as we leave a room 
or hang up the phone!  

The wise person’s words are like silver (Pr 10:20), a tree of life (Pr 15:4), food (Pr 
10:21), refreshing water (Pr 10:11; 18:4), and medicine (Pr 12:18).  

Expositor's - “Grace” (charis), which in the NT usually denotes divine favor, seems 
here to be used in the broader sense of “pleasantness,” “attractiveness,” “charm,” 
“winsomeness.” These ideas are all implicit in the word. 

Harrison -  Although it is tempting to give grace its theological meaning, this is 
improbable here. More likely is the idea of beauty and winsomeness, such as that 
of our Lord, captivating those who listened (Lk 4:22). 

(7) Salt -(halas) refers to natural salt which purifies, cleanses, seasons, preserves 
from corruption  

http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Col%203.1ff
http://preceptaustin.org/colossians_chap_3_word_study.htm
http://preceptaustin.org/titus_211-16.htm#GRACE CHARIS
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/John%201.16
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Eph%202.8
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Ep%202.9
http://preceptaustin.org/ephesians_28-9.htm#2:8
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Rom%205.17
http://preceptaustin.org/romans_516-17.htm#5:17
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Rom%206.17
http://preceptaustin.org/romans_615-20.htm#6:17
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/1%20Pet%204.10
http://preceptaustin.org/1_peter_410-13.htm#4:10
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/2%20Cor%208.1-9
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Col%203.16
http://preceptaustin.org/colossians_315-16.htm#3:16
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Col%204.6
http://preceptaustin.org/colossians_45-6.htm#4:6
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/2%20Tim%202.1
http://preceptaustin.org/2_timothy_21-7.htm#2:1
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/2%20Cor%2012.9
http://preceptaustin.org/2corinthians_129_commentary.htm#12:9
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Luke%204.22
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Luke%204.22
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/John%207.46
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Prov%2010.20
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Prov%2015.4
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Prov%2010.21
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Prov%2010.21
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Prov%2010.11
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Pr%2018.4
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Prov%2012.18
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Luke%204.22
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Salt retards rotting. Paul spoke of "rotten words" in Ephesians writing that believers 
are to... 

Let no unwholesome (Greek = rotten) word proceed from your mouth, but only 
such a word as is good for edification according to the need of the moment, that it 
may give grace to those who hear. (Eph 4:29-note) 

The best way to make sure rotten words do not proceed from our mouth is to 
always be sure to season them with salt (Col. 4:6). The best way to control the 
speech is to be continually surrendered to, filled with, walking by the Spirit, Who 
alone can tame our viper like tongues and sweeten our speech. Believers should 
never say, “Now take this with a grain of salt!” To the contrary we must put the 
“salt” into our speech by... 

speaking the truth in love... (by) laying aside falsehood, (by speaking) truth each 
one with his neighbour (Ep 4:15, 25-See notes Ep 4:15, Ep 4:25) 

Notice also that in both Ep 4:29-note and Colossians 4:6 there is an emphasis on 
grace. Our words have power, either for good or evil. Paul tells us to speak in such 
a way that what we say will build up and not tear down. Our words should minister 
grace and thereby draw others toward Christ. The devil (dia = between + ballo = 
throw - throws between, seeks to cause division) encourages speech that will tear 
people down and destroy the work of Christ. Read James 3 for a reminder of the 
tremendous power of an unsalted, graceless tongue! 

Every believer should seek to imitate the gracious words of our Lord, upon Whose 
lips God’s grace was poured, the psalmist recording that... 

Thou art fairer than the sons of men (this supremely speaks of Christ). Grace is 
poured upon Thy lips. Therefore, God has blessed Thee forever. (Ps 45:2) 

Read the rest of the comments from http://preceptaustin.org/colossians_45-6.htm  
 
2 TIMOTHY 4:1-2  
‘I charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who is to judge the living 
and the dead, and by his appearing and his kingdom: preach the word; be ready in 
season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, and exhort, with complete patience 
and teaching.’ 
 
To proclaim the gospel, we must exalt the Lord Jesus, confront sinners with their 
guilt and the danger of judgment, and offer God’s grace to those who repent. 
The first and probably most important principle is: 
 
1. To proclaim the gospel, we must exalt the Lord Jesus. 
 
Peter’s sermon is full of the Lord Jesus Christ, and so should our witnessing be. 
People must consider, Who is Jesus Christ? Is He a mere man who had some good 
moral teachings? If so, people may choose to adopt some of His teachings and 
reject others, according to their own preferences. But if He is the Savior and Lord, 
prophesied of in the Old Testament, crucified in accordance with God’s plan, but 
risen from the dead as He predicted, then He is also the coming Judge of the whole 
earth. This Christ imposes some inescapable claims on every soul. People may 
reject Him at their own peril, or they may follow Him as Savior and Lord. But 

http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Eph%204.29
http://preceptaustin.org/ephesians_429-30.htm#4:29
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Col.%204.6
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Eph%204.15
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Ep%204.25
http://preceptaustin.org/ephesians_415-16.htm#4:15
http://preceptaustin.org/ephesians_425-27.htm#4:25
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Eph%204.29
http://preceptaustin.org/ephesians_429-30.htm#4:29
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Col%204.6
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Ps%2045.2
http://preceptaustin.org/colossians_45-6.htm
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everything in witnessing hinges on exalting the person of Jesus Christ. We do not 
proclaim the gospel rightly unless we exalt Him. 
A. To exalt the Lord Jesus, we must deflect any glory away from ourselves. 
Peter begins his sermon by deflecting the glory for the miracle away from John and 
him, as if they had either the power or piety to make a lame man walk (3:12). If 
God uses us to bring physical healing to another person or to lead that person to 
saving faith in Christ, it is not because of anything in us. We are just the clay 
vessels that the Potter uses for His own purposes. To take any credit for anything 
that God does through us is to rob Him of the glory rightly due to His name. As Paul 
tells the proud Corinthians (1 Cor. 4:7), “What do you have that you did not 
receive? And if you did receive it, why do you boast as if you had not received it?” 
If someone praises you for something that you have done, there is nothing wrong 
with saying, “Thank you.” The person means it as an encouragement, and it is 
proper to thank them for their kind words. But if they go on and on, or if there is 
any danger that you are robbing God of glory, you should say, “Thank you for your 
encouragement, but the Lord should get all the glory. He alone enabled me to 
minister to you.” 
 
B. To exalt the Lord Jesus, we must tell people who He is and what He has done. 
 
1) To exalt the Lord Jesus, we must tell people who He is. 
Peter uses numerous titles that apply to Jesus, but they are all summed up in the 
phrase, “the name of Jesus.” He emphasizes this in verse 16, which hearkens back 
to verse 6, “And on the basis of faith in His name, it is the name of Jesus which has 
strengthened this man whom you see and know; ...” Jesus’ name stands for 
everything that He is. The Jews had a holy reverence for the name of God, so much 
so that they would not even dare pronounce it. In the Hebrew Bible, whenever 
they got to the name, “Yahweh,” they would say, “Adonai,” which means “Lord.” 
“The name” became a way of referring to God. Peter here exalts the name of 
Jesus. 
 
Jesus comes from the Hebrew name, Joshua, which means, “Yahweh saves.” The 
angel told Joseph to name Mary’s son Jesus, because “He will save His people from 
their sins” (Matt. 1:21). Jesus also points to our Lord’s humanity, since he was 
given that name at His birth, having been miraculously conceived in Mary through 
the Holy Spirit. 
 
Peter also refers to Jesus as the Servant (a better translation here than Son) of 
“the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob” (3:13). The word “servant” is used in the 
Greek version of Isaiah 52:13-53:12, where the prophet predicts that the coming 
Servant would be “pierced through for our transgressions” and that the Lord would 
cause “the iniquity of us all to fall on Him”  
 
Peter also calls Jesus “the Holy and Righteous One” (3:14). Jesus was without any 
sin of His own. Thus He could offer Himself as the substitute for sinners, without 
needing to make atonement for His own sins. Only God is truly holy and righteous. 
In his first sermon, Peter quoted from Psalm 16:10, where David declares that God 
will not allow His Holy One to undergo decay (Acts 2:27). On another occasion, 
Peter affirmed his belief that Jesus is “the Holy One of God” (John 6:68-69). Even 
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the demons recognized Jesus as the Holy One of God (Luke 4:34). “Righteous” 
focuses on the fact that Jesus had done no wrong (Isa. 53:9; John 8:46). 
 
Peter also refers to Jesus as “the Prince of life” (Acts 3:15). The word “prince” 
means the leader or the author or originator. It is used in this sense in Hebrews 
2:10, where Jesus is called “the author of [our] salvation,” and in Hebrews 12:2, 
where He is called “the author and perfecter of faith.” He originates our salvation 
and our faith and He brings it to completion. As the Prince or Author of life, He 
originates life, both physical and spiritual. He declared that He is the life (John 
14:6). He said, “For just as the Father raises the dead and gives them life, even so 
the Son also gives life to whom He wishes” (John 5:21). 
Peter refers to Jesus as God’s Christ, appointed for you (Acts 3:18 & 20). Jesus was 
not a self-appointed Christ. God appointed Him as His Anointed One (the meaning 
of “Christ” or “Messiah”). As such, He fulfills the many Old Testament Messianic 
prophecies. 
 
Peter goes on (3:22) to show that Jesus is also the prophet whom Moses predicted 
in Deuteronomy 18:15 (see John 1:21, 25; 6:14; 7:40). Not only that, Jesus was the 
one of whom all the prophets, from Samuel onward, had spoken (Acts 3:24). While 
Samuel himself made no recorded prophecy about Messiah, he did anoint David as 
king and spoke of the establishment of his kingdom through his descendent, which 
was fulfilled in Jesus (1 Sam. 13:14; 15:28; 28:17; 2 Sam. 7:12-16). 
 
Furthermore, Jesus is the seed of Abraham through whom all the nations of the 
earth shall be blessed (Acts 3:25). Peter concludes (3:26) by stating again that 
Jesus is God’s Servant, whom He raised up (in the sense of 3:22, not a reference to 
the resurrection) and sent to bless them by turning them from their wicked ways. 
Thus Peter, in relating to his Jewish audience, has shown Jesus to be in line with 
God’s promises to Abraham, Moses, and David. 
 
When you are sharing the gospel, people will try to get onto all sorts of rabbit 
trails. While sometimes you must answer their questions, keep in mind the central 
fact, that the person needs to see who Jesus is. They may never have read the 
Gospels, and so they may need to read them before they can make an intelligent 
decision to follow Christ. Or, you can take them to verses where Jesus makes 
astounding claims, such as John 5:19-47, 8:31-59, or 14:1-11. The main thing is to 
bring the person face to face with who Jesus is. 
 
2) To exalt the Lord Jesus, we must tell people what He did. 
 
Peter makes it clear that the Lord Jesus died on the cross; He was raised from the 
dead and ascended into heaven; and, He is coming back again to fulfill God’s 
promises to Israel and to judge all who have rejected Him. 
 
He died on the cross. After showing who Jesus is, God’s Servant, the Holy and 
Righteous One, the Prince of Life, the Christ, and the Prophet, Peter’s audience 
should have realized that while they killed Jesus, at the same time He laid down 
His life willingly. They were responsible for their sin of putting Jesus to death. And 
yet, at the same time, it had been announced beforehand by God’s prophets “that 
His Christ would suffer” and now God had fulfilled His word (3:18). As Isaiah 53 
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shows, God’s servant would bear the sins of His people. The apostles themselves 
had not understood this clearly until after the resurrection, when Jesus explained 
to them that the Christ had to suffer these things before He entered into His glory 
(Luke 24:26, 46). 
 
The cross of Christ must be a central feature of our witness. It will be foolishness 
to those who are perishing, but to those being saved, it is the power of God (1 Cor. 
1:18). The cross humbles our pride, because it robs us of the glory of being our own 
savior. It also humbles us by showing that we aren’t pretty good people who just 
need a little boost from God to get into heaven. If we were, then Christ died 
needlessly. We are lost sinners, alienated from God and unable to do anything to 
save ourselves. If Christ had not died for us, we would be eternally lost. 
 
He was raised from the dead and ascended into heaven. It would be impossible for 
the grave to hold down “the Prince of life”! Peter testifies that God raised Him 
from the dead, “a fact to which we are witnesses” (3:15). If Jesus’ body had still 
been in the tomb or if the Jewish leaders knew the whereabouts of Jesus’ body, 
Peter and the rest of the apostles would have been laughed out of town for making 
such a claim. The fact that Peter could boldly declare this and 2,000 people that 
day believed it proves that the resurrection was not just a figment of the apostles’ 
imaginations. Jesus was raised bodily from the dead. This is the central fact of 
Christianity, without which everything else falls to the ground (1 Cor. 15:12-19). 
If Peter’s audience wondered, “If He is raised, where is He?” Peter explains that 
He is in heaven “until the period of the restoration of all things about which God 
spoke by the mouth of His holy prophets from ancient time” (3:21). This refers to 
the future millennial kingdom, when Jesus will literally fulfill God’s promises to 
Israel. Note also that Peter affirms the divine inspiration of the Old Testament 
prophets. God spoke through them. 
He is coming back again to fulfill God’s promises to Israel and to judge all who 
have rejected Him. Jesus will restore all things (3:21) and bring the times of 
refreshing (3:19) at His second coming, when God will send Jesus (3:20), who will 
be bodily present on earth again (3:19). When He comes, “every soul that does not 
heed” [obey] Him “shall be utterly destroyed from among the people” (3:23). He 
will come again as the Savior of those who believe in Him, but as the fearful Judge 
of those who disobey Him. 
 
Thus Peter shows us that to bear witness properly, we must exalt the name of 
Jesus: who He is and what He did, including what He will do when He comes again 
in power and glory. 
 
2. To proclaim the gospel, we must confront sinners with their guilt and warn them 
of impending judgment. 
 
Perhaps Peter was making up for his cowardly denial of Christ a few weeks before, 
but he is not diplomatic in hitting his audience with the terrible sin that they have 
committed in crucifying Jesus. At the outset (3:13), he nails them for delivering 
and disowning Jesus when Pilate would have released Him. The word “disowned” 
means “to deny.” He repeats the word in the next verse, where the word “you” is 
emphatic: “You disowned the Holy and Righteous One and asked for a murderer to 
be granted to you, but put to death the Prince of life, the one whom God raised 
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from the dead” (3:14-15). He is showing how they were opposed to God Himself. 
He also shows the utter folly of rebellion against Jesus Christ. You can kill Him, but 
you can’t triumph over Him, because He is the Author of life itself. Like those 
punching bags with sand in the base, you can knock Him down, but He’s going to 
come back up and knock you down! 
 
Unlike Peter, many modern preachers try to tiptoe around the matter of sin and 
guilt. They don’t want to offend people. Besides, if someone has low self-esteem, 
hearing that he is guilty might drive him to despair. So they give them strokes, tell 
them how much God loves them, and encourage them to receive Jesus so that they 
can reach their full potential. But if we omit sin and guilt, there is no need for a 
Savior! 
 
Jesus didn’t die on the cross for pretty good folks so that they could feel better 
about themselves and to help them succeed in life. He died for them because they 
are sinners who are under God’s wrath and judgment. Without a Savior, they face 
both physical death and the second death, eternal separation from God in the Lake 
of Fire. The reason for their condemnation is that they have not heeded [obeyed] 
God’s Prophet Jesus (3:23). Peter sticks the knife in all the way to the handle when 
he tells them that instead of Jesus, they asked for a murderer to be freed and 
killed the Prince of life (3:14b-15a). 
 
While the Jews in Jesus’ day literally killed their Messiah, as Spurgeon points out, 
“Every sin in the essence of it is a killing of God” (Metropolitan Tabernacle Pulpit 
[Ages Software], vol. 14, “Apostolic Exhortation,” on Acts 3:19). If you are living 
for sin rather than for the Lord Jesus, you are choosing a murderer instead of 
Christ. You may be choosing alcohol or drugs, lust or greed, or some other sin. But 
whatever sin it is, it leads to death and eternal judgment. It is a murderer that will 
kill you. 
 
Verse 17 is difficult to understand in light of Jesus’ words in John 15:22, “If I had 
not come and spoken to them, they would not have sin [meaning, guilt], but now 
they have no excuse for their sin.” Also, Peter’s words seem to go against 
Stephen’s bold charges against the Jewish Sanhedrin, where he accuses them of 
receiving God’s law, but not keeping it when they killed Jesus (7:51-53). In what 
sense had Peter’s audience and their leaders acted in ignorance when they killed 
Jesus? 
 
As I explained in my sermon on Jesus’ prayer from the cross to forgive His enemies 
(“Our Great Need, God’s Greater Grace,” Luke 23:34 [6/25/2000]), I understand 
Peter to be reflecting the Hebrew concept of unintentional sins of ignorance as 
opposed to sins of willful defiance (Num. 15:22-31; Lev. 4:2; 5:18; 22:14). For sins 
of ignorance, an offering was available to remove guilt (Heb. 9:7). But for willful, 
brazen defiance, which I understand to be tantamount to blasphemy against the 
Holy Spirit (Matt. 12:30-32), the person was without hope. 
 
In Peter’s audience, there were varying levels of ignorance when it came to the 
death of Jesus. Peter was offering the hope of God’s mercy to any who would 
respond. Some of the Jewish leaders had committed the unpardonable sin, 
attributing Jesus’ works to Satan. They were not ignorant and they could not be 
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forgiven. Other Jewish leaders, like Paul (and only God knew their hearts), were 
zealous for their Jewish system, but they were ignorant of Jesus’ true identity. 
Others in the Jewish crowd were even more ignorant and were wrongly swayed by 
their evil leaders. But, while the level of spiritual ignorance may lessen the level of 
guilt, ignorance is no excuse when it comes to the final judgment. All stand guilty 
and condemned before God, as Paul argues so forcefully in Romans 1-3. If they did 
not heed Jesus after hearing Peter’s sermon, they would face His awful judgment 
(Acts 3:23). 
 
We have not adequately presented the good news of Christ as Savior unless we 
confront people with the bad news, that they have chosen a murderer instead of 
the Prince of life. They have killed Jesus by their sin. If they do not repent, they 
will face God’s certain and awful judgment. 
 
But, thankfully, there is a final element that we must include: 
 
3. To proclaim the gospel, we must offer God’s grace to the repentant. 
 
After Peter’s indictment of his audience, you would expect him to say, “You’re all 
going to burn in hell for crucifying Jesus,” and walk off and leave them. But 
rather, he exhorts them (3:19), “Repent and return, so that your sins may be 
wiped away.” If they would repent, God would send Jesus to bring times of 
refreshing and to restore all things (3:19, 21), a reference to the millennial 
kingdom. There will be a major revival in Israel just before the return of Christ 
(Matt. 23:39; Rom. 11:26; see Zech. 12:10; 14:9). He tells them that God sent His 
Servant Jesus “to bless you by turning every one of you from your wicked ways” 
(3:26). 
 
If God is so gracious as to offer forgiveness and His kingdom blessings to those who 
crucified His Son, then surely He offers grace to every sinner who will repent. The 
apostle Paul was the chief of sinners, but he found mercy, so that in him as the 
foremost, Jesus Christ might demonstrate His perfect patience as an example for 
those who would believe in Him for eternal life (1 Tim. 1:15-16). God sent His 
Servant Jesus to bless you, by turning you from your wicked ways! 
What is repentance? It is a change of mind that results in a change of one’s entire 
life. It means to turn to God from our sin. Spurgeon (ibid.) says that there is no 
better definition of it than in the children’s hymn: “Repentance is to leave the sins 
we loved before, and show that we in earnest grieve, by doing so no more.” No 
matter how terrible your sins have been, if you will repent, you will experience in 
advance “times of refreshing” from God, because He will wipe away your sins and 
bless you. 
 
Conclusion 
 
So whenever you get an opportunity to talk to someone about spiritual matters, 
seek to exalt the Lord Jesus Christ. The sinner needs to know who Jesus is and 
what He did. Don’t hesitate, out of fear of giving offense, to confront the sinner 
and warn him of impending judgment. He needs to feel his guilt so that he realizes 
his need for a Savior. And, don’t fail to offer God’s grace and forgiveness to 
everyone who will repent. And whether God uses your witness to save 2,000, as He 
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did with Peter’s sermon, or maybe just one, you will be filled with joy to know 
that by turning a sinner from the error of his way, you have been used to save his 
soul from death (James 5:20). https://bible.org/seriespage/lesson-11-how-
proclaim-gospel-acts-311-26  

 

WHY DO WE NEED TO SHARE THE GOSPEL WITH OTHERS? HOW ARE YOU GOING 
TO SHARE YOUR FAITH? 
 
 
 
 

 
UNREACHED PEOPLES 
 

MATTHEW 28:19-20 
‘Go therefore and make disciples of all nations (1), baptizing them in the name 
of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all 
that I have commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the 
age.’ 
 
(1) A thorough consideration of the Old Testament passages in the Hebrew text 

and in the Greek Septuagint; the New Testament passages in the Greek; and a 
review of the language oriented commentaries clearly and almost exhaustingly 
show that “nations” as seen in the Greek phrase “ta ethne” means an 
ethnolinguistic people group. This is very much in keeping with the number 1 
definition of “nations” in Webster’s Dictionary. Webster’s dictionary, in its 
number 1 definition defines a “nation” or “nations” as: “A stable, historically 
developed community of people with a territory, economic life, distinctive 
culture, and language in common.” Therefore, common evangelism and 
mission treatments of passages such as Matthew 28:19-20, Luke 24, Acts 1:8 
and John 4:33-41 should be interpreted in light of context, content and 
linguistic word studies related to “nation” as Jesus, the Disciples, the Old 
Testament Jews, the New Testament Christians understood “nations” in their 
day. 

 
How Many People Groups Are There? 
 
MATTHEW 24:14 
‘This gospel of the Kingdom shall be preached in the whole world as a testimony 
to 
all the nations and then the end will come.’  
 
How many People Groups are there in the world?  
 
Some say 27,000. Others say 16,000. Some suggest 13,000. Still others say 10,500. 
Which numbers are correct? Could they all be correct? The many different answers 
to this question often cause confusion. 
 

https://bible.org/seriespage/lesson-11-how-proclaim-gospel-acts-311-26
https://bible.org/seriespage/lesson-11-how-proclaim-gospel-acts-311-26
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Different sources quote significantly different numbers. If we are commanded to 
make disciples of all people groups, just how many are there? But before trying to 
answer that, an example might help illustrate why the confusion exists. Suppose 
someone innocently asked ... What is the largest country? What is the answer? It all 
depends on what is meant by "largest." The answer is Russia if largest refers to 
geographic land area. The answer is China if largest refers to population. The 
answer is the United States if largest means financially. All are different, yet are 
correct answers to the same simple question. The underlying issue is definitions ... 
what is meant by" largest?" So the core question is what is meant by the term " 
people group?" 
 
What is a People Group? 
 
The Lausanne 1982 people group definition says "For evangelization purposes, a 
people group is the largest group within which the Gospel can spread as a church 
planting movement without encountering barriers of understanding or acceptance". 
 
The Joshua Project list is just a step toward a yet to be defined larger peoples list. 
From a church planting perspective, a complete peoples list would be a unimax 
peoples list. Unimax people are defined as “the maximum sized group sufficiently 
unified to be the target of a single people movement to Christ, where “unified” 
refers to the fact that there are no significant barriers of either understanding or 
acceptance to stop the spread of the gospel.” (“Finishing the Task", Perspectives 
on the World Christian Movement, Winter and Koch, 1999. There are two barriers 
cited, (1) understanding, and (2) acceptance. The barrier of understanding 
suggests that language always is important when defining a people group. If for a 
particular situation the understanding barrier is more important than the 
acceptance barrier then defining people group by language, perhaps exclusively by 
language, is appropriate. And this seems to be the case in most cultures and 
situations. In other situations the acceptance barrier may be as high, or perhaps 
higher, than the understanding barrier. 
 
The reasons for lack of acceptance may include caste, religious tradition, location, 
common histories and traditions, and other subtle cultural distinctives. In these 
situations the barrier of acceptance should be considered on an equal footing with 
the barrier of understanding, and sometimes acceptance is a higher barrier than is 
the barrier of understanding.   
 
Ethno-linguistic Peoples Lists 
 
Because of the remarkable language research compiled in the last 100 years, the 
first people group lists have generally been ethno-linguistic, meaning that a people 
generally was defined by language and/or dialect. Because of language research 
and the somewhat definable nature of language, ethno-linguistic peoples lists 
generally have uniform definitions across all countries and tend to be an "apples-
to-apples" comparison. Ethno-linguistic peoples lists have great usefulness, 
particularly for language-oriented outreach and ministries. 
 
Ethnic Peoples Lists 
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While language is a key barrier to understanding, in parts of the world factors 
other than language form barriers of acceptance across which the Gospel will not 
naturally flow. For church planting purposes, it is helpful to allow factors other 
than language to define the boundaries of a people group. An ethnic peoples list, 
in addition to language, allows distinctives such as religion, caste and culture to 
define a people group. In parts of the world where peoples are defined by their 
language an ethnic peoples list and an ethno-linguistic peoples list are virtually the 
same. However in places like South Asia, parts of North Africa and China, where 
religion, caste and culture are more determinative than language in defining a 
people group, an ethnic peoples list and an ethno-linguistic list can be quite 
different. For example, in India there are approximately 450 ethno-linguistic 
people / language groups but over 2,300 ethnic people groups when caste, religion 
and cultural factors are considered. 
 
Does moving to Ethnic Peoples list get messy? 
 
Yes. Ethno-linguistic peoples lists tend to have uniform definitions and global 
standards and generally yield "apples-to-apples" results. However, an ethnic 
(culturalethno- linguistic) peoples list allowing language, religion, caste and/or 
cultural distinctives to define a people group can occasionally introduce a bit of 
"apples-to-oranges" comparison. National and local people group researchers in one 
area of the world may use slightly different definitions based on their perception 
of onsite realities compared to another area of the world. Each may differently 
evaluate the barriers of acceptance. Even with these limitations, the hope is that 
an ethnic peoples list can help continue to define the church planting task of the 
Great Commission. 
 
Is the Joshua Project list a Unimax Peoples list? 
 
No. Unimax peoples may involve distinctives such as education, political and 
ideological convictions, historical enmity between clans or tribes, customs and 
behaviors, etc. that are not considered in the current Joshua Project list of ethnic 
peoples. In certain parts of the world such as South Asia, where extensive caste 
research has been done, a much clearer church planting picture is emerging. In 
these areas an ethnic peoples list is moving closer to a unimax peoples listing. In 
other parts of the world, there will be barriers of acceptance that will only be 
determined once workers are on-site. 
 
Therefore, all lists of peoples will be estimates until the task is completed. While 
the Joshua Project list offers a certain level of understanding regarding people 
group church-planting needs, it is not a complete unimax peoples list. The World 
Christian Encyclopedia estimates approximately 27,000 total unimax peoples. 
 
What if Country Boundaries are Ignored? 
 
All the above models consider country boundaries when defining people groups. For 
example, if the Tatar are in 21 Central Asian countries they are counted 21 times. 
Some hold that in the purest sense people groups should be counted without 
reference to political boundaries. The suggestion is that modern country 
boundaries did not exist when the command of Matthew 28:19 "to make disciples of 
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all the ethne" was given. Others suggest that in many cases political boundaries do 
not distinguish peoples. The "pure peoples" model counts the Tatar living in 21 
Central Asian countries as one people group, not 21. By following standard Registry 
of Peoples (ROP) coding, the Joshua Project list allows country boundaries to be 
counted or ignored as desired. The current Joshua Project count for peoples-by-
country is approximately 16,600 and the count for pure peoples is about 10,500. 
 
Model Strengths and Weaknesses 
 
The various models have different strengths and serve different purposes. An 
ethno-linguistic peoples list has a somewhat quantifiable criterion namely 
language, and serves as a helpful target for language oriented ministries such as 
radio broadcasting, Jesus Film production Bible translation, etc. An ethnic peoples 
list considers non-language distinctives which create significant barriers of 
acceptance and presents a church planting target that begins to quantify some of 
these acceptance barriers. An estimated model serves as a reminder of the yet to 
be quantified, ultimate task. 
 
Other Factors in People Group Counts 
 
When comparing lists of peoples care should be taken to understand all factors. For 
example, some lists have population cutoff points. The original Joshua Project list 
of approximately 1,600 peoples only considered people groups greater than or 
equal to 10,000 in a given country. The India Missions Association (IMA) list for 
India cuts off the population at 10,000, yielding about 950 groups. Another 
example is the K.S. Singh list for India peoples which often breaks people groups by 
state boundaries, yielding a total of about 4,700 groups for India. Understanding 
these kinds of factors helps explain the very different counts that result. 
 
So What is the Answer? 
 
So after all that, what is the answer to the simple question of how many people 
groups are there? It depends, if referring to ethno-linguistic peoples about 13,000 
and if referring to unimax peoples (the church planting perspective) about 27,000, 
of which about 16,000 are listed here as 'ethnic' (cultural-ethnolinguistic) peoples'. 
Or if referring to ethnic (cultural ethno-linguistic) peoples without reference to 
country boundaries about 10,100. All are right answers depending on the 
perspective.  
 
Summary of People Group Counts 
 
Resulting List Total Peoples Counting Method Least-Reached 
Ethno-linguistic peoples 13,000 Peoples-by-Country ~ 4,000 
Ethnic peoples 16,600 Peoples-by-Country ~ 6,700 
Ethnic peoples 9,800 Peoples without considering Country boundaries ~ 4,100 
Unimax peoples 27,000 Mixed ~ 13,000 
 
Go the following website for lists of unreached peoples: 
www.joshuaproject.net  
 

http://www.joshuaproject.net/
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A simpler way of understanding the task ahead is as follows: 
 
CHURCH 
 
A word of warning!  It can be very easy to simply focus on the needs of the church 
family, either one’s own church or the wider church, and not be open to what God 
is calling you to in the wider world. 
 
When we talk about the church here, we mean those who are committed members 
of a local congregation or the wider church.  The people are those whom one 
would call your brothers and sisters in the faith, but your calling is to more than 
the basic minimum of loving, for it is likely to having a specific effect on a group of 
people, whether it be a small group or a larger group.  For example, your ministry 
might be, as part of a small group, to help others discover their ministry. 
 
FRINGE 
 
These are the people who are not involved in the church, who have probably not 
made a true commitment to follow Jesus, but do have some connection to the 
church.  Their attendance may vary considerably, from none to fairly regularly.  
They may attend a activity run by the church with spiritual content, so have a 
certain openness to the Gospel lifestyle. 
 
GEOGRAPHICALLY & RELATIONALLY NEAR 
 
Here we are talking about those who definitely don’t follow the Jesus lifestyle, but 
you would have something in common with them.  For example, you may work with 
them, or have a similar interest, or it could simply be family, friends or 
neighbours.  This means being involved in ministries that cater for where they are 
in their journey to faith.   
 
GEOGRAPHICALLY NEAR BUT RELATIONALLY DISTANT 
 
There are many people groups who you may or may not see around you who have 
nothing in common with you, like motorbikers or Gypsies, but you have a God-given 
concern for them, whether it be evangelistically or otherwise.  You probably have 
a skill which could be used in a different context and act as a bridge between the 
Church and that particular people group. 
 
We also would include those who may come from a different ethnic and religious 
background from yourself.  For example, there may be Muslims living in your 
street, who only know other Muslims, some of whom may live a long distance 
away.  Simply spending time with them, could develop into a ministry to local 
Muslims! 
 
GEOGRAPHICALY FAR BUT RELATIONALLY NEAR 
 
This group of people are likely to be similar to those who are geographically and 
relationally near, or even the church and fringe groups, but are located in another 
culture.  Here one may be called to actually move to another part of the world in a 
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support ministry to those who are working amongst the local people.  But it could 
also mean regular visits in the holiday times or involved in developing support back 
home for the work overseas. 
 
GEOGRAPHICALLY & RELATIONALLY FAR 
 
The people groups within this category are probably the hardest to have a ministry 
amongst, often because they are in a ‘closed’ country, ie somewhere that does not 
allow Christians to demonstrate anything that has any links to the Gospel.  But that 
does not mean there is nothing one can do - for example, there is radio ministry, 
obviously prayer and then one might be able to go on a ‘tentmaking’ ministry using 
your skills to help that people develop their economy or education, etc.  If one 
does go into such a country, one’s faith needs to be really strong, as there may be 
long periods of isolation from other believers. 

 

WHAT IS AN UNREACHED PEOPLE AND WHAT TYPES ARE THERE? 
 
 
 
 

 
THE DESTINY OF THE UNEVANGELISED 
 

Preamble 
 
For a good part of the past two millennia there has been a debate that has 
surfaced with intensity at varying times throughout Christian history. To date no 
major section of the Christian church has chosen to speak dogmatically about the 
issue, and so the private church member, the local congregation, and 
denominational bodies have allowed some degree of diversity on the question that 
will not go away. The question concerns the destiny or fate of those who have 
never been reached by the Gospel. 
 
The earliest Christians may have believed that Jesus came into our world at the 
close of human history, but soon it became apparent that Jesus came in the middle 
of history. They became cognizant that there were millions who had never heard 
about the God of Israel and the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. God had elected 
Abraham and his descendants to be blessed in order to be a blessing, so that all the 
nations of the earth would be blessed and in turn be a blessing to each other. But 
the OT is the sad story of the failure of the people of Israel and Judaism to be 
transformed by its gospel, or to pass the good news on to the surrounding nations. 
So before Christ came, the church was aware that entire nations had perished, 
never hearing about the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. 
 
But as the Christian centuries rolled by, the church became also aware of the 
extent of the world’s un-reached populations beyond the civilized world. As 
explorers pushed the boundaries, and discovered new regions and new continents, 
the church knew that there were millions of others who had also perished never 
knowing about the Gospel of Christ. 
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The church was also embarrassingly aware that there were many times it botched 
its evangelism so badly, that though people heard some form of the gospel, its 
articulation was distorted, and so was rejected out of hand. Often the story of the 
good news was told by unworthy spokespersons, (TV evangelists with immoral 
lifestyles?) or came with the sword of conquest in one hand and the Bible in the 
other (e.g. Conquistadors in the Americas? Crusaders in Moslem countries?), so that 
the Good News sounded more like bad news and was rejected on those grounds. 
 
In the light of all of these historical realities, the question has increased in 
intensity: what is the fate of the un-evangelized? 
 
The Old Testament and the New Testament never actually raised that question 
and so gave no definitive answer. There were hints and intimations of a possible 
answer, but the hints in one set of texts were cancelled by intimations in other 
passages. The Eastern Church and the Church in North East Africa tended to favour 
a more generous approach to the issue, while the Church of Europe and Western 
Africa tended to be more restrictive. Those that took their lead from Augustine 
(d.430) were less optimistic of the fate of the un-reached, while those that took 
their lead from Irenaeus (d.195) believed God was doing more than we could ask or 
think. 
 
In the centuries since those influential theologians, the views on this matter have 
multiplied into variations on variations. The outline below gathers the Christian 
responses to the question into five major positions. 
 
All of the views below accept that salvation is only possible because of the 
incarnation, death and resurrection of Jesus. It is only on this basis, (and not on 
the basis of our obedience or acts of piety) that anyone can be accepted by God 
and forgiven their sins. A fully Christian view of salvation requires that salvation 
comes to us only by grace through faith. Therefore, the following views all differ 
from religious pluralism; none of the following views denies the reality of hell. 
Only one of the following views believes that all persons will be saved; but even 
that view holds that there are terrible consequences for those who reject the 
grace of God. All of the following views have been held by people who believe in 
“Sola Scriptura, Sola Christos, Sola Gracia and Sola Fides”, and desire above all to 
bring glory to God and salvation to the world. None of these positions is villainous. 
None of them need sever the nerve of missionary endeavor. 
 
Restrictivism 
 
This position insists that salvation requires a conscious, explicit faith in God, 
through Jesus Christ, prior to death. Therefore, only those who hear the gospel 
before death can be saved. Because all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of 
God, through Adam’s sin, God would be just even if he condemned everyone who 
ever lived. But his mercy is shown in that he does save those, who believe in their 
hearts and confess with their lips that Jesus is Lord. All persons will therefore be 
judged on the criterion of whether or not they have put their trust in Christ as 
personal saviour. 
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In the ancient church the phrase that gave focus to this position was “Extra 
Ecclesiam Nulla Salus.” “Outside the church, there is no salvation.” One of the 
interpretations of this phrase means, that where the church has not borne witness, 
evangelism of the lost in those places becomes impossible. 
 
There is inside this position some diversity, however. Some believed that any 
infant who was unbaptized, and who died, would not go to heaven. In the medieval 
church of the West, Limbo was proposed as a milder form of hell, for those who 
had not “deserved” heaven, but had not “deserved” hell. Others in more recent 
years, though holding a restrictivist position, believe that all infants and all who 
are infantile in mind, would go to heaven, because they had not actually personally 
sinned having no capacity for understanding or faith, and that the guilt of original 
sin had been removed in the atonement of Christ. 
 
Scripture passages that inform this position are found in John 14:6; Acts 4:12; 
Romans 10:9-17; and I John 5:11-12. 
 
Universal Opportunity before Death 
 
A second position holds that salvation requires a conscious, explicit faith in Jesus 
Christ before their death. But God will be sure, in his justice, in his love for the 
whole world, and in his desire for all to be saved, to offer the gospel to everyone 
who lives. That witness may not come through the church, but may come directly 
from God in the form of a dream, a vision or in a still small voice. When the church 
is unable or unwilling to be the evangelist, God will be sure to articulate enough of 
the gospel to any that seek after God, so that they can respond in penitence and 
faith, prior to their death. 
 
Those that hold this view, say that God would be unjust to condemn anyone for 
rejecting a Gospel that they had never heard. But no one can be saved without 
believing specifically in the Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore, God will be his own 
evangelist, through the church when the church is present, and without the church 
when it is absent. All persons will be judged on the basis of their response to the 
revelation that they receive in this life. 
 
Some who hold this position are prepared to believe that if the church did not 
arrive, and no vision of Christ was received, then just prior to death, or in the very 
moment of dying, a revelation of Christ would be given, with a response called for 
in that moment. 
 
A sub-set of this position says that God possesses “middle knowledge.” This means 
that God knows what choice a person “would have made” if an opportunity had 
been given to them. To those, and perhaps only to those, God gives a revelation of 
himself prior to their death. 
 
This position allows that when infants or the infantile pass away, in “the hour and 
article of death” infants and the severely retarded are either “made adult” and 
given the revelation of Christ, with an option for choice, or, God knows what 
choice they would have made and brings them into salvation. 
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There is, however, no opportunity for conversion once death has taken place. This 
position, along with the restrictivist position, insists that a person’s destiny is 
sealed at death. 
 
Among the scriptures that are referred to by proponents of this view are, Genesis 
20; Daniel 2; Acts 8:26-40; and Acts 10. 
 
Postmortem Evangelism 
 
Though this third position insists that salvation requires a conscious, explicit faith 
in Jesus Christ, this faith need not be active prior to death. Because of the failures 
of Israel and the Church to go into all the world, after death, every person who has 
ever lived will see God as he is, in Jesus. Much of our witness to the world has 
been flawed, or was never passed on at all. But after death every person will be 
offered a complete and perfect evangelism. God will be sure, in his justice, in his 
love for the whole world, and in his desire for all to be saved, to give the gospel to 
everyone who has ever lived even after they have died. 
 
Some inside this position insist that this does not offer a “second chance” but it 
does offer a first chance to those that had never heard or never heard clearly 
enough. But even this witness is not coercive. True choice will still operate, and 
those that have fled all their lives from God will still not want to choose God even 
then. (The irrationality of evil!)  Those that have sought God in the best ways they 
could, will be found of him and will rejoice, and be saved. 
 
This position allows that when infants or the infantile pass away, after death they 
are “made adult” and given the revelation of Christ, also with an option for choice. 
The scripture passages that are often applied to this position can be found in John 
5:25-29; Phil 2:9-11 and I Pet 3:18-4:6. (Jesus’ “Descent into Hell/Hades/Sheol” is 
the most critical text and enjoyed wider discussion in the ancient church than it 
does today.) 
 
Inclusivism 
 
A fourth position holds that salvation requires a conscious, explicit faith, before 
death, in the grace given by God through Jesus. But this faith need not be 
consciously in the name of Jesus, as it is not in infants, the mentally handicapped, 
or in Israel prior to the advent of Jesus. Though some will never hear about Jesus 
Christ, he died for them nonetheless (unlimited atonement) and God will, in his 
justice, in his love for the whole world, and in his desire for all to be saved, offer 
his redeeming grace to everyone who lives, in one form or another. 
 
All persons will be judged by God, in the light of what they did with what they 
knew. To whom much is given, much will be expected. To whom little is given, 
little will be required. God, however, who is omnipresent, has been and is still 
involved redemptively in the life of every person and every community, urging 
them to acknowledge and trust him. God has not left himself without a witness, 
either through “general revelation” or “special revelation” and draws all persons 
to himself by his Spirit. He may even be involved in other religions, though all 
religion (including Christianity) can become corruptive and demonic and deviant. 
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But other religions might also serve as a preface to the Good News found in Jesus, 
as the religion of Israel was a preface to the fuller revelation of God in Christ. 
 
This position suggests that “not all believers are Christians, though all Christians 
are believers.”  Some trust God but have not heard of Jesus. They are like pre-
Christian Jews who believed in God, but who needed to receive the fuller 
revelation of God found in Jesus. Paul announces to the Athenians, “God has 
overlooked the times of human ignorance,” but upon the Gospel being clearly 
announced declares, “now he commands all people everywhere to repent.” (Acts 
17:30) 
 
All persons will be judged on the basis of their response to the grace of God in this 
life; there will be no opportunity after death. The exception to this might again 
have to do with the salvation of infants and the infantile. The presumption is that 
all children, prior to the indefinable age of accountability, are safe without the 
need to express personal faith in God prior to or after death. After all the God of 
omnipotent love can do what ever he pleases, and show mercy to whom he will 
show mercy. (See Jonah 4:11) 
 
Beside the scriptural passages that speak about a “wider hope” the following are 
often used: Amos 9:7; John 12:32; Acts 10:43; Acts 17; I Tim 4:10 and II Peter 3:9. 
 
Apokatastasis: Christian Universalism 
 
The fifth position is one of the most ancient as well as one of the most 
controversial views held by the church. Though salvation requires a conscious, 
explicit faith in God through Jesus, this faith need not be before death, though 
that is desirable. After death every person who has ever lived will see God as he is, 
in Jesus. This will be a complete and perfect evangelism because Jesus and the 
salvation he offers will prove to be all convincing, and in consequence every knee 
will bow and every tongue will confess that Jesus is Lord. All will eventually be 
saved. 
 
All persons will, however, be judged on the basis of their response to the 
revelation of God in Christ in this life, and God’s judgment will be experienced by 
all who reject his grace. Their judgment means that they will live their lives 
without the resources of God, and suffer the consequences of their choice in life, 
and also in death and beyond. But, even if it takes ages, hell will one day be 
emptied, as the love of God & the power of Jesus’ resurrection conquers all evil 
and “restores all things.” 
 
The word “apokatastasis” is the word that means “recapitulation.”  The Eastern 
Church taught that all that was broken in Adam will be restored in Christ. The fall 
and the curse that affected all humanity and all creation from the very beginning, 
will be more than matched by the restoration of all in and through Christ. 
 
This wider hope, this view holds, is necessary if love is to win the great war against 
evil. If only a few are saved, it means that the God of love did not succeed in his 
goal of human redemption and the restoration of all things failed. But, as in Adam 
all died, so in Christ all will be made alive, though not until the close of the story 
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of human probation. So hell becomes a purgatory for those who refused to trust 
God, and God will use this experience as punishment, and continued opportunity, 
and then rehabilitation. But hell is temporary, though it exists for a million years, 
and in the consummation of all things, all will be healed, and hell will be 
annihilated, and heaven and its residents will be all that remains for all eternity. 
 
Scripture passages used to support this view include Acts 3:19-21; Romans 5:15-21; 
I Corinthians 15:20-28 and I John 2:2. 
https://prodigalprof.com/472-2/  

 
SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY 
 
WORLDVIEWS AND TRUTH 
 

Few people have anything approaching an articulate philosophy—at least as 
epitomized by the great philosophers. Even fewer, I suspect, have a carefully 
constructed theology. But everyone has a worldview. Whenever any of us thinks 
about anything—from a casual thought (Where did I leave my watch?) to a profound 
question (Who am I?)—we are operating within such a framework. In fact, it is only 
the assumption of a worldview—however basic or simple—that allows us to think at 
all.  
 
What, then, is this thing called a worldview that is so important to all of us? I've 
never even heard of one. How could I have one?  But to discover one's own 
worldview is much more valuable. In fact, it is a significant step toward self-
awareness, self-knowledge and self-understanding.  
 
So what is a worldview? Essentially this: A worldview is a commitment, a 
fundamental orientation of the heart, that can be expressed as a story or in a set 
of presuppositions (assumptions which may be true, partially true or entirely false) 
that we hold (consciously or subconsciously, consistently or inconsistently) about 
the basic constitution of reality, and that provides the foundation on which we live 
and move and have our being.  
 
This succinct definition needs to be unpacked. Each phrase represents a specific 
characteristic that deserves more elaborate comment.  
  
Worldview as a Commitment 
 
The essence of a worldview lies deep in the inner recesses of the human self. A 
worldview involves the mind, but it is first of all a commitment, a matter of the 
soul. It is a spiritual orientation more than it is a matter of mind alone.  
 
Worldviews are, indeed, a matter of the heart. This notion would be easier to 
grasp if the word heart bore in today's world the weight it bears in Scripture. The 
biblical concept includes the notions of wisdom (Proverbs 2:10), emotion (Exodus 
4:14; John 14:1), desire and will (1 Chronicles 1:18), spirituality (Acts 8:21) and 
intellect (Romans 1:21). In short, and in biblical terms, the heart is "the central 
defining element of the human person." A worldview, therefore, is situated in the 

https://prodigalprof.com/472-2/
http://www.christianity.com/theology/
http://www.biblestudytools.com/search/?t=nas&q=pr+2:10
http://www.biblestudytools.com/search/?t=nas&q=ex+4:14
http://www.biblestudytools.com/search/?t=nas&q=ex+4:14
http://www.biblestudytools.com/search/?t=nas&q=joh+14:1
http://www.biblestudytools.com/search/?t=nas&q=1ch+1:18
http://www.biblestudytools.com/search/?t=nas&q=ac+8:21
http://www.biblestudytools.com/search/?t=nas&q=ro+1:21
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self—the central operating chamber of every human being. It is from this heart that 
all one's thoughts and actions proceed. 
 
Expressed in a Story or a Set of Presuppositions 
 
A worldview is not a story or a set of presuppositions, but it can be expressed in 
these ways. When I reflect on where I and the whole of the human race have come 
from or where my life or humanity itself is headed, my worldview is being 
expressed as a story. One story told by science begins with the big bang and 
proceeds through the evolution of the cosmos, formation of the galaxies, stars and 
planets, the appearance of life on earth and on to its disappearance as the 
universe runs down. Christians tell the story of creation, Fall, redemption, 
glorification—a story in which Jesus' birth, death and resurrection are the 
centerpiece. Christians see their lives and the lives of others as tiny chapters in 
that master story. The meaning of those little stories cannot be divorced from the 
master story, and some of this meaning is propositional. When, for example, I ask 
myself what I am really assuming about God, humans and the universe, the result is 
a set of presuppositions that I can express in propositional form.  
 
When they are expressed that way, they answer a series of basic questions about 
the nature of fundamental reality. I will list and examine these questions shortly. 
But consider first the nature of those assumptions. Assumptions that may be true, 
conscious, consistent. The presuppositions that express one's commitments may be 
true, partially true or entirely false. There is, of course, a way things are, but we 
are often mistaken about the way things are. In other words, reality is not 
endlessly plastic. A chair remains a chair whether we recognize it as a chair or not. 
Either there is an infinitely personal God or there is not. But people disagree on 
which is true. Some assume one thing; others assume another.  
 
Second, sometimes we are aware of what our commitments are, sometimes not. 
Most people, I suspect, do not go around consciously thinking of people as organic 
machines, yet those who do not believe in any sort of God actually assume, 
consciously or not, that that is what they are. Or they assume that they do have 
some sort of immaterial soul and treat people that way, and are thus simply 
inconsistent in their worldview. Some people who do not believe in anything 
supernatural at all wonder whether they will be reincarnated. So, third, sometimes 
our worldviews—both those characterizing small or large communities and those we 
hold as individuals—are inconsistent.  
 
The Foundation on Which We Live 
 
It is important to note that our own worldview may not be what we think it is. It is 
rather what we show it to be by our words and actions. Our worldview generally 
lies so deeply embedded in our subconscious that unless we have reflected long 
and hard, we are unaware of what it is. Even when think we know what it is and 
lay it out clearly in neat propositions and clear stories, we may well be wrong. Our 
very actions may belie our self-knowledge. If we want clarity about our own 
worldview, however, we must reflect and profoundly consider how we actually 
behave.  
 

http://www.christianity.com/
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Basic Questions 
 
If a worldview can be expressed in propositions, what might they be? Essentially, 
they are our basic, rock-bottom answers to the following questions:  
 

1. What is prime reality—the really real? To this we might answer: God, or the 
gods, or the material cosmos. Our answer here is the most fundamental. It 
sets the boundaries for the answers that can consistently be given to the 
other six questions. This will become clear as we move from worldview to 
worldview in the chapters that follow. 
  

2. What is the nature of external reality, that is, the world around us?  Here 
our answers point to whether we see the world as created or autonomous, 
as chaotic or orderly, as matter or spirit; or whether we emphasize our 
subjective, personal relationship to the world or its objectivity apart from 
us. 
  

3. What is a human being? To this we might answer: a highly complex machine, 
a sleeping god, a person made in the image of God, a naked ape. 
  

4. What happens to a person at death? Here we might reply: personal 
extinction, or transformation to a higher state, or reincarnation, or 
departure to a shadowy existence on "the other side." 
  

5. Why is it possible to know anything at all? Sample answers include the idea 
that we are made in the image of an all-knowing God or that consciousness 
and rationality developed under the contingencies of survival in a long 
process of evolution. 
  

6. How do we know what is right and wrong? Again, perhaps we are made in 
the image of a God whose character is good, or right and wrong are 
determined by human choice alone or what feels good, or the notions simply 
developed under an impetus toward cultural or physical survival. 
  

7. What is the meaning of human history? To this we might answer: to realize 
the purposes of God or the gods, to make a paradise on earth, to prepare a 
people for a life in community with a loving and holy God, and so forth.  
  

8. What personal, life-orienting core commitments are consistent with this 
worldview? 

 
Within any given worldview, core commitments may vary widely. For example, a 
Christian might say, to fulfill the will of God, or to seek first the kingdom of God, 
or to obey God and enjoy him forever, or to be devoted to knowing God or loving 
God. Each will lead to a somewhat different specific grasp of the Christian 
worldview. A naturalist might say to realize their personal potential for 
experiencing life, or to do as much good as they can for others, or to live in a 
world of inner peace in a world of social diversity and conflict. 
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The question and its answers reveal the variety of ways the intellectual 
commitments are worked out in individual lives. They recognize the importance of 
seeing one's own worldview not only within the context of vastly different 
worldviews but within the community of one's own worldview. Each person, in 
other words, ends up having his or her own take on reality.  And though it is 
extremely useful to identify the nature of a few (say, five to ten) generic 
worldviews, it is necessary in identifying and assessing one's own worldview to pay 
attention to its unique features, the most important of which is one's own answer 
to this eighth question. 
 
Within various basic worldviews other issues often arise. For example: Who is in 
charge of this world—God or humans or no one at all? Are we as human beings 
determined or free? Are we alone the maker of values? Is God really good? Is God 
personal or impersonal? Or does he, she or it exist at all? When stated in such a 
sequence, these questions boggle the mind. Either the answers are obvious to us 
and we wonder why anyone would bother to ask such questions, or else we wonder 
how any of them can be answered with any certainty. If we feel the answers are 
too obvious to consider, then we have a worldview, but we have no idea that many 
others do not share it. We should realize that we live in a pluralistic world. What is 
obvious to us may be "a lie from hell" to our neighbor next door. If we do not 
recognize that, we are certainly naive and provincial, and we have much to learn 
about living in today's world. Alternatively, if we feel that none of the questions 
can be answered without cheating or committing intellectual suicide, we have 
already adopted a sort of worldview. The latter is a form of skepticism which in its 
extreme form leads to nihilism. 
The fact is that we cannot avoid assuming some answers to such questions. We will 
adopt either one stance or another. Refusing to adopt an explicit worldview will 
turn out to be itself a worldview, or at least a philosophic position. In short, we 
are caught. So long as we live, we will live either the examined or the unexamined 
life.   
 
It is my assumption that the examined life is better. 
  
Taken from James Sire's book The Universe Next Door, Fifth Edition. Used by 
permission of InterVarsity Press PO Box 1400 Downers Grove, IL 60515. 
http://www.ivpress.com/.] 
 
Different World Views 
 
1 There is no God—or gods. Atheistic materialism 
  
Reality 
 
This material universe is what is really real. As Carl Sagan, astrophysicist and 
populariser of science puts it, "The cosmos is all that is or all that ever will be." 
The present scientific view of how the universe came into being, now taught in 
major universities worldwide, is that it all came into existence with a "big bang" 
some billions of years ago. The atheist would say this was initiated by some 
physical process as yet unknown. [For a look at the development of the Big Bang 

http://www.christianbook.com/universe-next-door-basic-worldview-catalog/james-sire/9780830838509/pd/838509?item_code=ww&netp_id=648248&event=esrcn&view=details
http://www.ivpress.com/
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theory, and its implications for Christian beliefs, see my booklet The 
Complementary Nature of Science and Christianity.] 
 
Humans 
 
Human consciousness and intelligence developed from chemicals by a long process 
of chance evolution. Personality developed from impersonal hydrogen atoms. "God 
is the DNA code," says Timothy Leary. We are all the products of matter, time and 
chance alone. 
 
How do we know things? 
 
Knowledge is the result of physical processes in our brains. A problem here was 
well expressed by Professor Haldane as follows: "If my mental processes are 
determined wholly by the motion of atoms in my brain, I have no reason to suppose 
that my beliefs are true ... and hence I have no reason for supposing my brain to 
be composed of atoms." If my self-awareness, intelligence and ability to make 
choices is something more than just the movement of atoms in my brain, then, 
according to the materialist view, this self-awareness has somehow come about 
only as the result of physical processes. 
 
Meaning 
 
As there is no intelligent being who planned it all, life only has what meaning we 
humans choose to give it. Some would give it no meaning. Samuel Beckett's 
play Breath is a 35-second play that has no human actors. The props are a pile of 
rubbish on the stage, lit by a fight which begins to dim, brightens (but never fully) 
and then recedes to dimness. There are no words, only a "recorded" cry opening 
the play, an inhaled breath, an exhaled breath and an identical "recorded" cry 
closing the play. For Beckett life is such a "breath". 
 
Death 
 
Death is the end of our personal existence—blotto! "Human destiny," Ernest Nagel 
confesses in Naturalism Reconsidered, "[is] an episode between two oblivions." 
 
Morality and values 
 
Right and wrong are merely what we decide for ourselves as humans, either 
individually or in groups. Usually it is the majority decision that wins the day. 
 
History 
 
History has no ultimate purpose. We have to make the most of what we have got. 
In the end, this planet will certainly burn up or freeze and that will be the end of 
everything. 
 
Atheism is a relative newcomer to the historical scene in any significant measure, 
but now appears to be in decline. Statistician David Barrett says that since 1970 
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the number of atheists has dropped from 4.6% of world population to 3.8% (222 
million). He predicts continuing decline. 
 
2 Hinduism, Buddhism and New Age thinking 
 
 
It is obviously simplistic to lump Hinduism and Buddhism together, but they do 
have certain basic beliefs in common. New Age thinking tends to be an adaption of 
some of these Eastern beliefs to Western culture. 
 
Reality 
     
Everything is God. We all share the same essence or "stuff" of reality, which is 
spirit (Hinduism—the Brahma; Buddhism—Nirvana). This philosophy of the unity of 
all things has been called Monism. The basic philosophy of New Age thinking has 
been summed up in three pithy sayings: 'All is God", 'All is one" and 'All is well". The 
New Age concept of God is impersonal, usually described as Force, Energy, 
Essence, Consciousness, Vibration, Principle, or Being. 
 
Matter 
     
This material world is unreal, a sort of fantasy or dream of some kind. The 
"realised soul" understands that this world means nothing and is of no value. 
Ultimately, salvation consists in escaping from matter. New Agers tend to put a 
little more value on this world than do Hindus and Buddhists. 
 
Humans 
     
We are one with God. Our unity with all reality is emphasised. Individual 
personality is underplayed. 
 
Meaning 
    
Meaning in life comes through realising who we are in our oneness with the divine 
spirit. There are no criteria for judging true from false religious experience. "I 
believe" tends to become "I feel". 
 
How we know truth 
    
Our significant learning comes from withdrawal from the world, looking within, 
getting in touch with our real selves, the divine within. Hinduism, Buddhism and 
New Age share a distrust of reason. In Hinduism and Buddhism the Ultimate is 
unknown and unknowable. It is neti neti, 'not this, not that'. 
 
Morality 
    
Sin is merely ignorance of the true nature of reality. We need enlightenment, not 
repentance. Suffering rather than evil is seen as our major problem, and much of 
Hindu and Buddhist philosophy is a response to this. For some, there is no objective 
standard of right and wrong. As one spiritual sage from India put it, "It's not a 
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question of whether you are good or bad ... good and bad are relative. They are 
two sides of one coin, part of the same whole." In a similar vein, Carl Frederick 
wrote in Playing the Game the New Way, "You are the supreme being ... there isn't 
any right or wrong." New Age guru Shirley Maclaine's philosophy, along with that of 
many other New Agers, could be summed up as: "If it feels good, do it." 
 
Death 
     
We die only to be reborn in a continuous cycle of rebirth-reincarnation. In our next 
fife we will endure the consequences of our behaviour in this one—the Eastern 
doctrine of Karma. If we succeed in progressing in the steps of enlightenment we 
will eventually escape this cycle into Nirvana where individual personality will be 
absorbed into complete oneness with Ultimate Reality, like a wave being absorbed 
back into the ocean. Much of Buddhism denies the personal nature of God. New 
Age thinkers tend to be a little more optimistic about our continuous advance in 
this process than do Hindus and Buddhists. 
 
History 
     
Because we are caught up in this constant cycle of rebirth, history has little 
meaning. Eastern religion tends not to understand the world in terms of purpose. 
As someone has said, there is "movement and change without involving the idea of 
purpose." 
 
In this worldview the focus tends to be on self, how we can improve ourselves, 
rather than on how we can know God, and better serve him and others. A typical 
statement from a popular New Age magazine says: "All paths lead to God. The true 
path finally becomes self empowerment: the path of self-love. Then one 
demonstrates that they can manifest God and no longer need to look outside 
themselves for this information. They have become the path themselves."  
 
3 Postmodernism 
  
Postmodernism is the term used by sociologists and others to describe a way of 
thinking that has become very pervasive in the Western world over the last 
generation. It is an approach to reality that is having a significant effect on 
literature, theatre, art, education, psychotherapy, law, science, architecture, the 
study of history and people's view of religion. Some significant writers who have 
promoted postmodernism are de Man, Geoffrey Hartman, Harold Bloom, J. Hillis 
Miller, Jean-Francois Lytard, Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida and Richard Rorty. 
Its origins are found in the philosophies of Nietzsche, Heidegger, Marx and Freud. 
On some points, particularly its attitude to truth, it is similar to New Age thinking. 
As a way of thinking it can hardly be described as a "worldview", as one of its 
tenets is that there is no longer any one big story that is able to make sense of our 
little stories. In other words, "worldviews" are out! 
 
Reality 
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We all create our own reality. God tends to be ignored. Should he (she, it?) exist, 
he certainly has nothing to say about what we should believe or how we should 
behave. 
 
Truth and reason 
     
There is no absolute truth. New Age guru Shirley MacLaine holds a typical 
postmodern perspective. In Out on a Limb she asks David, her spiritual guide, if he 
believes in reincarnation. He replies, "It's true if you believe it, and that goes for 
anything." As Wheaton College professor Roger Lundin explains in The Culture of 
Interpretation, in postmodernism "all principles are preferences—and only 
preferences." As a result, "they are nothing but masks for the will to power." 
Postmodernism is distrustful of all authority and dogmatism. It often recasts the 
Enlightenment's sacred cows of reason and science as tools of oppression. Feminist 
scholar Sandra Harding complains that science embodies a male-centred view that 
is "culturally coercive." 
 
Emotions, feelings, intuition, reflection, magic, myth, and mystical experience are 
now centre stage. "I know" has been replaced by "I feel". There is a bluffing of the 
difference between ourselves and the real world out there. 
 
The postmodern aversion to truth is well expressed by Allan Bloom in The Closing 
of the American Mind.  
 
The danger... is not error but intolerance. Relativism is necessary to openness; 
and this is the virtue, the only virtue, which all primary education for more than 
fifty years has dedicated itself to [teaching]. Openness—and the relativism that 
makes it the only plausible stance in the face of various claims to truth and the 
various ways of life and kinds of human beings—is the great insight of our times. 
The true believer is the real danger. The study of history and of culture teaches 
that all the world was mad in the past; men always thought they were right, and 
that led to wars, persecutions, slavery, xenophobia, racism and chauvinism. The 
point is not to correct the mistakes and really be right; rather it is not to think 
that you are right at all. 
 
Sigmund Freud had described this outcome with glaring precision nearly one 
hundred years ago: 
 
Fundamentally, we only find what we need and only see what we want to see. We 
have no other possibility. Since the criterion for truth—correspondence with the 
external world—is absent, it is entirely a matter of indifference what opinions we 
adopt. All of them are equally true and equally false. And no one has the right to 
accuse anyone else of error. 
 
Someone has said that we have now moved from the conviction that everyone has 
a right to his own opinions, to the notion that every opinion is equally right! 
  
Religion 
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Postmodernism does not rule out religion as did modernism, with its emphasis on 
human reason. However, the religions that are approved are very different from 
Christianity. You may believe what you want to. Go for what makes you feel good. 
Religion is cafeteria style. You choose what you like from what is spread in front of 
you, and put a meal together that suits your taste. There are strong links with 
paganism. 
 
Morality 
     
All moral values are relative. Each person or culture develops their own moral 
values. The important question is not "Is it right?" but "What will it do for me?" 
There is a strong emphasis on the fact that we are shaped by our culture, and a 
consequent diminishing of personal responsibility. 
 
Tolerance 
     
Tolerance of other views is one of the pillars of postmodernism. However, there is 
one group of people to whom this tolerance is not extended, those who believe 
truth to be important! This intolerance is especially directed to those who think 
others might be wrong. Postmodern analyst Frederick Turner, for instance, in The 
Future of the Gods: Notes Towards a Postmodern Religion, calls for tolerance and 
syncretism (mixing different religions together). Yet, in the same article he calls 
evangelical Christianity a "junk religion"! 
 
Individualism 
     
There is a strong emphasis on individualism. In the American court case Planned 
Parenthood v. Casey, in justifying the abortion license, the court declared that it is 
up to each individual to determine "the concept of existence, of meaning, of the 
universe, and of the mystery of human life." 
 
History 
 
There is much rewriting of history. What really happened is either unknowable or 
unimportant. A sad symptom of this is seen in a survey indicating that 33% of 
Americans subscribed to the view that the Holocaust, the killing of six million Jews 
by the Nazis during World War II, may never have happened.  
 
A good summary of postmodern thinking is given by Os Guinness in Fit Bodies, 
Fat Minds.  
Where modernism was a manifesto of human self-confidence and self-
congratulation, postmodernism is a confession of modesty, if not despair. There is 
no truth, only truths. There are no principles, only preferences. There is no grand 
reason, only reasons. There is no privileged civilization, only a multiple of 
cultures, beliefs, periods, and styles. There is no grand narrative of human 
progress, only countless stories of where people and their cultures are now. There 
is no simple reality or any grand objectivity of universal, detached knowledge, 
only a ceaseless representation of everything in terms of everything else. In sum, 
postmodernism ... is an extreme form of relativism. 
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William Dever, in an excellent article in Near Eastern Archeology on some writer's 
approach to history, and archeology in particular, says: 
Such "post modern" thinking has affected nearly all disciplines since [about] 1950, 
both in the natural and social sciences, to such an extent that it is now taken for 
granted as the reigning paradigm. 
 
4 Christianity 
 
There is one God of infinite wisdom, holiness and power, who has existed 
eternally. God is personal and exists within himself as three persons, Father, Son 
and Holy Spirit that have always existed in a love relationship.  
  
Matter 
 
The universe is the creation of this God and is dependent on him for its existence. 
It had a beginning and, in its present form, will have an end. Matter is real and 
good. God himself shared in created human nature in the person of Jesus Christ. 
Though God maintains the created universe, he is distinct from it. He himself is 
beyond space and time. 
 
Humans 
    
God has created humans "in his own likeness" with self-consciousness, freedom to 
make choices, moral accountability, intelligence, and spiritual qualities that 
enable us to relate personally to him. His desire is that we should enter into the 
loving relationships that already exist within the persons of the divine Trinity, and 
enjoy fellowship with him, both in this life and through eternity. We have messed 
things up by our waywardness, but he has acted in Jesus Christ to restore that 
fellowship. More of that later. 
 
Death 
     
We exist beyond death, either in a relationship with God or without him, 
depending on choices we have made in this life. Because the material creation 
matters to God, our bodies will be resurrected at Christ's Second Coming, though in 
a transformed state similar to Christ's resurrected body. 
 
How do we know the nature of reality? 
    
God has given us intelligence which he expects us to use, whether in our 
understanding of the universe or our knowledge of him. However, our moral 
perversity affects our ability to think clearly, especially when it comes to truth 
about spiritual matters. Truth about God, the meaning of life and death, and such 
matters, come to us by revelation. In other words, God reveals this truth to those 
humble enough to receive it. 
 
Morality 
     
Because God is perfectly good, he created humans with the same qualities of moral 
goodness. However, humans have misused the freedom given them, and our moral 
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natures have become warped. Our goodness is tainted with "sin" and this affects 
our relationship with God, whose justice demands the condemnation of evil. 
 
History 
     
God makes his purposes known in history. It is "his story". He has made himself 
known by his actions in history and by revealing himself to chosen individuals, and 
particularly by entering the world in the person of Jesus Christ. History had a 
beginning and will culminate in the return of Jesus Christ, whom he has appointed 
as judge of the human race. God will ultimately create "a new heavens and a new 
earth" in which his people will live eternally in a loving and joyful relationship with 
him. 
https://www.gci.org/series/truth2  
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JUBILEE INSTITUTION NORMS – BASIS FOR POLITICAL ACTION 
 

A Middle Way between Creation Ethics and Kingdom Ethics as the Basis for Christian 
Political Action by Michael Schluter and Roy Clements 
First published in The Evangelical Quarterly, 62:1 (1990) pp. 37-62 
 
1. Introduction 
 
Christians are divided into two main camps on goals for social policy. Those who 
follow 'creation ethics' base their ethics on the norms laid down by God for all 
men, in the early chapters of Genesis. In practice, they tend to be right of centre 
and Capitalist in their political orientation.  
 
Those who follow 'kingdom ethics' find their authority and ethics from teaching 
about the Kingdom of God in the New Testament. This group tends to be left of 
centre and Socialist (or even Marxist) in political orientation. Both sides claim to 
base their views on scripture.  
 
Such diverse interpretation undermines the credibility of using the Bible as 'the 
supreme authority in all matters of faith and conduct'. Some now argue that 
Christians should give up hope of defining an agreed approach to social action and 
adopt an entirely pragmatic stance. What works is right.1  
 
Two substantive issues underlie the debate between those of creation ethics and 
kingdom ethics persuasion. The first is the theological basis which should be used 
as the authority or motivation for Christian political involvement.  
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The second is where in the Bible it is appropriate to look in order to discover norms 
for social policy. These two issues are closely bound together; the theological basis 
for involvement points towards the appropriate source of ethics within scripture.  
 
This paper will argue that middle ground exists between creation and kingdom 
ethics, which provides not only a clear mandate for political involvement, but also 
a more precise set of institutional norms as goals for social policy. 
 
II. The Mandate for Social Political Action 
Creation 
 
The mandate for Christian political action is drawn from God's creation of the 
world. As creator, God has the right to order the lives of all men, and all aspects of 
their lives. In the Old Testament, God calls all nations to account for their actions, 
and in the New Testament Paul refers to the fact that all men are 'without excuse' 
because God's invisible nature, namely his eternal power and deity, has been 
clearly perceived in the things that have been made' (Rom. 1:20).  
 
Thus, Christians have the right as God's children to seek to influence the political 
and social order so that it conforms to what God wants for all men. In public life, 
the appeal to 'the world' to conform to God's standards is made on a pragmatic 
basis without any specific reference to God or Christ. 'We recommend that Britain 
has one day off in seven because man needs a day of rest if he is to work 
efficiently.' The Christian draws this knowledge from biblical revelation, but does 
not use revelation as the basis on which to make the case to the nominal Christian 
or unbeliever, as he believes it would not carry any weight. Why should the non-
Christian listen? However, out of love for neighbour, and to please God, the 
Christian still wants to try and influence the system. 
 
One problem with this approach is that it fails to place Christ at the centre of the 
Christian's social involvement. His social action would be the same even if Christ 
had not come. Paul argues that, 'in all things Christ should be pre-eminent' (Col. 
1:18), and that 'No other foundation can anyone lay than that which is laid, which 
is Jesus Christ' (1 Cor. 3:11). It seems as if creation ethics only indirectly looks to 
Christ for its mandate, and thus perhaps does not bring honour to God as directly 
as Christians would want. 
 
1 Tony Walter, 'Christian Hedonism', Third Way, September 1984. 
 
A second problem with the approach is that it seems unrelated to evangelism and 
the spread of the Kingdom. Those following creation ethics rightly emphasise that 
the kingdom refers to those who are fully committed to Christ, and that the 
ultimate goal must be to bring people into the Kingdom, for this has eternal rather 
than merely temporal benefits. However, how does social action help to extend 
the Kingdom, in terms of bringing people to Christ and confronting them with 
Christ? Because there is no direct appeal to biblical revelation in discussion of 
social policy, the only 'witness' is through any outstanding qualities of the 
individual or group which propagates creation ethics. We wonder if this is enough, 
when social policy involvement is so time-consuming and the issues of the Kingdom 
so urgent. 
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The Kingdom 
 
The mandate for Christian social ethics in this case is drawn from the term, 
'Kingdom of God'. The Kingdom has a universal dimension. The lordship of Christ 
does not extend just over believers, but over all men. There are no boundaries to 
Christ's authority (Matt. 28:19). The social polity is part of Christ's Kingdom and 
therefore must be claimed for him through reform. The Kingdom is even 
interpreted by some as a socio-political entity, with a programme defined by the 
ethics in Jesus' teaching. It follows that the values of the Kingdom, or some would 
say the Kingdom itself, are spread wherever social reform takes place so that 
injustice is rolled back. A further dimension is added to the kingdom ethics 
understanding of the nature of evil in society by the references to 'the powers' in 
the epistles. Yoder, for example, regards these as symbolising evil structures and 
systems of oppression.2 Therefore, the Christian must fight evil, not just in 
personal behaviour, but also in institutional behaviour. Often, analysis of injustice 
within the structures or institutions of society is carried out in a Marxist 
framework, as both New and Old Testament emphasis is on 'oppression', 'injustice' 
and 'the poor'. 
 
A second branch of the kingdom ethics school stresses the extent of Christ's reign 
over all of life. The Kingdom here is defined as the church, the Christian 
community. The ethics of Jesus are exclusively for the church, Which confronts the 
world with the rule of God, as Jesus confronted the Pharisees (Matt. 12:28). The 
rest of the world is under the dominion of Satan. Therefore, Christians should 
withdraw into communities, where Jesus' ethics are applied in a radical way to all 
areas of life. This includes communal sharing of all possessions as in the first few 
months of the Christian church. As with creation ethics, there are many positive 
aspects to this approach. By making Christ the source of authority, there is bound 
to be a self-evident witness to Christ through social action. The appeal to the 
unbeliever is, 'I am doing this good work, or supporting this social policy, because 
this is what I believe Christ the Lord would want'. Whether people listen or not, 
they have been confronted with Christ and his word, and the glory will go to him. 
However, an important confusion has crept into kingdom ethics, we believe, 
because it has failed to distinguish the de iure and de facto dimensions of the rule 
of Christ.  
 
The word basileia, or Kingdom, in the New Testament, we wish to argue, refers 
exclusively to the acknowledged rule ofChrist-the de facto rule of Christ. This is 
the true church, the community of God's people. The term 'Kingdom' only applies 
to 'the world' in teaching about the return of Christ, when Kingdom (God's 
acknowledged rule) and world become synonymous because all evil has been 
thrown out. For example, the field is 'the world' in the parable of the tares because 
it is about the expulsion of evil at the Day of Judgement (Matt. 13:36-43). Until 
then, Jesus speaks repeatedly of the Kingdom as applying only in a limited way, 
i.e. to those who have 'entered' it (e.g. Matt. 18:3). So, too, the 
references to unbelievers confronting the Kingdom, rather than being a pall of it, 
suggest the Kingdom is still limited in scope (e.g. Matt. 12:28). 
 
2 J. H. Yoder, The Politics of Jesus, Wm. Eerdman, Grand Rapids, Michigan, 1972. 
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The limited application of the de facto rule of Christ, his Kingdom should not lead 
us to limit his de iure rule, his authority. In this sense, Christ's rule is over all men, 
indeed over the whole universe, and the apostles never tire of telling us this. Jesus 
himself indicates how the world belongs to him, even in his absence and even 
though many will be rebellious against him, in the parable of the talents. 'There 
was once a man of high rank who was going to a far away country to be made king, 
after which he planned to come back home' (Luke 19:12). In this story, the 
nobleman who goes away to be king asserts his authority over all citizens left 
behind, even over those who were opposed to him (Luke 19:11-27).  
 
The same idea is present in the parable of the vineyard (Luke 20:9-18; Matt. 21:33-
34). God now commands all men everywhere to repent (Acts 17:30). This is not the 
language of a beggar, but the language of a king. Christ makes moral demands not 
just on those who acknowledge his rule, but on all men (John 3:19-21; 7:7; 8:26; 
13:33; 17:18). 
 
If it is right to distinguish the de facto and the de iure rule of Christ, it is probably 
important to coin a new term for his de iure rule. In English, the term 'kingdom' is 
ambiguous. The Oxford Dictionary defines kingdom as 'a state or territory ruled by 
a king', which may refer to de iure or de facto rule. For example, England was still 
King Arthur's kingdom, though some of the barons resisted his rule. However, in 
Greek, the word basileia seems to refer only to where Christ's rule is 
acknowledged, so to translate it by the ambiguous term 'kingdom' has led to 
confusion. An appropriate term for Christ's de iure rule over the world might be 
'reign', which is the term Stephen Mott uses in his recent articles.3 The key Greek 
word used in the New Testament in connection with Christ's de iure rule is exousia, 
generally translated 'authority'. 
 
Christ's Authority 
 
John, throughout his gospel, underlines the significance of Jesus' life and death for 
all men. We find that God's love, his concern, extends to all mankind (John 3:16). 
This is illustrated in detail by the time and care he gave to a Samaritan in the 
middle of a hot day's walk John 4), and in the way his miracles at times were done 
for the benefit of all men regardless of their response to him personally. Christ did 
not always require faith before showing God's power and love, but would 
sometimes perform miracles for those who would turn against him or start to seek 
him for the wrong reasons (John 5:1-16; 6:1-26). Also, Christ made moral demands 
not just on those who acknowledged his rule, but on all men. It was not just the 
faithful, but all men who were forced to respond to the light he was to the world 
(John 3:19-21; 7:7, 8:12). Christ also said his message, and that of his followers, 
was for all men (John 8:26; 13:33; 17:18). And in some sense, even Christ's death 
was for the whole world (John 3:16; 12:32). 
 
This was also a theme in the synoptic gospels. Jesus' miracles are not confined to 
those who have faith. Jesus feeds 5,000 and 4,000 without any discussion of 
whether they believe. He heals ten lepers, but only to one does he say that faith 
has made him whole (Luke 17:11-19). Several times we are told Jesus healed 'many 
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people' (Mark 1:34 = Matt. 8:16 = Luke 4:40). We find, too, that Jesus' message was 
not directed only to those who would respond, but is given to all men. In the 
parable of the sower, the seed is scattered throughout the field (Matt. 13:1-9). 
Jesus preaches to many who reject him, including those in Tyre and Sidon (Matt. 
11:20-24), and in Jerusalem itself (Matt. 13:37-39). When the twelve are sent out 
by Jesus, they are commissioned to preach in all the villages and to all who would 
listen (Mark 6:8-11). All this underlines that Jesus is concerned not just for those 
who respond to his word, but for all men. 
 
3 Stephen Mott, 'The Use of the Bible in Social Ethics', Transformation, 1984. 
 
Jesus' concern for the world, and the way in which he makes moral demands on all 
men, raises the question of the right by which he makes such demands, and why he 
feels such concern. To some extent this is answered right at the beginning of the 
gospel where John reminds us that 'the world was made through him, yet the world 
knew him not' (John 1:10). It was because Christ had made men that he had the 
right to demand their allegiance. But John has more to say about Christ's 
authority, for Christ says at the Last Supper: 'Thou hast given him (the Son) 
authority over all flesh, to give eternal life to all whom hast given him' (John 17:2).  
 
It seems that Christ's authority over mankind is an essential prerequisite for 
evangelism. If Christ does not reign over all men, then man cannot have the 
opportunity to enter his future Kingdom. The idea that Christ's authority, or rule 
over all the earth, is an essential prerequisite for evangelism is also clear from 
Jesus' last words to his disciples in Matthews account: 'All authority in heaven and 
on earth has been given to me. Go, therefore, and make disciples of all nations . . 
.' (Matt. 28:19-20). This authority over the world was not just claimed by Christ as 
existing after his death. It was one of the most conspicuous characteristics of his 
whole ministry on earth. Jesus had authority in his preaching (Mark 1:22); he had 
authority over demons (Mark 4:29); and over the dead (Mark 5:41). His authority 
extended over the wind and the sea (Mark 4:41) and did not end with his death, 
but continues (Matt. 28:19-20). His authority, it seems, cannot be limited to those 
who believe, or to his future Kingdom where all will acknowledge him. Authority is 
the word used to show Christ's rule over that part of his creation which is not his 
Kingdom. The apostles are equally concerned to show how unlimited is the 
authority of Christ in their speeches and writing. Paul says at Athens, 'God now 
commands all men everywhere to repent'. This is not the petition of a servant, but 
the command of a ruler. If Christ did not reign over all men, he could not give 
them the command to repent. In the epistles, Paul emphasises how even the 
demonic powers of the universe are subject to Christ (Col. 1:16; Eph. 1:2021).  
 
This is not to deny real de facto power to Satan in the world while we wait for 
Christ's return. Satan is still the 'Prince of the Power of the Air' (Eph. 22). But since 
the Cross, the Devil's position has fundamentally altered. 
 
The Cross 
 
To understand the centrality of the Cross in establishing Christ's authority over the 
world, it is helpful to distinguish three distinct ways in which human affairs are 
influenced: 
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(1). Through God's providence - the sovereignty of God. 
(2). Through God's word - the law of God. 
(3). Through God's Spirit - the. Kingdom of God. 
 
In the Old Testament dispensation Rule (1) was universal, embracing all events and 
persons (e.g. Ps. 135:6). Rule (2) was characteristic of Israel (e.g. Deut. 4) and 
Rule (3) was a prophetic hope for the future (e.g. Jer. 31:33; Ezek. 36:27). These 
are illustrated in Figure 1. The messianic hope of the Kingdom included the 
expectation that all nations would be brought within the privileges of Israel (Micah 
4:1-5; Isaiah 42:1, 4, 6-7; 45:22; 49:6-7). Before the Cross, God exercised 
providential sovereignty over the nations but did not assert his rule through his 
word except in Israel. God overruled in the circumstances of Cyrus, 
Nebuchadnezzar and Esther, but he did not assert his rule over the nations before 
Christ by his word. The prophets spoke of God's judgement in the surrounding 
nations, but they always did this to a Jewish audience at home. The only time in 
the Old Testament when the word of God is sent directly to a nation other than 
Israel is in Jonah's mission to Nineveh, which points forward to what God will do 
in Christ. The exception proves the rule. Up to the time of Jesus' death, Satan 
seems to have 'ruled' the world in some sense. Jesus directly acknowledges Satan's 
rule over the world, but insists that this power is about to be destroyed when he 
says to his disciples shortly before his death: 'Now is the judgement of this world, 
now shall the ruler of this world be case out, and 1, when I am lifted up from the 
earth, will draw all men to myself' (John 12:31-32). 
 
It is through the death of Jesus that 'the ruler of the world' is cast out. Jesus also 
refers to the 'ruler of the world' when speaking of the end of his earthly ministry, 
for he says: 'I will no longer talk much with you, for the ruler of this world is 
coming. He has no power over me. . .' (John 14:30). Jesus shows repeatedly that 
he has overcome Satan through his ministry and death. Perhaps this is most 
strikingly portrayed when he speaks of 'binding the strong man' (Matt. 12:29), and 
of seeing Satan 'fall like lightning from heaven' when the seventy return from their 
mission of preaching and healing in his name (Luke 10:18). Jesus makes this victory 
over the powers of evil explicit when he says he has 'overcome the world' (John 
16:33). The theme of Christ's victory at the Cross over Satan is taken up in the 
epistles. In his letter to the Colossians, Paul describes Christ's victory in these 
terms: 'He has made a public example of them, triumphing over them in it (the 
cross)' (Col. 2:15) and Paul speaks of Christ's triumph in the resurrection in similar 
terms: 
 
'Which he accomplished in Christ when he raised him from the dead and made him 
sit at his right hand in the heavenly places, far above all rule and authority and 
power and dominion' (Eph. 1:20-21).  
 
Something new happened at the Cross. God's relationship with the world changed. 
Not only did Jesus save his people from their sins. He overcome Satan decisively 
and won back supreme authority over all the powers of evil, which man's fall had in 
some sense wrested from God. One result of this is a new message to the whole of 
the unbelieving world: repent. 'The times of ignorance God overlooked, but now he 
commands all men everywhere to repent' (Acts 17:30). Now God asserts his rule 
over all men by his word, just as he did over Israel in the Old Covenant. The Law-
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word which had only been for Israel before becomes applicable to all men, as we 
shall see below. 
 
Figure 1 – see http://www.jubilee-centre.org/jubilee-institutional-norms-michael-
schluter-roy-clements/  
 
III. Definitions 
 
The Ladder of Abstraction 
 
In discussion of ethics, different levels of generality are involved in stating norms 
or rules of behaviour. It is possible to go from the highly specific, 'You shall not eat 
breakfast in bed on Sundays', to the highly general, 'Love your neighbour as 
yourself. In jurisprudence, 'the ladder of abstraction' is defined as, 'a continuous 
sequence of categorisations from a low level of generality up to a high level of 
generalily.4 In social ethics, four different levels of generality may be 
differentiated, as shown in Figure 2. 
 
4 William Twining and David Miers, How To Do Things with Rules, Weidenfeld and 
Nicolson, London, 1976, 45 
 
Figure 2. http://www.jubilee-centre.org/jubilee-institutional-norms-michael-
schluter-roy-clements/  
 
The term, 'social ethics' seems to refer to both moral principles and institutional 
and personal norms. The essential difference in our definitional framework 
between principle and norm is in the level of generality. Both appeal to conscience 
in invoking the idea of 'ought'. However, while principle refers to 'General laws as a 
guide to action' (Oxford Dictionary), covering simultaneously many institutions or 
types of personal relationship, norm is a more specific term applying either to a 
particular institution or to a person's relationship with a particular person or 
institution. Social ethics, therefore, may refer to general principles or specific 
norms, and may apply to behaviour of 
institutions or individuals. In practice, there may be several additional steps in the 
ladder of abstraction for a specific law-norm-principle. The decision about where 
norm ends and principle begins in our definition is determined by the point at 
which the rule of behaviour ceases to be specific to a particular institution and 
begins to apply to multiple institutions. For example, for the Jubilee land laws, 
two possible ladders of abstraction are characterised in Figure 3: 
 
Figure 3. http://www.jubilee-centre.org/jubilee-institutional-norms-michael-
schluter-roy-clements/ 
 
Laws Today 
 
To speak of 'applying the principle', rather than applying the law itself, does not 
make it clear how far up the ladder of abstraction to go. It is not possible to decide 
the appropriate level up the ladder for application to life today without studying 
other parts of scripture to determine the intention of the law, as well as how the 

http://www.jubilee-centre.org/jubilee-institutional-norms-michael-schluter-roy-clements/
http://www.jubilee-centre.org/jubilee-institutional-norms-michael-schluter-roy-clements/
http://www.jubilee-centre.org/jubilee-institutional-norms-michael-schluter-roy-clements/
http://www.jubilee-centre.org/jubilee-institutional-norms-michael-schluter-roy-clements/
http://www.jubilee-centre.org/jubilee-institutional-norms-michael-schluter-roy-clements/
http://www.jubilee-centre.org/jubilee-institutional-norms-michael-schluter-roy-clements/
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particular law relates to other laws. The discussion of paradigms below takes this 
point further. 
 
Institutional vs Personal Norms 
 
Three types of individual or personal norms can be identified. Firstly, there is the 
norm governing attitudes or thoughts which have no direct impact on another 
individual, such as the covetous or lustful thoughts condemned by the Ten 
Commandments (Ex. 20:17), and by Jesus (Matt. 5:28). 
 
There are norms governing the individual's relationships with another individual 
(love your neighbour), and others governing the individual's relationship with an 
institution or 'established group of people', i.e. 'let every person be subject to the 
governing authorities' (Rom. 13: 1). Many personal norms can equally well apply to 
the individual's behaviour in relationship to another individual as to his/her 
relationship with an institution. For example, 'you shall not steal' should 
govern an individual's conduct as much in the company for which he works as with 
his rich uncle. 
 
Institutional norms need to be distinguished from personal norms. The former 
govern both how the institution is structured and what decision it may take. 
Frequently, they are given in scripture through apodictic commands which are 
directed at society as a whole, (i.e. 'do not charge interest on loans' Deut. 23:19). 
They can be distinguished from casuistic commands (if your brother is in need, 
you shall ... ) which are personal norms applicable only to an individual in a 
specific situation.  
 
A second type of institutional norm is the command given to an individual in his 
capacity as office-holder, such as the laws given to the king, or given to the 'goel', 
who is the officially-responsible nearest relative to an individual or family. For 
example, when the king is told not to accumulate silver or gold, the command is 
not for every individual in society, but only for the person who is king because of 
the nature of the office he holds.  
 
A third category of institutional norm in scripture is that which governs the use of 
resources like land and capital, such as the Jubilee land laws. These cannot be 
implemented fully by the individual in isolation. They require collective action by 
society as a whole. Institutional norms are of special importance for social policy, 
as they have two vital functions. By defining the structure and function of 
institutions, they determine the political, economic and social system. This has 
widespread ramifications for the welfare of individuals, although norms only affect 
them indirectly via the institution.  
 
Secondly, social policy is largely concerned with making sure that institutions are 
effective in carrying out the functions assigned to them. As institutional norms 
define what those functions 'ought' to be, they become the basis for defining the 
goals for social policy. For example, if society believes the nuclear family is a 
normative institution, it will seek suitable social policies to try and prevent its 
disintegration. This will then lead to laws passed in parliament to try and bolster it 
up, directly or indirectly. As another example, the norms governing the structures 



 

40 

 

of central and local government will determine which of them is held responsible 
to sort out a problem like unemployment. 
 
In seeking to apply today institutional norms in the Old Testament, those governing 
both structures and behaviour, there is a choice between trying to implement them 
directly, as far as practicable, or trying to derive some more general principle to 
apply to contemporary institutions. So, for example, from the ban on interest, 
some have derived the general principle, 'it is wrong to exploit the poor', and then 
sought to apply that principle to contemporary institutions like Trade Unions or 
large company management. It is vital to decide if the aim is to seek reform within 
existing institutions using the principles derived from God's word in a general way, 
or to seek to apply the norms directly to contemporary institutions, where 
necessary seeking to recreate the institutions originally specified. To this issue we 
now turn. 
 
Principles and Paradigms 
 
A popular method of trying to bridge the cultural gap from the Old Testament to 
contemporary societies has been to derive principles, or 'middle axioms', from the 
Old Testament law, and then seek to apply those principles to contemporary 
issues. William Temple used this approach in the 
1930s, taking his principles to a high level of abstraction such as the dignity of Man 
and the importance of social fellowship.5 More recently, Brian Griffiths has 
followed this route in his book  'Morality in the Market Place'. He stresses principles 
such as that property should be privately held, that each family should have a 
stake in economic life and that economic injustice should be remedied.6 Clearly, it 
is important not to seek to apply the law literalistically. The meaning of the law 
must be understood in its historical and cultural context, and it is the intention of 
the law rather than its letter which must be implemented, as Jesus emphasised in 
his interpretation of the application of the Sabbath (Mark 3:4). However, there are 
at least four major problems in deriving principles from specific norms given in the 
text, which we have noted elsewhere, as follows:7 
 
(1). Deriving principles involves going up the ladder of abstraction. By what criteria 
can one evaluate how far up the ladder of abstraction it is legitimate to go? 
 
(2). Different interpreters may derive different principles from the same law. By 
what criteria canwe determine which of them is correct? For example, which 
ladder should be followed in Figure 3 above? (http://www.jubilee-
centre.org/jubilee-institutional-norms-michael-schluter-roy-clements/ ) 
 
(3). When two principles conflict, such as 'private property' and 'economic injustice 
should be remedied', how is the resolution of the conflict to be carried out, or who 
should decide which principle should take priority? At a more general level, we 
may ask how different principles fit together: what is the general framework of 
which they are presumably a part? 
 
(4). Who can or should decide which principles have been left out? The procedure 
of deriving principles becomes a very subjective exercise, too easily reflecting the 
bias of the interpreter. They can too easily be limited by our prejudices, and a 

http://www.jubilee-centre.org/jubilee-institutional-norms-michael-schluter-roy-clements/
http://www.jubilee-centre.org/jubilee-institutional-norms-michael-schluter-roy-clements/
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means of evading the message of the text. The most obvious need is to have some 
sort of framework or system through which all the laws can be interpreted so as to 
understand their relationship to each other. It is then possible to relate this system 
to a society of a different culture.  
 
In describing this holistic approach for transfer to another culture, Chris Wright 
speaks of a paradigm, which he defines as 'a model or example for other cases 
where a basic principle remains unchanged ... A paradigm is not so much imitated 
as applied'.8 While Wright emphasises the transferability of the system in his uses 
of the term 'paradigm', we also want to stress the holistic nature of the transfer. In 
a paradigm, all the parts bear a relationship to each other, and they bear this 
same relationship when the paradigm is transferred to another situation. Wright 
cites patterns of grammatical inflexion as examples of a paradigm -for example, a 
verb taken to exemplify the way endings or prefixes will apply to other verbs of a 
similar type. It is the relationship of the verb endings to each other which we see 
as the significant aspect of the paradigm, for the pattern of those 
interrelationships is what makes the paradigm observable in a different situation. 
 
5 William Temple, Christianity and Social Order, Penguin Books, 1942; republished 
SPCK 1976. 
6 Brian Criffiths, Morality and the Market Place, Hodder and Stoughton, 
London,1982. 
7 Michael Schluter and Roy Clements, Reactivating the Extended Family, Jubilee 
Centre Publications', 1986, 31-2 
 
So we suggest it is the pattern of relationships between institutions and resources - 
family, kinship, state, land, capital, community - as well as the pattern of 
relationships of all those institutions with God himself - which God wants us to 
replicate in societies today. Geography, language and many other aspects of 
culture may differ, but God wants the inter-relationship between certain key 
institutions to remain the same. This makes it impossible to stray far up the ladder 
of abstraction from norms to moral principles, for a jump up the ladder to some 
abstract principle and down again to some different institution upsets the pattern 
of institutional relationships which is the hallmark of the Old Testament paradigm. 
It is institutional norms, not simply general moral principles, which must be 
Christians' focus of concern if they wish to replicate in some way the Old 
Testament paradigm in society today. 
 
IV. The Programme 
 
Creation Ethics 
 
In the creation ethics framework, the authority for what Christians are trying to 
achieve in the political arena is derived from the place of God as creator of all 
men. So the programme or goals are derived from Genesis chs 1-11 which record 
the early history of Man before an election of a particular 'people of God'. 
Catherwood also adds the moral law, notably the Ten Commandments, using the 
Reformation distinction between ceremonial, civil and moral law.9 He argues 
Israel's civil law went out with Israel as a nation in A.D.70 and the ceremonial law 
was fulfilled by Christ and therefore no longer applies directly to the Christian. No 
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guidance is given on how to split up the material, but one could argue that moral 
law is the moral principle behind any law: i.e. that which guides the individual on 
how to relate to God and his neighbour. 
 
In practice, what are called creation ethics are, in terms of our definitions above, 
a mixture of moral principles, institutional norms and personal norms. Because 
they take into account the Fall, they are clearly directed at all men, and take into 
account the hardness of men's hearts. Thus, they have the advantage of political 
realism, of what it is possible to achieve in unregenerate society. The kind of 
moral principles and personal and institutional norms which can be, and have 
been, derived are illustrated in Figure 4: http://www.jubilee-centre.org/jubilee-
institutional-norms-michael-schluter-roy-clements/ 
 
8 Christopher J. H. Wright, Living as the people of God, WP, 1983, 43. 
 
While creation ethics - principles and norms - are helpful as a guide to political 
action, the guidance they provide is at too general a level to be helpful in 
providing a definite Christian position on many of the complex issues of our day. 
Some examples can best illustrate this point. A major question in political theory is 
the extent to which the state should exercise control over the individual. For 
Plato, the individual exists to serve the state, while for Locke, the state exists 
primarily to serve the individual by protecting his life and property. It is difficult to 
provide a biblical critique of these views based on creation ethics alone. And yet 
the Christian faith should surely have a viewpoint on such an issue as it affects so 
profoundly the social milieu in which millions of Christians live, and in which they 
preach their message of salvation. 
 
9 Sir Fred Catherwood, A Better Way, WP, Leicester, 1975. 
 
Biblical Statement 
 
 Man made in image of God (Gen. 1:26) 
 To Adam: 'You shall subdue the earth' (Gen. 1:28) 
 A man shall leave father and mother (Gen. 2:24) 
 Thou shalt not steal (Ex. 20:15) 
 
Moral Principle 
 
 Dignify of Man 
 Work is glorifying to God 
 Human relationships have to be prioritised 
 Private property is ordained by God 
 
Institutional Norm 
 
 The murder, manipulation or torture of Man by the state is wrong 
 Societies should seek economic development 
 Marriage is the primary social institution given by God to all men 
 The state has not the right to appropriate property 
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Personal Norm 
 
 You shall not commit murder 
 The individual should work hard and use his talents to God's glory 
 Priority to wife over parents within marriage 
 You shall not steal 
 
Another issue is the balance of equality versus incentive. Marxist theory lays 
emphasis on human equality in material wealth, but this is incompatible with 
incentives or rewards for individual effort. If extra rewards are given on the basis 
of effort, inequality will quickly reappear. Until recently, the Chinese called the 
Russians 'Revisionists', in part because they had abandoned attempts to achieve 
material equality and had accepted tacitly the need for material incentives in the 
interests of economic growth. Where does a Christian position lie? Almost all 
Christians feel strongly on this issue - either for the theoretical Chinese and Marxist 
position of equality, or for the need for incentives. On the basis of creation ethics 
alone, it seems possible to support either position. All men were created equal 
before God so Christians should strive for equality.  
 
Alternatively, Man's fallenness makes it necessary to provide incentives to persuade 
men to work hard. Issues of this sort cannot be resolved without some 'system' or 
'paradigm' which shows how all the different principles and norms interact with one 
another so that tensions between apparently conflicting principles or norms can be 
resolved or prioritised. Creation ethics does not provide this kind of overall 
paradigm. So the issue becomes whether God has given any further help in defining 
the application of his moral principles to institutional and personal norms of 
behaviour. What would be ideal would be for God himself to take his own creation 
ethics and apply them in detail in specific institutional and personal norms to one 
particular society to show how they can be fitted together. Then we would like to 
hear God's comment on that society's performance and historical experience on the 
basis of those norms. We believe that is exactly what God did in Israel's law and in 
the commentary of the prophets on Israel's subsequent history. However, creation 
ethics hesitates to use that material on two grounds. 
 
Firstly, Israel's institutional norms are regarded as inapplicable to societies today 
because they are given in the context of a 'covenant community' to whom God is 
simultaneously revealing his plan of salvation.  
 
Secondly, changes of culture and technology are felt to make much of the material 
of limited applicability to the twentieth century. These objections are considered 
below in the section which considers Jubilee Institutions. 
 
Kingdom Ethics 
 
The moral principles and institutional and personal norms for the Kingdom of God 
are generally sought within the teaching of Jesus himself. Most, if not all, of Jesus' 
teaching on human behaviour is given in the form of moral principles, such as 'love 
your neighbour as yourself, or personal norms such as 'turn the other cheek', and 
'everyone who is angry with his brother shall be liable to judgement'. Jesus did not 
specify any new institutions except the church, and did not give many 
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rules to govern the behaviour of institutions, or individuals acting as members of 
institutions. As men in society are compelled to have institutions to govern 
behaviour and resolve differences, three ways forward are possible: 
 
(1). Conclude Jesus has nothing to say about norms to govern social institutions 
outside the church. Therefore, Christians should apply his norms within the church 
and just try to influence the behaviour of individuals through preaching personal 
salvation. These individuals will then apply Jesus' personal norms to their 
behaviour within institutions. 
 
(2). Try to extrapolate from personal norms to moral principles, and then derive 
institutional norms from those moral principles. An example might be, 'turn the 
other cheek'. This is a personal norm. The moral principle might be that of non-
violence, and the institutional norm might be unilateral 
disarmament for the state. A list of such moral principles and institutional norms 
derived from the ethical teaching of Jesus is given in Appendix B. 
 
(3). Argue that Jesus' teaching was clearly built on Old Testament foundations, and 
that he endorsed Old Testament teaching on institutional norms. His own teaching, 
then, aimed to show the full implications of Old Testament moral principles, 
especially for personal behaviour. This approach points back to the Old Testament 
as the source of institutional norms, so the sources are, first, the early chapters of 
Genesis and, second, the law and history of Israel in the light of New Testament 
teaching. 
 
The problem with the first of these three approaches is that it seems to deny the 
Lordship and authority of Christ over all men, and over all parts of their lives. What 
does it mean that all authority in heaven and on earth is given to Jesus is he leaves 
so much of life without any specific word of instruction? If God is only interested in 
personal norms and in the saved community, it seems surprising that he laid down 
such detailed institutional norms in Old Testament revelation. 
 
The difficulty of the second approach is the ambiguity of so many of the moral 
principles in application to institutions. The problem of Liberation Theologians in 
South America, for example, is what they should do after the, revolution. Do 'love 
your neighbour', 'deliverance from oppression' and 'concern for the poor' argue for 
Capitalism or Marxism? Should land be distributed so as to achieve equality, or a 
free land market be encouraged to ensure land is used as efficiently as possible so 
as to maximise production? So few institutional structures and norms are specified 
that it becomes possible to defend almost any political system or framework on the 
basis of the same moral principles. To go up the ladder from personal norm to 
moral principle is the first big jump, and to go down again from moral principle to 
institutional norm is another. To have any agreed basis for political action among 
Christians will require a much higher degree of specificity from biblical revelation. 
A further problem with the application of Jesus' personal norms to institutional 
behaviour outside the church is to know how to take account of the hardness of 
men's hearts. Jesus says that certain of the Mosaic ethical norms were specified to 
take account of this factor (Matt. 19:9). If people outside the church are corrupt 
and evil, how can this evil be minimised or controlled most effectively? Jesus 
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shows how high God's standards are, thus revealing the extent of Man's sinfulness 
(Matt. 5:48) and indicating to his disciples how God wants them to order their lives 
(e.g. Matt. 16:24). Jesus does not teach how to control or limit Man's lust for 
money and power, except through entrance into the Kingdom. So perhaps the 
application of Jesus' ethical teaching to limit evil through social structures is in 
fact inappropriate. It is not 'using it as it should be used'. Perhaps it was the Law, 
not the gospel, which was given for this purpose (1 Tim 1:8). 
 
Jubilee Institutions 
 
The term 'Jubilee Institutions' is used here as shorthand for those parts of the Old 
Testament law which are concerned with the structure and behavioural rules of 
social institutions. As argued elsewhere, it is not necessary to divide the Law into 
passages which relate to moral, civil and ceremonial norms, such as the Sabbath 
law (see Figure 5). So here we are concerned exclusively 
with those aspects of all laws which deal with social institutions. These were God's 
word to Israel on how to organise its political, economic and social life. 
 
10 Michael Schluter and Roy Clements, op. cit., 27-31. 
 
Figure 5 
Overlapping function of the Law. An individual law may fall into one of the 
following seven categories: 
(a) Only moral A 
(b) Only civil B 
(c) Only ceremonial (or exclusivity) C 
(d) Moral and civil A & B 
(c) Moral and ceremonial A&C 
(f) Civil and ceremonial B&C 
(g) Moral and civil and ceremonial A&B&C 
 
This still leaves unanswered a number of objections to using the Law for social 
policy. Many point to the statements in the New Testament which suggest that the 
Law no longer has any role in the life of the Christian. Christ is the end of the Law 
(Rom. 10:4), and Christians are no longer under law but under grace. However, 
Paul also argues that 'the law is holy and the commandment is holy and just and 
good' (Rom. 7:12), and the work of the Spirit is so that 'the just commandment of 
the law might be fulfilled in us' (Rom. 8:4). The resolution of the apparent paradox 
in Paul's statement about the law lies in asking the question: what do you want to 
use the law for? If the law is to be used to make a ladder of good works by which to 
reach heaven, Christ should indeed be seen as the end of the law. But if the law is 
to be used to define what God wants (1 John 3:4), and to limit evil in society, then 
it has a continuing role. Paul sums it up like this: 'The law is good if it is used as it 
should be used, not for the just but for the unjust. . .' (1 Tim. 1:8). God intends 
the law to be used in lawless society. 
 
A further argument against using the law is that it is given to God's chosen people. 
God's people in the New Testament, it is argued, are the church, so that we should 
apply the law not to the world, but to the church. In practice, Christians do not 
follow this hermeneutic. The Ten Commandments, given specifically to Israel after 
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the Exodus, are applied by many Christians as personal behavioural norms to all 
men. Sider, in his book on world hunger, repeatedly applied Old Testament 
passages on social justice given to Israel to nations in the twentieth century.11 
 
Moral 
(A) 
A & B 
& C 
A & C 
A & B 
B & C 
 
Ceremonial & Exclusivity Law 
(C) 
 
Civil 
(B) 
 
We have argued elsewhere that Israel is not just a model for the church, but a 
model for society as well.12 The Law is intendedpartly to teach God's people about 
their relationship with him, but at the same time God uses it toshow how he wants 
societies of fallen men to be structured. Some are concerned at the cultural and 
technological gap between the Old Testament and thetwentieth century so they 
fear that to apply the civil aspects of the Law would be harsh andanachronistic. 
They point to the statements of the Theonomists to reintroduce the death penalty 
for homosexuality as an example.13 However, to want to use the Law does not 
require literalistic interpretation. The intention of the Law must be sought by 
asking the question: what evil was this law trying to avoid or what good was it 
trying to promote? In addition, Jesus required the principleof love should be 
applied to all interpretation of the Law as the primary underlying hermeneutic 
(Matt. 22:37-40). However, the opposite danger is that we do not want to use the 
Law because we want to absolutise contemporary culture. Instead of seeing kinship 
and community as normative for all societies, we want to regard Western 
individualism or the nuclear family as normative becausethey are 'modern'.  
 
To take God's word seriously may require major rethinking of how we believe 
society should be organised. Perhaps the most complex part of applying the Old 
Testament Law in the New (Christian) Age isdeciding at what points it has to be 
modified by the coming of Christ. Clearly, the New Testament teaches that the 
ceremonial law - that dimension of all laws which dealt with the exclusivity 
ofIsrael and with the institutional aspects of Man's approach to God - has been 
fulfilled and superseded by the coming of Christ. So, food and sacrificial laws, and 
institutions such as Temple and Levites, are all given new content under the New 
Covenant. The family of the church, and allegiance to Christ himself, has to take 
precedence over human family and kingship loyalties (Luke14:26; Matt. 10:34-39). 
Singleness is now a blessing, not a disgrace (Matt. 19:10-12). But the family 
continues to be the primary human institution, and to involve considerable 
responsibilities for the Christian (Mark 7:9-13); 1 Tim. 5:3-8; etc.). Christians have 
to live in the New Age, but at the same time in the Old Age, until Christ returns or 
they die. Although loyalties of the New Age take precedence, those of the Old Age 
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still matter. The issues of social policy being discussed inthis paper are those of a 
Christian's responsibility in the Old Age. So what are the Jubilee Institutions and 
the norms from the Law which should govern their structureand behaviour?  
 
Compared with the material available for study for either Creation ethics or 
Kingdom ethics, the Old Testament Law, history and prophets contain a vast 
storehouse of teachings on issues of political economy. The key institutions, as we 
understand them, are the state(within restricted bounds), the family (in extended 
form), and the local community governed byelders. Each of these finds some form 
of endorsement in the New Testament (Matt. 22:21; Rom.13:1-7; 1 Tim. 22; Mark 
7:9-13; 1 Tim. 5:3-8; etc.). The detailed norms governing each of theseinstitutions 
in their Old Testament context are still largely unexplored by Evangelical 
Christians.For example, there is no theologically conservative book in print (that 
we are aware of) on the OldTestament concept of 'Family' 'State' or 'Community'. So 
there is much work to be done. We have made a small beginning in our book on the 
ExtendedFamily,14 and it is the purpose of the Jubilee Centre in Cambridge to 
pursue this area of study. It is the author's view that when this has been 
completed, a system or pattern of political and economic institutions and norms 
will emerge as an alternative to both Marxism and Capitalism. As it is centred on 
relationships, love being its foundational principle (Matt. 22:34-40), those who 
followthis paradigm might be termed 'Relationists', as opposed to the 'Materialists' 
who endorse Capitalism, Marxism or Socialism. 
 
11 Ronald J. Sider, Rich Christians in an Age of Hunger, Hodder and Stoughton, 
London,1977. 
 
12 Michael Schluter, 'Can Israel's Law and Historical Experience be Applied to 
Britain Today?', Cambridge, June 1984. 
 
13 Two of the chief books of the Theonomist School are: Greg Bahnsen, Theonomy 
in Christian Ethics, The Craig Press, New Jersey, 1979. Rousas John Rushdoony, The 
Institutes of Biblical Law, the Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co., 1973 
. 
14 Michael Schluter and Roy Clements, op. cit.V. Summary and Conclusions 
 
If Christians want to address issues of social policy, the main concern needs to be 
with just one aspect of social ethics. This aspect is termed in this paper 
'institutional norms'. These norms need tobe seen holistically, not as isolated from 
one another, in order to provide a framework for interpretation of individual laws. 
The term 'paradigm' is helpful as it emphasises the transferabilityof the norms as 
well as their inter-relationships with one another. Biblical norms describe what 
society should be like, not in a static sense at one moment of time, but in the 
dynamic sense ofproviding guidelines within which society may develop and 
change. Like the banks of a river, they keep the flow of movement within bounds. 
 
Two key interrelated factors are important in developing a Christian paradigm as 
the basis forpolitical action from biblical teaching. The first is the source of 
authority for Christian political involvement, and the second is where in scripture 
it is appropriate to look for this paradigm. We believe kingdom ethics is right in 
insisting that authority for political action must depend on the rule of Christ, but 
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does not distinguish carefully enough between Christ's authority over unbelieving 
society and his acknowledged rule or Kingdom in the hearts of believers. Creation 
ethics has been right to insist that the hardness of men's hearts must be taken into 
account in defining institutionalnorms, as unregenerate men are necessarily 
involved in their implementation, but has not gone farenough in using the Old 
Testament material available, nor has given sufficient weight to the centrality of 
Christ's authority over the unbelieving world.Jubilee institutional norms are those 
described in the Old Testament Law, but interpreted in the light of the changes 
that have come in Christ. The authority to implement Jubilee norms in society 
today derives from Christ's authority over all men, and over all aspects of their 
affairs. These norms arenot to be spread by the sword; rather, Christians are to 
communicate them by word and by example (Matt. 5:19). As the world is 
confronted with the challenge of Christ's rule through his word over every part of 
their lives, some will turn to Christ and enter into his Kingdom. So Jesus promises 
that those who teach and obey the Law will be great in the Kingdom (Matt. 5:19).  
 
The great advantage of this understanding of biblical teaching on social ethics is 
that it unlocks a huge storehouse of new material for study. Little is heard in 
churches today of great books like Deuteronomy, because Christians can find no 
framework for their application. The same is true formuch of the Old Testament. 
Using the law as God's paradigm for the social order gives it immediate relevance, 
and provides Christians with a wealth of material to define structures and goals for 
political and social action today. However, even if Christians were to agree on this 
paradigm and on specific principles or goals, there would still be room for them to 
disagree legitimately on social policy. They might differ onpriorities - which 
reforms should be carried out first. Even biblical reformers like Josiah, Hezekiah 
and Nehemiah had to decide what should be given priority as they could not re-
establish all aspectsof the Law's demands at once. There may also be differences in 
the timescale to be adopted – how radical the political programme should be. 
There might also be differences in the calculation of the likely social and economic 
consequences ofpursuing a particular policy. However, a much higher degree of 
consensus would be established among Christians today if we could all agree on the 
goals of social policy, even if we cannot agree on the methods or policies to 
achieve those goals. We believe it is in Jubilee institutional norms that these goals 
can be found.  
 
Appendix A List of Some Important Creation Ethics and How They are Used for 
Social Policy Today1.  
 
The dignity of man can be derived from the descriptions of Man as being made in 
God's image (Gen. 1:26). From this it can be argued that it is wrong ever to 
degrade Man through murder, manipulation or torture (Gen. 4:10). The 'pure' 
Capitalist attitude to labour treating men merely as a factor of production, or the 
Marxist reduction of Man into purely materialistic categories, can both be criticised 
on the basis of this truth.2. The work ethic. Because it was clearly God's intention 
that men should work, and because Manis given a mandate to subdue the earth 
(Gen. 2:15), the Protestant ethic of hard work and savings to develop the world's 
resources is defended as biblical. This can be used to provide a critique of Marx's 
idealised society where he imagines no more than two hours of work a daywould be 
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necessary, and also to defend the view that development is inevitable, against 
supporters of the zero-growth thesis.3.  
 
Scientific enquiry is legitimised by God's command to Adam to classify the animals 
by giving them names (Gen. 2:20). Popper, amongst others, has defended the 
thesis that all scientific enquiry can be summed up as an attempt to reclassify 
data.4. The primacy of the nuclear family, vis-a-vis the extended family, is 
discussed in the first three chapters of Genesis (Gen. 2:24; 3:16). This provides the 
basis for a critique of certain social systems where the son lives with his parents 
after marriage, so that the parent-child relationship dominates within the family. 
It can also be used to defend the thesis that it is the family rather than the 
commune which should be used as the basic unit for society.5. Capital punishment 
for murder is laid down, as a corollary of the fact that Man is made in God's image 
(Gen. 9:6).6. National identity. God did not allow Man to continue in unity as a 
race but intends a plurality ofhuman groups as a means of limiting the degree of 
human rebellion achievable throughtechnological development (Gen. 11:9). On the 
basis of creation ethics, it is possible to arguet hat God does not intend national 
identity to be sacrificed in favour of some 'world government'. Such a government 
would only serve to accelerate and magnify the extent of Man's evil.7. Private 
property. The command not to steal recognises implicitly a person's legitimate 
right tocertain property (Ex. 20:15). Here creation ethics takes issue with the 
Anarchists, and also withthe Marxists: the former emphasise communal property 
and the latter state property. It was ananarchist, Proudhon, who provided the 
antithesis of the biblical commandment when he madehis famous statement, 'All 
property is theft'. (In some other respects, however, Anarchism Is perhaps closest 
of all ideologies to a biblical position.)8. Rest day. The need for one day in seven 
to be a day of rest is derived from God's own pattern ofwork (Gen. 22-3). No major 
ideology seems to have disputed that this is correct, although experiments in 
France and Russia tried unsuccessfully to develop an alternative work pattern.9. 
Respect for parents is another principle in the Ten Commandments. (Ex. 20:112) 
This principle rovides the basis for a critique of the structure of contemporary 
Western society, where social land economic forces have combined to make such 
filial respect a relatively rare phenomenon.Such a critique can take the form either 
of a simple denunciation of younger people as morallylax, or a more far-reaching 
questioning of the whole system which has brought about such abreakdown of 
respect for parents.1710.  
 
A man should not exploit his neighbour. The law expressly forbids at three points 
the chargingof interest, twice in the context of loans to people, in situations of 
poverty and once in generalterms for all situations, (Ex. 22:25; Lev. 25:36; Deut. 
23:19). This is regarded not as a ban on all interest, but as a ban on excessive 
interest. Those following the creation ethics approach argue that in a primitive 
agrarian society excessive interest was charged on loans, and this became a form 
of exploitation of the poor. So the universal moral principle has nothing to do With 
the use of money, but is concerned only to limit exploitation. (However, why 
interest should bepermitted on loans to foreigners, who generally in the law 
receive more rather than less protection, is not clear from such exegisis.)11. 
Human and material property must be treated as qualitatively separate in human 
judicial procedure. Wright argues that this is a principle throughout the criminal 
law of Israel, which combines both 'moral' and 'civil' aspects of the law.1512.  
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Compassion in economic dealings should be built into the economic system. Wright 
derives this principle from the Jubilee legislation, and throws out a challenge to 
Christian economists to develop a system embodying such a principle. 
 
Appendix B List of Some Kingdom Ethics and How They are Used for Social Policy 
Today1.  
 
Non-violence. This principle is derived mainly from what Jesus says in the Sermon 
on the Mount (Matt. 5:39). It is also supported by Jesus' refusal to take the military 
option in the Wilderness temptations (Matt. 4:8-10), and refusal again to take this 
option in the Garden of Gethsemane (Matt. 26:53-54). This has been a special 
emphasis in the writing of Yoder, a Mennonite.162.  
 
Concern for the poor. This emphasis is found repeatedly in Jesus' teaching (Matt. 
5:39; Luke 4, etc.). It obviously has relevance in formulating economic priorities 
and social goals incontemporary societies. However, there is no basis for deciding 
if it should be the state of some other institution which should provide the help.3.  
Deliverance from oppression. Those advocating kingdom ethics do not want to 
differentiate between spiritual and physical oppression, for they see both as 
different sides of the same coin. Christ is Lord of the body as well as of the soul. So 
often they interpret Jesus' teaching on deliverance from oppression as applicable 
equally to political and social liberation as to spiritual release (see Luke 4:18). This 
has become a major theme of those arguing for Liberation Theology.4. Non-racial 
society. On the basis of Paul's statement that in Christ 'there is neither Jew 
norGreek' (Eph. 2:14), advocates of the kingdom ethics approach argue that 
Christians should seekto see a non-racial society with no social discrimination of 
any kind, for such a society is Christ's intention.5.  
 
The security of family life. The emphasis on family life in the teaching of the early 
church isused to highlight this as the norm for social structures. Yoder points out 
that there is some kind of standard liturgy discernible in the repetition of the form 
Christian family relationship should take (see Col. 3:18; 4:1; Eph. 2:21-6:9; 1 Peter 
2:13-3:7). To motivate women, children and slaves to subordinate themselves 
within the family authority structure, the apostles rely on 'typical' example.6.  
 
Redistribution of wealth. Yoder again, sees the Jubilee as a vital part of the 
Christianprogramme of economic action.17 He argues that Jesus was not referring 
only to the spiritualdimension. When he says he has come to declare the year of 
Jubilee (Luke 4:18), Yoder pointsto a number of Jesus' sayings which suggest that 
he intended his disciples to take radicaleconomic action in cancelling debts (e.g. 
the Lord's Prayer) and lending without expecting repayment (e.g. Matt. 5:42). 
These are precisely, he argues, the ideas contained in the Jubilee which emphasise 
debts being remitted and people being restored their former economicposition and 
freedom. 
 
15 Christopher J. H. Wright, op. cit. 
 
16 J. H. Yoder, op. cit.17 J. H. Yoder, ibid. volume 18 number 1 March 2009 
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17 Three principles for Christian citizens by Julian RiversSummary 
 
Three basic types of argument have a proper place as Christians engage in public 
life. These are arguments from the common good, from institutional 
independence, and from conscientious witness. They are all authentic expressions 
of the Christian political tradition, well-grounded in Scripture. They express three 
principles for Christian citizens. However, all three are being stifled by a new 
political absolutism in the name of ‘equality and human rights’. This is ironic, 
because equality and human rights are a contemporary expression of the same 
Christian tradition. In response, Christians will want to reaffirm all three 
principles– not only for our own sake, but for the benefit of everyone.  
 
A recent controversy 
 
According to Regulations passed under the Equality Act 2006, discrimination on 
groundsof sexual orientation is generally prohibited when providing goods and 
services to thepublic. In January 2007 the Government made clear that it did not 
intend to allow an exception for Roman Catholic adoption agencies, which refuse 
to consider same-sexcouples for fostering and adoption. So they must either 
abandon their moral position, or forfeit their right to provide the service. This 
dilemma is both surprising and unsettling. Social welfare services, like education, 
fall somewhere in the middle of the responsibilities of government, church and 
family. There is a long tradition of faith schools involving collaboration between all 
three institutions, and New Labour has embraced diversity here with enthusiasm. 
But in other areas of welfare provision, the Government has become intolerant of 
its social partners. Apart from quiet capitulation, various Christian responses are 
possible.  
 
First, we could continue arguing on the basis of shared understandings of child 
welfare that the unwillingness to place children in such contexts is justified. Let’s 
call this an argument from the common good.  
 
Secondly, we could argue that judgements about the suitability of potential 
parents are really a matter for the church adoption agency, not for government, 
and that it is none of the Government’s business if the agency should form the 
view it does. Let’s call this an argument from institutional independence.  
 
Finally, and perhapswith a sense that this argument is a last resort, we could argue 
that Scripture and Christian tradition simply do not accept the notion of a 
homosexual ‘family’ and that, whateve rother arguments might be brought to 
bear, refusal to countenance such a thing is a matter of conscience. So let’s call 
this an argument from conscientious witness. The Catholic adoption agency fiasco 
is just one of several recent instances in which Christians seem to find themselves 
in a moral minority. Of course, some Christians have long been in that position on 
some matters, and there have always been other moralminorities as well, both 
religious and secular. Perhaps what is changing is that a considerable body of 
Christians now find themselves at odds with increasing aspects of law and public 
policy.  
 
What should we do about this? 
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Three arguments and natural lawIn broad historical perspective, Christians have 
often sought to engage with problems ofsocial and political morality on the basis of 
‘natural law’. The term might seem strange today and is used to refer to a wide 
range of theories and phenomena. Natural law, for the purposes of this paper, is 
the thesis that law at its best is not just a human artefact, or a projection of 
political power, but an expression of a knowable moral reality. Arguments based on 
natural law have tended to arise in situations of fundamental conflict 
betweenworldviews: in the wake of the discovery of the New World, as a response 
to religious wars of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, as part of the 
Enlightenment critique of onventional political arrangements in late eighteenth-
century America and France, andas a mid-twentieth-century response to 
communism and fascism.In the twentieth century, natural law theory has been a 
major cause of theological division. In 1934, Karl Barth famously rebuked Emil 
Brunner with a resounding ‘no!’ to natural theology, natural reason and natural 
law. Barth argued that the effects of sin are so deep that there is no theology, 
reason or law outside of Christ. This critique was subsequently a better form of 
civil government and is biblically mandated, then our commitment to democratic 
equality should lead us to accept that lawshould only be based on moral beliefs 
which unbelieving fellow citizensare capable of sharing. Are there any such beliefs? 
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COMMANDMENT – DO JUSTICE AND MERCY 

 

ISAIAH 58:10-12 
‘If you pour yourself out for the hungry and satisfy the desire of the 
afflicted,then shall your light rise in the darkness and your gloom be as the noon 
day.And the Lord will guide you continuallyand satisfy your desire in scorched 
places and make your bones strong;and you shall be like a watered garden,like a 
spring of water,whose waters do not fail.And your ancient ruins shall be 
rebuilt;you shall raise up the foundations of many generations;you shall be called 
the repairer of the breach,the restorer of streets to dwell in.’ 
 
MICAH 6:8  
‘He has told you, O man, what is good; and what does the LORD require of you but 
to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?’ 
 
ROMANS 12:9  
‘Let love be genuine. Abhor what is evil; hold fast to what is good.’ 
 
ROMANS 13:10  
‘Love does no wrong to a neighbour; therefore, love is the fulfilling of the law.’ 
 
1 CORINTHIANS 16:14  
‘Let all that you do be done in love.’ 
 
JAMES 4:17  
‘So whoever knows the right thing to do and fails to do it, for him it is sin.’ 
 
1 CORINTHIANS 4:5  
‘Therefore do not pronounce judgment before the time, before the Lord comes, 
who will bring to light the things now hidden in darkness and will disclose the 
purposes of the heart. Then each one will receive his commendation from God.’  
 
HEBREWS 11:33-37  
‘Who through faith conquered kingdoms, enforced justice, obtained promises, 
stopped the mouths of lions, quenched the power of fire, escaped the edge of the 
sword, were made strong out of weakness, became mighty in war, put foreign 
armies to flight. Women received back their dead by resurrection. Some were 
tortured, refusing to accept release, so that they might rise again to a better life. 
Others suffered mocking and flogging, and even chains and imprisonment. They 
were stoned, they were sawn in two, they were killed with the sword. They went 
about in skins of sheep and goats, destitute, afflicted, mistreated..’ 
 
 
1 JOHN 5:4  
‘For everyone who has been born of God overcomes the world. And this is the 
victory that has overcome the world—our faith.’ 
 
As we contemplate our attitude and actions in regard to social justice advocacy, it 
is important for Christians to reflect on the teaching of the Bible. Although the 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans+13%3A10&version=ESV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+Corinthians+16%3A14&version=ESV
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specific words, “social justice advocacy” are not used in the biblical text as we use 
them today, we recognize that the same principle can be found in the scriptures. 
It is therefore essential to make an attempt to see what parallels may exist in the 
scriptures. Can we confidently say that the scriptures support the notion of Social 
Justice and Advocacy? Political activists may have their own view of social justice 
advocacy. One would imagine that social scientists will have a different 
perspective to political activists. Then the so called liberal theologians might have 
a different paradigm to social justice advocacy. This paper simply expresses a plain 
man’s own personal biblical reflections on social justice advocacy. It is more an 
exercise of devotional reflection than an academic essay.  
 
1.God the Creator 
 
A good starting point for our reflections is with God. As we ponder the notion of 
social justice advocacy let us look to God for guidance and direction. “In the 
beginning God created the heaven and the earth.” (Genesis 1: 1 NIV).The Bible 
leaves us no shadow of doubt that God is the Creator of all things - heaven and 
earth, the seen and the unseen things in the universe. We recognize that God is 
distinct from His creation yet He is not distant from it. The scriptures affirm that 
God is present and active in every part of His creation. Furthermore, the idea of 
God as the Creator is put succinctly in the second doctrine of the Salvation Army, 
“We believe that there is only one God who is infinitely perfect, the Creator, 
Preserver and Governor of all things and who is the only proper object of religious 
worship”. 
 
We recognize that God continues to have power and dominion over His created 
world. That nothing happens in the world, be that good or evil that falls outside 
the realm of God’s reign. Where can I go from your Spirit? Where can I flee from 
your presence? If I go up to the heavens, you are there; if I make my bed in the 
depths, you are there. Psalm 139:7-8 (NIV) One can reflect on some of the human 
calamities caused by totalitarian governments and corrupt dictators under which 
literally thousands and millions of human lives have been destroyed. Unbelievers 
may wonder if such bestial activities ever caught the attention of the Creator God. 
By the same token, skeptics would sometimes say, “If there is a God why is there 
so much injustice in the world?” The extermination of 6 million Jews during the 
Second World War by Nazi Germany, the mass executions and killings under 
tyrannical dictators like Pol Pot of Cambodia and Idi Amin of Uganda are beyond 
human comprehension. The political and social injustices of the contemporary 
global village — human trafficking, the drug trade, war that causes millions of 
refugees to evacuate their homes — makes the skeptics wonder if God still has any 
interest in the world. 
 
Upon further reflection on the Bible it is not difficult to deduce that, 
fundamentally, social injustice is the result of sin in the world. When sin takes full 
control of the human mind and heart, especially those who possess great political 
and financial power, the results are often devastating. As Paul says of the wicked 
in his letter to the Romans: ‘they are senseless, faithless, heartless, ruthless’ (1:31 
NIV). God the Active OneAs Christians the pertinent question to ask is, “How does 
the world survive?” When there appears to be so much evil and injustice, how is it 



 

56 

 

possible that life goes on? The best answer to this question is found in Colossians 
1:17 – ‘He is before all things and in him all things hold together’. 
 
The creator God is actively involved in the affairs of the world in spite of all the 
injustices. Through the Son, God is the preserver and governor of all things. Life 
goes on. Generations come and go because God is still on the throne. God may not 
be on the throne of every individual’s life, but on biblical reflection, He is truly on 
the throne of His creation. The Lord reigns forever; he has established his throne 
for judgment.He will judge the world in righteousness;He will govern the peoples 
with justice”.Psalm 9:7-8.Let us reflect further biblically to see how actively God 
has been involved in the affairs of humankind. God’s attitude and His actions in 
dealing with social justice are demonstrated in no better way than the Exodus 
story. Exodus 3: 7 - 10: (NIV)The Lord said, ‘I have indeed seen the misery of my 
people in Egypt. I have heard them crying out because of their slave drivers, and I 
am concerned about their suffering. So, I have come down to rescue them from 
the hand of the Egyptians and to bring them up out of that land into a good and 
spacious land, a land flowing with milk and honey - the home of the Canaanites, 
Hittites, Amorites, Perizzites, Hivites and Jebusites. And now the cry of the 
Israelites has reached me, and I have seen the way the Egyptians are oppressing 
them. So now, go. I am sending you to Pharaoh to bring my people the Israelites 
out of Egypt.’God saw and God heard the misery of His people. As Christians let us 
believe that God sees and God hears the misery of the innocent girl or the 
innocent boy who is trafficked across national borders. God sees and hears the 
oppressed people in various lands, especially those who have had to escape 
tyrannical regimes by living as refugees in foreign countries. God sees and hears 
the marginalized people throughout the world who can’t seem to break out of the 
poverty cycle. God sees and hears the cries of people being persecuted by religious 
fanatics. 
 
Deuteronomy 32: 4 (NIV) He is the Rock, his works are perfect, and all his ways are 
just. A faithful God who does no wrong, upright and just is he. Christians who want 
to be involved in Social Justice and Advocacy can look to God and see how the 
Exodus drama was played out, epitomizing God’s attitude to injustice. God called 
Moses and sent him into Egypt. One could say that Moses was a great Social Justice 
Advocate. Emanating from this idea is that God planned the course of deliverance 
for the Israelite slaves but used Moses as His agent for bringing that plan to 
fruition. Is that not a fine example of what God is continuing to do in the world 
today? That there is injustice but just as God used Moses to bring deliverance to 
the Israelite slaves, today He wants to use Christians and indeed The Salvation 
Army to be His agent for bringing deliverance, justice and freedom to modern day 
slaves. Today slavery may be of a different nature but the resulting effect on 
human lives is in principle the same. Egypt was a very powerful country in terms of 
political, economic, technology and military might. The Children of Israel were 
peasants and therefore had little political and economic power. Their co-existence 
with the Egyptians made them vulnerable. Therein lays the phenomenon of slavery 
— where those who possess power enslave the powerless. Moses worked towards 
bringing justice to one group of people, the Israelites. He also worked against one 
group of people in order to deliver the Israelites, the Egyptians. Today the world 
seems a little more complex than that of Moses and the Israelites. Social Justice 
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and Advocacy has to be played out across national boundaries, racial divides, 
political spectrums, and religious and ideological systems.  
 
Overriding all that are the various legal systems compounded by differing cultures 
of the world. Furthermore, Social Justice and Advocacy has to be played out across 
a multitude of complicated individual people, many of whom will do anything, 
even to the extent of taking life, to protect their schemes and empires. 
Unfortunately, one has to recognize that those who perpetuate injustice for gain 
work in reverse order to proponents of social justice and advocacy. Anecdotal 
evidence would suggest that modern day slave drivers don’t only oppress and 
exploit the weak and vulnerable but suppress the efforts of civil society engaged in 
social justice and advocacy. The notion of global village also translates into global 
crimes giving rise to global injustice. Like the multi-national corporations of 
international share-holding with subsidiary companies spread around the globe, 
‘criminal gangs’ or mafia seem to work in similar pattern selling injustice to the 
global market. As a case in point, the writer comes from a country that sadly is 
rife with corruption. A few years ago a very prominent government leader 
described corruption in the country as an epidemic that was endemic and 
systemic”. Interestingly, in nearly every royal commission of inquiry, there is 
always a suspicion of international links to perpetrators of corruption in the 
country. 
 
2. The prophetic voice of Old Testament 
 
We look at the Old Testament prophets and time and time again they raised their 
voice against oppression, injustice, dishonesty and corruption against the rulers of 
the ancient world, including Israel. At different times and eras throughout Bible 
history, God’s disdain toward perpetrators of injustice, exploitation and oppression 
has been voiced through various biblical characters, especially the prophets. 
Following is a collection of Bible references to illustrate what parallels exist if the 
contemporary church is to serve as a prophetic voice. Psalms: 34: 15 - 18 (NIV).The 
eyes of the LORD are on the righteous and his ears are attentive to their cry; the 
face of the LORD is against those who do evil, to cut off the memory of them from 
the earth. The righteous cry out, and the LORD hears them; he delivers them from 
all their troubles. The LORD is close to the brokenhearted and saves those who are 
crushed in spirit. Isaiah 3: 13 - 15 (NIV).The LORD takes his place in court; he rises 
to judge the peopleThe LORD enters into judgment against the elders and leaders 
of his people: “it is you who have ruined my vineyard; the plunder from the poor is 
in your houses.What do you mean by crushing my people and grinding the faces of 
the poor?” declares the Lord, the LORD Almighty. Isaiah 14: 3 - 6 (NIV)On the day 
the LORD gives you relief from suffering and turmoil and cruel bondage, you will 
take up this taunt against the King of Babylon: How the oppressor has come to an 
end! How his fury has ended! The LORD has broken the rod of the wicked; the 
scepter of the rulers, which in anger struck down peoples with unceasing blows, 
and in fury subdued nations with relentless aggression. Jeremiah 22: 13 - 14 (NIV) 
Woe to him who builds his palace by unrighteousness, his upper rooms by injustice, 
making his countrymen work for nothing, not paying them for their labor.He says, 
“I will build myself a great palace with spacious upper rooms.” So he makes large 
windows in it, panels it with cedar and decorates it in red. Habakkuk 2: 6 -12 ‘Woe 
to him who piles up stolen goods and makes himself wealthy by extortion. Woe to 
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him who builds his realm by unjust gain. Woe to him who builds a city with 
bloodshed and establishes a town by crime.’There is a clear message from the 
various prophetic voices, as depicted in the Old Testament that the God of justice 
strongly disproves of injustice. That He abhors injustice, oppression of the poor, 
the exploitation of the marginalized and vulnerable people - uneducated, children 
and women. Sometimes the prophets spoke out in the face of potential personal 
danger as for the prophet Jeremiah (Jeremiah 11: 18-23). He (Jeremiah) had to 
have a conviction in his heart that his message came from God. Similarly, in the 
contemporary society, Christians wanting to do social justice advocacy will need to 
carry a conviction in their heart. They need to know in their heart that this is what 
God wants them to do. 
 
The church today needs to re-emphasize its prophetic role in social justice 
advocacy. There is always a danger that the church, and the Army for that matter, 
may be found wanting due to lack of political will to engage in social justice and 
advocacy. Isaiah 5: 7 (NIV) ‘The vineyard of the LORD Almighty is the house of 
Israel, and the men of Judah are the garden of his delight. And he looked for 
justice, but saw bloodshed; for righteousness, but heard cries of distress.’ 
Zechariah 7: 10 (NIV) ‘Do not oppress the widow or the fatherless, the alien or the 
poor. In your hearts do not think evil of each other.’ Proverbs 14: 31 (NIV) ‘He who 
oppresses the poor shows contempt for their Maker, but whoever is kind to the 
needy honors God’. One of the most important reasons why Salvationists want to 
be engaged in social justice and advocacy is to honor God. It is God’s will that all 
vulnerable and marginalized people should be allowed to regain their dignity. The 
same strong prophetic message needs to be raised against the injustices of the 
contemporary world; corruption, exploitation, human trafficking and fraudulent 
businesses all of which is the evil result of selfishness and greed. There is also the 
poverty cycle which needs breaking down through appropriate means. The 
Christian thing to do is to help the poor without taking their dignity away. 
 
Every attempt to break down injustice in the society must be accompanied by 
tangible efforts to build up a just society. For example, getting rid of a corrupt 
government regime without the timely installation of a better one will result in 
creating a political leadership vacuum. In the country from which the writer 
comes, a community outreach program in one of the cities succeeded in getting a 
number of sex workers to give up their trade. Some of them ended up going to the 
local Army corps. But unfortunately the program did not go far enough to assist the 
women to acquire an alternative source of income, which resulted in some of them 
returning to their old trade. It is important that the breaking down of the old order 
is held in tandem with setting up of new one.Jesus the Active OneLet us now turn 
to the New Testament and draw lessons from the ministry of the God incarnate in 
Jesus Christ. As an introduction to his public ministry, Jesus had this to say; The 
Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to 
the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of 
sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s 
favor.” Luke 4: 18 - 19. (NIV) There is a strong message in Jesus’ quotation of the 
prophet Isaiah as to the purpose of his mission. The poor, the prisoners, the blind 
and the oppressed get a very special mention in his statement. It was as if Jesus 
wanted his followers as well as the general public to understand from the outset 
that social justice advocacy was a part of his ministry. When one reflects further 
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on the life and ministry of Jesus, a significant pattern emerges on how he handled 
social justice advocacy. Without engaging in radical political activism he raised his 
voice for those who had become victims of injustice. Jesus chose peace and 
harmony as his weapons for fighting injustice. Jesus did not engage in 
confrontation with the Romans, but he seemed quite willing to criticize the Jewish 
authorities even in public. One would wonder if Jesus approved of the Roman 
government’s social justice system at least in the context of first century 
Palestine.  
 
Buying and selling of slaves was very much an integral part of the ancient world; 
its economy and government depended on slave labor. It also seemed a positive 
way of survival for the poor as their welfare was left in the hands of their wealthy 
masters. There is reason to think that in first century Palestine Jesus perhaps saw 
more religious injustice than political or governmental injustice. One would need 
to bear in mind the world view of the ancient world was different to that of the 
21st century. Their social norms and values would not all be the same as that 
propagated by UNHCR today: “All human beings are entitled to their human rights 
without discrimination of any kind, such as race, colour, sex, ethnicity, age, 
language, religion, political or other opinion.”  (Core concepts of the Millennium 
Development Goals, p40) The story of the woman caught in adultery (John 8:1-11) 
demonstrates Jesus’ attitude to what we might call socio-religious injustice and his 
skill in handling a potentially an explosive situation. Jesus knew his Bible well and 
the crime of adultery applied to both parties engaged in such an act as spelt out in 
Leviticus 20: 10-12 NIV; ‘If a man commits adultery with another man’s wife both 
the adulterer and the adulteress must be put to death. If a man sleeps with his 
father’s wife, he has dishonored his father. Both the man and the woman must be 
put to death; their blood will be on their own heads. If a man sleeps with his 
daughter in law, both of them must be put to death.’ The big question is why was 
only the woman brought to ‘trial’ and not the man? Was it a case of discrimination 
against women? Was it a matter of misconstruing the law by a group of men for the 
sake of satisfying their own bigotry? Whatever the reason, it was a clear case of 
injustice. A poor woman, helpless and powerless, unable to speak up for her rights, 
and no one in the mob prepared to listen to her story. Jesus was prepared to 
identify with the ‘woman caught in adultery’ as a matter of social justice 
advocacy. There is an important object lesson in this story. Firstly, Jesus did not 
point his finger at the accusers but started to write on the ground with it. Jesus’ 
instinct told him there was tension in the air. He realized that it was best to let 
the tension cool off a little before he could proceed. It seems the few moments 
Jesus took to write diffused enough tension for him to take the next step. In 
contemporary society one has to learn to work around corrupt governments, 
underground illegal schemes and organized crime gangs in an attempt to do social 
justice and advocacy. This requires tact and a high level of diplomacy plus co-
operation with appropriate agencies. 
 
Secondly, Jesus invited the ‘sinless’ one to cast the first stone, probably reflecting 
on Deutronomy17:7 NIV – ‘The hands of the witnesses must be the first in putting 
him to death’.One wonders if any of the mob where actually eye witnesses. Or 
were they acting on hearsay for the sake of trapping Jesus? One needs to be as 
wise as a serpent to say the right things in undertaking advocacy.  
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3. Conclusion 
 
Engaging in social justice and advocacy is not a new phenomenon for The Salvation 
Army. However there needs to be a strong reminder given to every Salvationist 
that it is quite biblical for Christians to be involved in advocacy. People who 
believe in God’s justice and righteousness would want to engage in social justice 
and advocacy, for there is no other way to creating a just society. The notion of 
social justice and advocacy is a mammoth undertaking. The costs are enormous in 
terms of money, time and energy. The psychological and emotional drain on those 
who are actively involved in advocacy is no doubt burdensome. But on the basis of 
God’s actions as evidenced in the Bible, plus the prophetic voice of the Old 
Testament, as well as the ministry of Jesus, the Christian is called to engage in 
social justice and advocacy. 
http://www1.salvationarmy.org/IHQ/www_ihq_isjc.nsf/vw-dynamic-
index/EEF8C4C334233FE2802578AF00525772  
 
What Is Biblical Justice? When I was professor at a theological seminary in the mid-
eighties, one of my students was a young man named Mark Gornik. One day we 
were standing at the copier and he told me that he was about to move into 
Sandtown, one of the poorest and most dangerous neighborhoods in Baltimore. I 
remember being quite surprised. When I asked him why, he said simply, “To do 
justice.” It had been decades since any white people had moved into Sandtown. 
For the first couple of years there, it was touch and go. Mark told a reporter, “The 
police thought I was a drug dealer, and the drug dealers thought I was a police 
officer. So, for a while there, I didn’t know who was going to shoot me first.” Yet 
over the years Mark, along with leaders in the community, established a church 
and a comprehensive set of ministries that have slowly transformed the 
neighborhood. Although Mark was living a comfortable, safe lives, he became 
concerned about the most vulnerable, poor and marginalized members of our 
society, and made long-term personal sacrifices in order to serve their interests, 
needs and cause.That is, according to the Bible, what it means to “do justice.” 
 
Justice is Care for the Vulnerable 
 
The Hebrew word for “justice,” mishpat, occurs in its various forms more than 200 
times in the Hebrew Old Testament. Its most basic meaning is to treat people 
equitably. It means acquitting or punishing every person on the merits of the case, 
regardless of race or social status. Anyone who does the same wrong should be 
given the same penalty. Mishpat, then, is giving people what they are due, 
whether punishment or protection or care.But mishpat means more than just the 
punishment of wrongdoing. It also means giving people their rights. Deuteronomy 
18 directs that the priests of the tabernacle should be supported by a certain 
percentage of the people’s income. This support is described as “the priests’ 
mishpat,” which means their due or their right. Mishpat, then, is giving people 
what they are due, whether punishment or protection or care.This is why, if you 
look at every place the word is used in the Old Testament, several classes of 
persons continually come up. Over and over again, mishpat describes taking up the 
care and cause of widows, orphans, immigrants and the poor—those who have been 
called “the quartet of the vulnerable.” In premodern, agrarian societies, these 
four groups had no social power. They lived at subsistence level and were only 

http://www1.salvationarmy.org/IHQ/www_ihq_isjc.nsf/vw-dynamic-index/EEF8C4C334233FE2802578AF00525772
http://www1.salvationarmy.org/IHQ/www_ihq_isjc.nsf/vw-dynamic-index/EEF8C4C334233FE2802578AF00525772
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days from starvation if there was any famine, invasion or even minor social unrest. 
Today, this quartet would be expanded to include the refugee, the migrant 
worker, the homeless and many single parents and elderly people. The mishpat, or 
justness, of a society, according to the Bible, is evaluated by how it treats these 
groups. Any neglect shown to the needs of the members of this quartet is not 
called merely a lack of mercy or charity but a violation of justice, of mishpat. God 
loves and defends those with the least economic and social power, and so should 
we. That is what it means to “do justice.”  
 
Justice Reflects the Character of God 
 
Why should we be concerned about the vulnerable ones? It is because God is 
concerned about them. It is striking to see how often God is introduced as the 
defender of these vulnerable groups. Don’t miss the significance of this. When 
people ask me, “How do you want to be introduced?” I usually propose they say, 
“This is Tim Keller, minister at Redeemer Presbyterian Church in New York City.” 
Of course, I am many other things, but that is the main thing I spend my time 
doing in public life. Realize, then, how significant it is that the biblical writers 
introduce God as “a father to the fatherless, a defender of widows” (Psalm 68:4-
5). This is one of the main things He does in the world. He identifies with the 
powerless. He takes up their cause. 
 
Justice is Right Relationships 
 
We must have a strong concern for the poor, but there is more to the biblical idea 
of justice than that. We get more insight when we consider a second Hebrew word 
that can be translated as “being just,” though it usually translated as “being 
righteous.” The word is tzadeqah, and it refers to a life of right relationships. 
When most modern people see the word “righteousness” in the Bible, they tend to 
think of it in terms of private morality, such as sexual chastity or diligence in 
prayer and Bible study. But in the Bible, tzadeqah refers to day-to-day living in 
which a person conducts all relationships in family and society with fairness, 
generosity and equity. It is not surprising, then, to discover that tzadeqah and 
mishpat are brought together scores of times in the Bible.These two words roughly 
correspond to what some have called “primary” and “rectifying justice.” 
Rectifying justice is mishpat. It means punishing wrongdoers and caring for the 
victims of unjust treatment. Primary justice, or tzadeqah, is behavior that, if it 
was prevalent in the world, would render rectifying justice unnecessary, because 
everyone would be living in right relationship to everyone else. Therefore, though 
tzadeqah is primarily about being in a right relationship with God, the righteous 
life that results is profoundly social. Primary justice, or tzadeqah, is behavior that, 
if it was prevalent in the world, would render rectifying justice unnecessary, 
because everyone would be living in right relationship to everyone else.Rectifying 
justice, or mishpat, in our world could mean prosecuting the men who batter, 
exploit and rob poor women. It could also mean respectfully putting pressure on a 
local police department until they respond to calls and crimes as quickly in the 
poor part of town as in the prosperous part. Another example would be to form an 
organization that both prosecutes and seeks justice against loan companies that 
prey on the poor and the elderly with dishonest and exploitive practices. Primary 
justice, or tzadeqah, may mean taking the time personally to meet the needs of 
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the handicapped, the elderly or the hungry in our neighborhoods. Or it could mean 
the establishment of new nonprofits to serve the interests of these classes of 
persons. It could also mean a group of families from the more prosperous side of 
town adopting the public school in a poor community and making generous 
donations of money and pro bono work in order to improve the quality of 
education there.When these two words, tzadeqah and mishpat, are tied together, 
as they are over three dozen times, the English expression that best conveys the 
meaning is “social justice.” 
 
Justice includes Generosity 
 
Many readers may be asking at this point why we are calling private giving to the 
poor “justice.” Some Christians believe that justice is strictly mishpat—the 
punishment of wrongdoing, period. This does not mean they think believers should 
be indifferent to the plight of the poor, but they would insist that helping the 
needy through generous giving should be called mercy, compassion or charity—not 
justice. In English, however, the word “charity” conveys a good but optional 
activity. Charity cannot be a requirement, for then it would not be charity. But 
this view does not fit in with the strength or balance of the biblical teaching. In 
the Scripture, gifts to the poor are called “acts of righteousness,” as in Matthew 
6:1-2. Not giving generously, then, is not stinginess but unrighteousness, a 
violation of God’s law. In the book of Job, we see Job call every failure to help the 
poor a sin, offensive to God’s splendor (Job 31:23) and deserving of judgment and 
punishment (v. 28). Remarkably, Job is asserting that it would be a sin against God 
to think of his goods as belonging to himself alone. To not “share his bread” and 
his assets with the poor would be unrighteous, a sin against God, and therefore by 
definition a violation of God’s justice. Despite the effort to draw a line between 
“justice” as legal fairness and sharing as “charity,” numerous Scripture passages 
make radical generosity one of the marks of living justly. The just person lives a 
life of honesty, equity and generosity in every aspect of his or her life. If you are 
trying to live a life in accordance with the Bible, the concept and call to justice 
are inescapable. We do justice when we give all human beings their due as 
creations of God. Doing justice includes not only the righting of wrongs but 
generosity and social concern, especially toward the poor and 
vulnerable.Reprinted from: Generous Justice by Timothy Keller, Riverhead Books a 
member of Penguin Group (USA), Inc.Read more at 
http://www.relevantmagazine.com/god/practical-faith/what-biblical-
justice#0PQcdFgvMbH1xI2Y.99  
 
Mercy 
 
JEREMIAH 22:3  
‘Do what is just (mishpat) and right (tsedaqah)’  
 
JEREMIAH 29:7  
‘Seek the peace and prosperity of the city to which I exiled to there and pray on 
her behalf to Yahweh because if she prospers, then you will prosper.’   
 
EZEKIEL 18: 5-9  

http://www.relevantmagazine.com/god/practical-faith/what-biblical-justice#0PQcdFgvMbH1xI2Y.99
http://www.relevantmagazine.com/god/practical-faith/what-biblical-justice#0PQcdFgvMbH1xI2Y.99
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‘Suppose there is a righteous man who does what is just and right. He does not 
eat at the mountain shrines or look to the idols of Israel. He does not defile his 
neighbour’s wife or have sexual relations with a woman during her period. He 
does not oppress anyone, but returns what he took in pledge for a loan. He does 
not commit robbery but gives his food to the hungry and provides clothing for the 
naked. He does not lend to them at interest or take a profit from them. He 
withholds his hand from doing wrong and judges fairly between two parties. He 
follows my decrees and faithfully keeps my laws. That man is righteous; he will 
surely live, says the sovereign Lord.’   
 
ISAIAH 59 is about finding justice among God’s people.  
 
ISAIAH 61:1-3  
‘The Spirit of the Lord GOD is upon me, because the LORD has anointed me to 
bring good news to the poor; he has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, to 
proclaim liberty to the captives, and the opening of the prison to those who are 
bound; to proclaim the year of the LORD’s favour, and the day of vengeance of 
our God; to comfort all who mourn; to grant to those who mourn in Zion— to give 
them a beautiful headdress instead of ashes, the oil of gladness instead of 
mourning, the garment of praise instead of a faint spirit; that they may be called 
oaks of righteousness, the planting of the LORD, that he may be glorified.’ 
 
MATTHEW 6:1ff  
‘Be careful not to practice your righteousness in front of others to be seen by 
them. If you do, you will have no reward from your Father in heaven. So, when 
you give to the needy, do not announce it with trumpets, as the hypocrites do in 
the synagogues and on the streets, to be honoured by others. Truly I tell you, they 
have received their reward in full. But when you give to the needy, do not let 
your left hand know what your right hand is doing, 4so that your giving may be in 
secret. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.’ 
 
MATTHEW 9:13  
‘I desire mercy not sacrifice.’ 
 
ROMANS 15:2  
‘Each of us should please our neighbours for their good, to build them up.’ 
 
JAMES 2:12  
‘Speak and act as those who are going to be judged by the law that gives freedom, 
because judgment without mercy will be shown to anyone who has not been 
merciful. Mercy triumphs over judgment.’ 
 
JAMES 2:14-17  
‘What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if someone claims to have faith but has 
no deeds? Can such faith save them? Suppose a brother or a sister is without 
clothes and daily food. If one of you says to them, “Go in peace; keep warm and 
well fed,” but does nothing about their physical needs, what good is it? In the 
same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead.’ 
 
Scripture: Matthew 5:7    
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Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy. 
 
In the brief time that we have for such an important subject, I would like to 
answer four questions. 
 
 
1. How Does a Heart Become Merciful? 
 
Recall from last week how we saw the first three beatitudes in verses 3–5 
describing the emptiness of the blessed person: verse 3: poverty-stricken in spirit, 
verse 4: grieving over the sin and misery of his condition, and verse 5: accepting 
the hardships and accusations of life in meekness without defensiveness. 
 
This condition of blessed emptiness is followed in verse 6 by a hunger and thirst for 
the fullness of righteousness. Then come three descriptions of how righteousness 
abounds in the heart of the hungry. Mercy in verse 7, purity in verse 8, and 
peacemaking in verse 9. 
 
So the answer to the first question is that mercy comes from a heart that has first 
felt its spiritual bankruptcy, and has come to grief over its sin, and has learned to 
wait meekly for the timing of the Lord, and to cry out in hunger for the work of his 
mercy to satisfy us with the righteousness we need. 
 
The mercy that God blesses is itself the blessing of God. It grows up like fruit in a 
broken heart and a meek spirit and a soul that hungers and thirsts for God to be 
merciful. Mercy comes from mercy. Our mercy to each other comes from God's 
mercy to us. 
 
The key to becoming a merciful person is to become a broken person. You get the 
power to show mercy from the real feeling in your heart that you owe everything 
you are and have to sheer divine mercy. Therefore, if we want to become merciful 
people, it is imperative that we cultivate a view of God and ourselves that helps us 
to say with all our heart that every joy and virtue and distress of our lives is owing 
to the free and undeserved mercy of God. 
 
2. What Is Mercy?  
 
Or: what is a merciful person like? Sometimes it helps get something clear if we 
can see it over against its opposite. So, I have tried to find where mercy is 
contrasted with its opposite. Matthew and Luke give some very helpful 
illustrations. First let's look at Matthew 9:10–13. 
 
And as he sat at table in the house, behold, many tax collectors and sinners came 
and sat down with Jesus and his disciples. And when the Pharisees saw this, they 
said to his disciples, "Why does your teacher eat with tax collectors and sinners?" 
But when he heard it, he said, "Those who are well have no need of a physician, 
but those who are sick. Go and learn what this means, 'I desire mercy, and not 
sacrifice.' For I came not to call the righteous, but sinners." 
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Mercy Contrasted to Sacrifice  
 
In this illustration, the opposite of mercy is sacrifice. Verse 13: "I desire mercy and 
not sacrifice." This is a quote from Hosea 6:6 where God accuses the people that 
their love is like the dew on the grass. It is there for a brief morning hour, and 
then is gone, and all that is left is the empty form of burnt offerings. 
 
The point is that God wants his people to be alive in their hearts. He wants them 
to have feelings of affection toward him and mercy toward each other. He does 
not want a people who do their religious duties in a perfunctory or merely formal 
way. 
 
Here in Matthew 9 Jesus saw sinners as sick and miserable people in need of a 
physician, even though they were the rich money movers of the day, the tax 
collectors. They were sick. He had medicine. 
 
But all that the Pharisees saw was a ceremonial problem with becoming 
contaminated by eating with sinners. Their life seemed to be a mechanical 
implementation of rules. Something huge was at stake here. But they could not see 
it or feel it. They were enslaved to the trivial issues of ceremonial cleanness when 
eternal sickness was about to be healed. 
 
The opposite of mercy is bondage to religious trivia. 
 
Mercy Contrasted to Straining Out Gnats  
 
MATTHEW 23:23–24 
‘Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for you tithe mint and dill and 
cummin, and have neglected the weightier matters of the law, justice and mercy 
and faith; these you ought to have done, without neglecting the others. You blind 
guides, straining out a gnat and swallowing a camel!’ 
 
What is the opposite of mercy in these stinging words of the Lord? The opposite of 
mercy is the straining out of gnats. The opposite of mercy is when your religious 
impulses are exhausted after you have decided whether to tithe your gross income 
or your net income or your birthday gifts. 
 
The lesson we learn from the words of Jesus when he says, "I desire mercy not 
sacrifice," and when he says, "You strain out a gnat and swallow a camel," is that a 
great obstacle and enemy to mercy is the preoccupation with trifles in life. The 
bondage to triviality is the curse of the unmerciful. 
 
When Jesus says, "Don't neglect the weightier matters of the law," he means, 
"Beware of going through the day doing only trivial things, thinking only trivial 
thoughts, feeling only trivial feelings. The Lord wants us to pinch ourselves again 
and again lest we be found swooning in front of the television, making no plans for 
the weighty matter of mercy. 
 
Blessed are the merciful. Therefore, if you want to be blessed, you must make war 
against the bondage of religious and secular trifles, and devote your life to the 
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weightier matters of the law: justice, mercy, faith. Mercy is no trifle. It is one of 
the weightiest matters in all of life. 
 
Mercy in the Parable of the Good Samaritan  
 
LUKE 10:25–37 
‘And behold a lawyer stood up to put him to the test, saying, "Teacher, what shall 
I do to inherit eternal life?" He said to him, "What is written in the law? How do 
you read?" And he answered, "You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, 
and with all your soul, and with all your strength, and with all you mind; and your 
neighbor as yourself." And he said to him, "You have answered right; do this, and 
you will live."’ 
 
The man asked Jesus how a person should act who may expect to find mercy at the 
judgment day and inherit eternal life. And Jesus answers that the persons who will 
receive the mercy of eternal life are those who have loved God with all their 
hearts and their neighbor as themselves. In other words, "Blessed are those who 
are merciful now to their neighbor, for they shall receive the mercy of eternal life 
in the future." 
 
So, this story is very relevant to our text this morning: "Blessed are the merciful, 
for they shall receive mercy." 
 
This will be even more obvious when we look at the parable that follows. The 
lawyer asks, "Who is my neighbor?" And Jesus answers with the parable of the Good 
Samaritan in verses 30–37. 
 
Jesus replied, "A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho [and so he was 
probably a Jew and thus hated by the Samaritans], and he fell among robbers, who 
stripped him and beat him, and departed, leaving him half dead. Now by chance a 
priest was going down that road; and when he saw him he passed by on the other 
side. So likewise a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on 
the other side. But a Samaritan, as he journeyed, came to where he was; and 
when he saw him, he had compassion, and went to him and bound up his wounds, 
pouring on oil and wine; then he set him on his own beast and brought him to an 
inn, and took care of him. And the next day he took out two denarii and gave them 
to the innkeeper, saying, 'Take care of him; and whatever more you spend, I will 
repay you when I come back.' Which of the three, do you think, proved neighbor to 
the man who fell among the robbers?" [The lawyer] said, "The one who showed 
mercy on him." And Jesus said to him, "Go and do likewise." 
 
Four Dimensions of Mercy in This Parable  
 
Here we have a very sharp photograph of mercy and its opposite. Mercy has four 
dimensions in this story. 
 
1.First, it sees distress (verse 33: "A Samaritan, as he journeyed, came to where he 
was; and he saw him"). 
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2.Second, it responds internally with a heart of compassion or pity toward a person 
in distress (verse 33: "When he saw him, he had compassion on him"). 
 
3.Third, it responds externally with a practical effort to relieve the distress (verse 
33: "He went to him and bound up his wounds, pouring oil and wine; then he set 
him on his own beast and brought him to an inn, and took care of him"). 
 
4.And the fourth dimension of mercy is that it happens even when the person in 
distress is by religion and race an enemy (verse 33: "But a Samaritan . . . "). A half-
breed Jew with a warped religious tradition stops to help the Jew who hates him. 
 
An eye for distress, a heart of pity, an effort to help, in spite of enmity—that's 
mercy. 
 
The Opposite of Mercy in This Parable  
 
And its opposite? 
 
Isn't it remarkable that this parable makes the same point as Matthew 9:13? There 
Jesus said, "Go and learn what this means, 'I desire mercy and not sacrifice.'" Here 
he says, "Go and show mercy like the Samaritan, not like the priest and the 
Levite." The priest and the Levite stand for the same thing in the parable that the 
word "sacrifice" stands for in Matthew 9:13, namely, empty religious formalism. 
 
Jesus made up this story. Why did he choose to illustrate the opposite of mercy 
with a priest and a Levite? With a pastor and a minister of music? Is it not a 
warning to me and Dean and all of us that there are far too many people who are 
caught up in the mechanics of religious activity with no eye to see distress, no 
heart to respond with compassion, and no effort to bring the relief of the gospel? 
 
Mercy Is One of the Weightier Matters of Life  
 
So, in answer to our second question, What is mercy? we should say that mercy is 
one of the weightier matters of life. It is always in danger of being neglected 
because of our preoccupation with trifles, whether secular trifles like watching too 
much television or consuming yourself with some hobby, or religious trifles. What's 
a religious trifle? A religious trifle is any religious activity (from preaching to 
praying, from teaching to tithing)—any religious activity at all that does not 
cultivate a heart that is taken up with the weightier matters of life, like mercy. 
The proof of the religious pudding is in the power to see distress, feel pity, 
perform relief, and all of that even toward an enemy. 
 
3. Should a Merciful Person Always Show Mercy?  
 
Or: can a Christian be a prosecuting attorney? 
 
Real life is very complex for Christian people who seriously want live out their 
faith in a sinful world. What would you answer to these questions? 
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◾Can a Christian be consistently merciful and yet be a parent who spanks a child 
for disobedience instead of turning the other cheek to the child's insolence? 
 

◾Can a Christian be consistently merciful and yet be an employer who pays good 
wages for excellent work but dismisses irresponsible employees who do shoddy 
work? 
 

◾Can a Christian be consistently merciful and yet be a legislator who enacts laws 
that give stiff penalties for drunk driving and child abuse? 
 

◾Can a Christian be consistently merciful and yet be on a Council of Deacons who 
follow the biblical mandate for church discipline and excommunicate a member for 
unforsaken, public sin? 
 
Each of these four questions corresponds to a sphere of life: the sphere of the 
family, the sphere of business and economics, the sphere of government and law 
enforcement, and the sphere of the church. And my answer to the questions is that 
it is God's will that as long as this age lasts there be a mingling of mercy and 
justice in all these spheres. 
 
A Mingling of Both Justice and Mercy in This Age  
 
God's will is that sometimes we recompense people with what they deserve, 
whether punishment or reward (call that justice). And God's will is that sometimes 
we recompense people with better than what they deserve (call that mercy). In 
upholding the claims of justice, we bear witness to the truth that God is a God of 
justice. And in showing mercy we bear witness to the truth that God is a God of 
mercy. 
 

◾A biblical parent will usually follow the wisdom that sparing the rod spoils the 
child (Proverbs 13:24; Ephesians 6:4). But there will be times when a child's fault 
will be forgiven without punishment to teach the meaning of mercy and woo the 
child to Christ. 
 

◾A biblical judge will usually be scrupulously just by impartially sentencing 
criminals according to the grievousness of their crimes (Romans 13:4). But there 
will be times when he will dispense clemency for some greater good. 
 

◾A biblical employer will usually pay a fair wage and insist on good workmanship (2 
Thessalonians 3:10). But there will be times when he will pay more than a person's 
work deserves, and go an extra mile, with a sick or aging or distressed or 
inadequately trained employee. 
 

◾And a biblical Deacon will call public sin in the church to account and exercise 
discipline and even exclusion from the fellowship (1 Corinthians 5:1–13), but will 
also remember the parable of the wheat and the tares that teaches patience with 
the imperfection of the church till the end of the age (Matthew 13:24–30). 
How Can We Know When to Show One or the Other? 
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If we ask, how shall we know when to do justice and how to show mercy? I would 
answer, by getting as close to Jesus as you possibly can. I know of no hard and fast 
rules in Scripture to dictate for every situation. And I don't think this is an 
accident. The aim of Scripture is to produce a certain kind of person, not provide 
and exhaustive list of rules for every situation. 
 
The beatitude says, "Blessed are the merciful," not, "Blessed are those who know 
exactly when and how to show mercy in all circumstances." We must be merciful 
people even when we act with severity in the service of justice. That is, we must 
be: 
 

◾poor in spirit, 

◾sorrowful for our own sin, 

◾meekly free from defensiveness and self-exaltation, 

◾hungering and thirsting for all that is right to be done, 

◾perceptive of a person's distress and misery, 

◾feeling pity for his pain, 

◾and making every effort to see the greatest good done for the greatest number. 
 
So the answer to our third question (Should a merciful person always show mercy?) 
is a qualified "no." No, you will often support the claims of justice and recompense 
a person the way he deserves, in order to bear witness to the truth of God's justice 
and to accomplish a greater good for greater numbers of people. 
 
But I say it is a qualified "no" because if you are a merciful person, then even the 
way you spank a child or prosecute a criminal or dismiss an employee will be 
different. The mercy will show. The parent may cry. The attorney may visit the 
criminal and his family. The employer may pay for remedial training. The heart of 
mercy will show.  
 
4. What About Salvation by Grace Through Faith?  
 
Why will only merciful people find mercy from God in the judgment day, if 
salvation is by grace through faith? 
 
The text (Matthew 5:7) says, "Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain 
mercy." In other words, in the age to come when we meet God face to face, the 
people who will receive mercy from him are people who have been merciful. 
 
Is this a salvation by works? Do we earn his mercy by our mercy? No, because an 
"earned mercy" would be a contradiction in terms. If mercy is earned, it is not 
mercy; it's a wage. Be assured, if we get anything good at the judgment, it will be 
mercy, 100% mercy! 
 
When God asks for a record of your mercy at the judgment day, he will not be 
asking for a punched time card. You won't say, "Here it is. Eight hours of mercy. 
Now where's my wage?" 
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Instead, God will be asking for your medical charts. You will hand them to him in 
all lowliness and meekness, and there he will read the evidences of how you 
trusted him as your divine Physician, and how the medicine of his Word and the 
therapy of his Spirit took effect in your life because you relied on them to heal you 
of your unmerciful disposition. And when he sees the evidence of your faith and his 
healing, he will complete your healing and welcome you into the kingdom forever. 
Therefore, "Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy." 
http://www.desiringgod.org/messages/blessed-are-the-merciful  

 
LAUSANNE STATEMENT ON SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY AND EVANGELISM 
 

1. A Call to Worship and Thanksgiving 
 
God created and redeemed our world in order to reveal his infinite majesty and his 
eternal love. Therefore, the primary sin is to refuse to honour him as God or to 
give him thanks (Rom. 1:21), while the supreme duty of his redeemed people is to 
worship him in humble praise and obedience. “We love, because he first loved us” 
(1 John 4:19).From this adoring and loving encounter with God, there immediately 
flows a desire to share his love with our fellow human beings, both by telling them 
how God in Christ has loved them and by serving them in deeds of mercy and 
justice.Only if they are rooted in a vertical relationship to God in worship can the 
church’s two ministries of kerygma (proclamation) and diakonia (service) be held 
in proper balance and tension. Only in this way, too, can evangelism and social 
responsibility be kept from degenerating into merely human activity and even 
propaganda. The mission of any church can fall into this trap.It is therefore urgent 
to heed the pre-eminent call to worship and thanksgiving. 
 
2. A Call to World Evangelization - A Contemporary Need 
 
When we met at Lausanne in 1974, we calculated that more than 2,700 million 
people were still unevangelized. Now, eight years later, we believe that the 
number has risen to three billion, and that this comprises many thousands of 
people groups. We cannot think of them as statistics, however. They are human 
beings like ourselves. Yet, though created by God like God and for God, they are 
now living without God. The tragedy of this is painful, and the task of overcoming 
it is enormous. It calls for concerted prayer and evangelism on an unprecedented 
scale.B. A DefinitionBut what is evangelism? This is the definition given in the 
Lausanne Covenant (Paragraph 4): To evangelize is to spread the Good News that 
Jesus Christ died for our sins and was raised from the dead according to the 
Scriptures, and that as the reigning Lord he now offers the forgiveness of sins and 
the liberating gift of the Spirit to all who repent and believe.  
 
Our Christian presence in the world is indispensable to evangelism, and so is that 
kind of dialogue whose purpose is to listen sensitively in order to understand. But 
evangelism itself is the proclamation of the historical, biblical Christ as Saviour 
and Lord, with a view to persuading people to come to him personally and so be 
reconciled to God. In issuing the gospel invitation we have no liberty to conceal 
the cost of discipleship. Jesus still calls all who would follow him to deny 
themselves, take up their cross, and identify themselves with his new community. 

http://www.desiringgod.org/messages/blessed-are-the-merciful
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The results of evangelism include obedience to Christ, incorporation into his 
church and responsible service in the world. 
 
We heartily endorse this statement, and we wish to emphasize that reconciliation 
to God lies at the very heart of the Good News. Our only criticism is that the 
statement sounds somewhat impersonal, since neither the evangelist nor the 
evangelized is characterized in it as a person of flesh and blood. Yet that is what 
they both are, and evangelism involves a personal encounter between them. The 
most essential qualities of gospel messengers are loyalty to the biblical gospel and 
personal authenticity. They must embody the Good News they proclaim. Few 
things repel people more than hypocrisy, and few things attract them more than 
integrity. As for the persons who hear the gospel, we acknowledge the need to 
approach them with great sensitivity. Many will already have been convicted of 
their sin and guilt, and it will be possible at once to share with them the Good 
News of forgiveness. Others will be oppressed by a different sense of alienation.  
 
So we shall have to begin where they are, with their “felt needs”, and then lead 
them to where they have to come, that is, to Christ as Saviour from their deepest 
need—their sinful separation from God. 
 
3. Motivation for Evangelism - There are many incentives to evangelism.  
 
To begin with, there is simple obedience to the Great Commission, and to the Lord 
of the Great Commission, to whom all authority has been given (Matt. 28:18-20). 
Then there is the terrible knowledge we have that human beings without Christ are 
lost or “perishing” (e.g., John 3:16; 1 Cor. 1:18), and our earnest desire in love to 
reach them with the gospel before it is too late. Another powerful motive is zeal 
or “jealousy” for the glory of Christ, whom God has super-exalted in order that 
every knee should bow to him and every tongue confess him Lord (Phil. 2:9-11). 
Yet we believe that the most basic of all motives lies in the very nature of God 
himself, and in his saving work by which he revealed himself. We do not 
exaggerate when we affirm that the living God is a missionary God. He created all 
humankind, is “the God of the spirits of all flesh”, and when calling Abraham 
promised through his posterity to bless “all the families of the earth”.Next, Jesus 
Christ during his public ministry sent his disciples to “the lost sheep of the house of 
Israel”, and subsequently he commissioned them to go and make disciples of all 
the nations.  
 
Between these two missions lay his death and resurrection. He died on the cross 
for the sins of the world, and was raised and exalted to be Lord. The church’s 
universal mission derives from Christ’s universal authority.Thirdly, the Holy Spirit 
is a missionary Spirit, and Pentecost was a missionary event. He gave his people 
power for witness, as Jesus promised, and thrust them out to the ends of the 
earth, as Jesus foretold (Acts 1:8).This Trinitarian basis for mission is primary. It is 
the missionary heart of God himself, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. If he yearns in his 
love for his lost world, we his people must share his yearning. Commitment to 
world mission is unavoidable, and indifference to it inexcusable. 
 
4. A Call to Social Responsibility - A Contemporary Need 
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We are appalled to know that about 800 million people, or one-fifth of the human 
race, are destitute, lacking the basic necessities for survival, and that thousands of 
them die of starvation every day. Many more millions are without adequate shelter 
and clothing, without clean water and health care, without opportunities for 
education and employment, and are condemned to eke out a miserable existence 
without the possibility of self-improvement for themselves or their families. They 
can only be described as “oppressed” by the gross economic inequality from which 
they suffer and the diverse economic systems which cause and perpetuate it. 
 
The oppression of others is political. They are denied fundamental human rights by 
totalitarian regimes of the extreme left or right, while if they protest they are 
imprisoned without trial, tortured, and killed. Yet others suffer discrimination on 
account of their race or sex. And all of us are oppressed by global problems which 
seem to defy solution—conditions of overpopulation and famine, the exploitation 
of non-renewable resources of energy, the spoliation of the environment, 
community violence, war, and the ever-present threat of a nuclear holocaust.  
 
All these are rooted in the profound sinfulness of humankind, and they demand 
from the people of God a radical response of compassion. Only the gospel can 
change human hearts, and no influence makes people more human than the gospel 
does. Yet we cannot stop with verbal proclamation. In addition to worldwide 
evangelization, the people of God should become deeply involved in relief, aid, 
development and the quest for justice and peace. 
 
5. A Definition 
 
Here is the paragraph on “Christian Social Responsibility” in the Lausanne 
Covenant (Paragraph 5): We affirm that God is both the Creator and the Judge of 
all men. We therefore should share his concern for justice and reconciliation 
throughout human society and for the liberation of men from every kind of 
oppression. Because mankind is made in the image of God, every person, 
regardless of race, religion, colour, culture, class, sex or age, has an intrinsic 
dignity because of which he should be respected and served, not exploited. Here 
too we express penitence both for our neglect and for having sometimes regarded 
evangelism and social concern as mutually exclusive. Although reconciliation with 
man is not reconciliation with God, nor is social action evangelism, nor is political 
liberation salvation, nevertheless we affirm that evangelism and socio-political 
involvement are both part of our Christian duty. For both are necessary 
expressions of our doctrines of God and man, our love for our neighbour and our 
obedience to Jesus Christ. The message of salvation implies also a message of 
judgment upon every form of alienation, oppression and discrimination, and we 
should not be afraid to denounce evil and injustice wherever they exist. When 
people receive Christ they are born again into his kingdom and must seek not only 
to exhibit but also to spread its righteousness in the midst of an unrighteous world. 
The salvation we claim should be transforming us in the totality of our personal 
and social responsibilities. Faith without works is dead. 
 
6. Motivation for Social Responsibility 
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Again, as in evangelism so in social responsibility, we discern the fundamental 
basis for our actions in the character of God himself. He is the God of justice, who 
in every human community hates evil and loves righteousness. He is also the God 
of mercy. In the first Bible study of our Consultation we read of him that, though 
he made the universe, he nevertheless humbles himself to care for the needy, 
“executes j ustice for the oppressed”, and “gives food to the hungry”. In addition, 
“the Lord sets the prisoners free; the Lord opens the eyes of the blind. The Lord 
lifts up those who are bowed down; the Lord loves the righteous. The Lord watches 
over the sojourners, he upholds the widow and the fatherless; but the way of the 
wicked he brings to ruin” (Psalm 146:5-9). We recognize that we have neither the 
authority nor the power to do everything God does. Nevertheless, since this text 
shows us the kind of God he is, and since these concerns of his were further 
expressed in the demands of his law and prophets, it is indisputable what kind of 
people we should be, seeking justice, freedom, and dignity for all, especially the 
powerless who cannot seek it for themselves. It is no surprise that Jesus reflected 
this lovingkindness of God his Father. He had compassion on the hungry, the sick, 
the bereaved, the outcast. He had compassion on the crowds because they were 
harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. And always his compassion 
issued in appropriate action. Moreover, the first fruit of the Holy Spirit is love (Gal. 
5:22). It is therefore he who gives his people a tender social conscience, and 
impels them to immerse themselves in humanitarian relief, development, and the 
search for justice. 
 
Thus we find that there is a Trinitarian basis for our social duties, just as there is 
for our evangelistic outreach. We who claim to belong to God and who worship him 
as Father, Son and Holy Spirit, must express our worship in these activities. Or are 
est laborare. 
 
7. The Relationship between Evangelism and Social Responsibility 
 
A. Historical Background 
 
It appears to us that evangelism and social concern have been intimately related 
to one another throughout the history of the church, although the relationship has 
been expressed in a variety of ways. Christian people have often engaged in both 
activities quite unselfconsciously, without feeling any need to define what they 
were doing or why. So the problem of their relationship, which led to the 
convening of this Consultation, is comparatively new, and for historical reasons is 
of particular importance to evangelical Christians.The Great Awakening in North 
America, the Pietistic Movement in Germany, and the Evangelical Revival under 
the Wesleys in Britain, which all took place in the early part of the l8th century, 
proved a great stimulus to philanthropy as well as evangelism. The next generation 
of British evangelicals founded missionary societies and gave conspicuous service in 
public life, notably Wilberforce in the abolition of the slave trade and of slavery 
itself, and Shaftesbury in the improvement of conditions in the factories. But at 
the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th, the so-called “social 
gospel” was developed by theological liberals. Some of them confused the kingdom 
of God with Christian civilization in general, and with social democracy in 
particular, and they went on to imagine that by their social programmes they could 
build God’s kingdom on earth. It seems to have been in over-reaction to this grave 
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distortion of the gospel that many evangelicals became suspicious of social 
involvement. And now that evangelicals are recovering a social conscience and 
rediscovering our evangelical social heritage, it is understandable that some of our 
brothers and sisters are looking askance at us and suspecting us of relapsing into 
the old heresy of the social gospel. But the responsible social action which the 
biblical gospel lays upon us, and the liberal “social gospel” which was a perversion 
of the true gospel, are two quite different things. As we said in the Lausanne 
Covenant, “we . . . reject as a proud self-confident dream the notion that man can 
ever build a utopia on earth” (Paragraph 15). 
 
Another cause of the divorce of evangelism and social responsibility is the 
dichotomy which has often developed in our thinking. We tend to set over against 
one another in an unhealthy way soul and body, the individual and society, 
redemption and creation, grace and nature, heaven and earth, justification and 
justice, faith and works. The Bible certainly distinguishes between these, but it 
also relates them to each other, and it instructs us to hold each pair in a dynamic 
and creative tension. It is as wrong to disengage them, as in “dualism”, as it is to 
confuse them, as in “monism”. It was for this reason that the Lausanne Covenant, 
speaking of evangelism and socio-political involvement, affirmed that they “are 
both part of our Christian duty” (Paragraph 5). 
 
B. Particular Situations and Gifts 
 
In wanting to affirm that evangelism and social responsibility belong to each other, 
we are not meaning that neither can ever exist in independence of the other. The 
Good Samaritan, for example, if we may characterize him as a Christian, could not 
have been blamed for tending the wounds of the brigands’ victim and failing to 
preach to him. Nor is Philip to be blamed for preaching the gospel to the Ethiopian 
eunuch in his chariot and failing to enquire into his social needs. There are still 
occasions when it is legitimate to concentrate on one or the other of these two 
Christian duties. It is not wrong to hold an evangelistic crusade without an 
accompanying programme of social service. Nor is it wrong to feed the hungry in a 
time of famine without first preaching to them, for, to quote an African proverb, 
“an empty belly has no ears”. It was similar in the days of Moses. He brought the 
Israelites in Egypt the Good News of their liberation, “but they did not listen to 
him, because of their broken spirit and their cruel bondage” (Exod. 6:9). 
 
There is another justification for sometimes separating evangelism and social 
action, in addition to the existential demands of a particular situation: namely, 
the distribution of spiritual gifts. The church is a charismatic community, the Body 
of Christ, whose members are endowed by the Holy Spirit with different gifts for 
different forms of ministry. Some are gifted to be “evangelists” (Eph. 4:11), while 
others are called to “service” (Rom. 12:7; 1 Pet. 4:11) or to “acts of mercy” (Rom. 
12:8). Whatever our gifts may be, we are neither to depreciate them nor to boast 
of them (1 Cor. 12:14-26), but rather to use them for the common good. The best 
example of the outworking of this principle occurs in Acts 6 where the apostles, 
who had been called to “prayer and the ministry of the Word”, were in danger of 
becoming preoccupied with “serving tables”, that is, with caring for the material 
needs of the church’s widows. So, seven men were appointed to perform this 
social service, although Stephen and Philip also did some preaching (Acts 6:8-15; 



 

75 

 

8:5-13). This left the apostles free to concentrate on the pastoral ministry for 
which they had been commissioned, although they also retained a social concern 
(e.g., Gal. 2:10). Still today, Christ calls some to pastoral, others to social, others 
to evangelistic ministries; in fact, there is a wide diversity of spiritual gifts, 
callings and ministries within the Body of Christ. 
 
8. Three Kinds of Relationship 
 
Having seen that both particular situations and specialist callings can legitimately 
separate our evangelistic and social responsibilities, we are now ready to consider 
how in general they relate to one another. What has emerged from our discussion 
is that there is no one relationship in which they are joined, but that there are at 
least three equally valid relationships. First, social activity is a consequence of 
evangelism. That is, evangelism is the means by which God brings people to new 
birth, and their new life manifests itself in the service of others. Paul wrote that 
“faith works through love” (Gal. 5:6), James that “I will show you my faith by my 
works” (James 2:18), and John that God’s love within us will overflow in serving 
our needy brothers and sisters (1 John 3:16-18). As Robert E. Speer wrote about 
the Gospel in 1900: “wherever it goes, it plants in the hearts of men forces that 
produce new lives; it plants in communities of men forces that create new social 
combinations.” We have heard of evangelists in our own day who, during their 
missions or crusades, actively encourage Christians (including new converts) to 
become involved in programmes to meet specific local, human needs. This 
effectively highlights the serving dimension of Christian conversion and 
commitment. We can go further than this, however.  
 
Social responsibility is more than the consequence of evangelism; it is also one of 
its principal aims. For Christ gave himself for us not only “to redeem us from all 
iniquity” but also “to purify for himself a people of his own who are zealous for 
good deeds” (Tit. 2:14). Similarly, through the gospel we are “created in Christ 
Jesus for good works which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in 
them” (Eph. 2: 10). Good works cannot save, but they are an indispensable 
evidence of salvation (James 2:14-26).In saying this, we are not claiming that 
compassionate service is an automatic consequence of evangelism or of 
conversion, however. Social responsibility, like evangelism, should therefore be 
included in the teaching ministry of the church. For we have to confess the 
inconsistencies in our own lives and the dismal record of evangelical failure, often 
as a result of the cultural blindspots to which we have already referred. This has 
grave consequences. When we do not allow the Word of God to transform us in all 
areas of our personal and social life, we seem to validate the Marxist criticism of 
religion. 
 
Secondly, social activity can be a bridge to evangelism. It can break down 
prejudice and suspicion, open closed doors, and gain a hearing for the Gospel. 
Jesus himself sometimes performed works of mercy before proclaiming the Good 
News of the kingdom. In more recent times, we were reminded, the construction 
of dams by the Basel missionaries in Northern Ghana opened a way for the gospel, 
and much missionary medical, agricultural, nutritional and educational work has 
had a similar effect. To add a contemporary Western example, a recent crusade in 
an American city was preceded and accompanied by a “Love in Action” 



 

76 

 

programme, with the evangelist’s encouragement. Several “social uplift” groups 
cooperated and were able to extend their ministries to the inner city poor. As a 
result, we were told, a number of people came under the sound of the gospel who 
would not otherwise have come to the crusade. Further, by seeking to serve 
people, it is possible to move from their “felt needs” to their deeper need 
concerning their relationship with God. Whereas, as another participant put it, “if 
we turn a blind eye to the suffering, the social oppression, the alienation and 
loneliness of people, let us not be surprised if they turn a deaf ear to our message 
of eternal salvation.” We are aware of the danger of making “rice Christians”, that 
is, of securing converts only because of the physical benefits we offer. But we have 
to take this risk, so long as we retain our own integrity and serve people out of 
genuine love and not with an ulterior motive. Then our actions will be “not bribes 
but bridges—bridges of love to the world.” 
 
Thirdly, social activity not only follows evangelism as its consequence and aim, and 
precedes it as its bridge, but also accompanies it as its partner. They are like the 
two blades of a pair of scissors or the two wings of a bird. This partnership is 
clearly seen in the public ministry of Jesus, who not only preached the gospel but 
fed the hungry and healed the sick. In his ministry, kerygma (proclamation) and 
diakonia (service) went hand in hand. His words explained his works, and his works 
dramatized his words. Both were expressions of his compassion for people, and 
both should be of ours. Both also issue from the lordship of Jesus, for he sends us 
out into the world both to preach and to serve. If we proclaim the Good News of 
God’s love, we must manifest his love in caring for the needy. Indeed, so close is 
this link between proclaiming and serving, that they actually overlap. This is not to 
say that they should be identified with each other, for evangelism is not social 
responsibility, nor is social responsibility evangelism. Yet, each involves the 
other.To proclaim Jesus as Lord and Saviour (evangelism) has social implications, 
since it summons people to repent of social as well as personal sins, and to live a 
new life of righteousness and peace in the new society which challenges the old.To 
give food to the hungry (social responsibility) has evangelistic implications, since 
good works of love, if done in the name of Christ, are a demonstration and 
commendation of the gospel.It has been said, therefore, that evangelism, even 
when it does not have a primarily social intention, nevertheless has a social 
dimension, while social responsibility, even when it does not have a primarily 
evangelistic intention, nevertheless has an evangelistic dimension.Thus, 
evangelism and social responsibility, while distinct from one another, are 
integrally related in our proclamation of and obedience to the gospel. The 
partnership is, in reality, a marriage. 
 
9. The Question of Primacy 
 
This brings us to the question whether the partnership between evangelism and 
social responsibility is equal or unequal, that is, whether they are of identical 
importance or whether one takes precedence over the other. The Lausanne 
Covenant affirms that “in the church’s mission of sacrificial service evangelism is 
primary” (Paragraph 6). Although some of us have felt uncomfortable about this 
phrase, lest by it we should be breaking the partnership, yet we are able to 
endorse and explain it in two ways, in addition to the particular situations and 
callings already mentioned. First, evangelism has a certain priority. We are not 
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referring to an invariable temporal priority, because in some situations a social 
ministry will take precedence, but to a logical one. The very fact of Christian 
social responsibility presupposes socially responsible Christians, and it can only be 
by evangelism and discipling that they have become such. If social activity is a 
consequence and aim of evangelism (as we have asserted), then evangelism must 
precede it. In addition, social progress is being hindered in some countries by the 
prevailing religious culture; only evangelism can change this. 
 
Secondly, evangelism relates to people’s eternal destiny, and in bringing them 
Good News of salvation, Christians are doing what nobody else can do. Seldom if 
ever should we have to choose between satisfying physical hunger and spiritual 
hunger, or between healing bodies and saving souls, since an authentic love for our 
neighbour will lead us to serve him or her as a whole person. Nevertheless, if we 
must choose, then we have to say that the supreme and ultimate need of all 
humankind is the saving grace of Jesus Christ, and that therefore a person’s 
eternal, spiritual salvation is of greater importance than his or her temporal and 
material well-being (cf. 2 Cor. 4:16-18). As the Thailand Statement expressed it, 
“of all the tragic needs of human beings none is greater than their alienation from 
their Creator and the terrible reality of eternal death for those who refuse to 
repent and believe.” Yet this fact must not make us indifferent to the 
degradations of human poverty and oppression. The choice, we believe, is largely 
conceptual. In practice, as in the public ministry of Jesus, the two are inseparable, 
at least in open societies. Rather than competing with each other, they mutually 
support and strengthen each other in an upward spiral of increased concern for 
both.E. Some ExamplesThe three relationships between evangelism and social 
responsibility need not occur in isolation from each other. Instead, they often 
blend together in such a way that it is difficult to distinguish them. This was made 
clear to us as we listened to a number of case studies. The “Precious Jewels 
Development” project in Cebu City, Philippines, is a many-pronged effort by 
Christians to serve their neighbours, improving their means of local livelihood, 
offering education and child care, developing a nutritional programme, and giving 
emergency relief. In one respect, it is simply an expression of love, the natural 
consequence of the knowledge of Christ which the gospel has brought. In another, 
it has been a bridge to evangelism. Non-Christians “opened themselves” to 
Christians. Their reserve was melted, and they became ready to hear the gospel. 
Thus, social service, evangelism’s consequence and bridge, also became its 
partner. God himself was loving them, one of them said, through the preaching of 
the gospel and the meeting of their practical needs. 
 
Another project in the Philippines (“Project Gamtabeng”) has come to the aid of a 
hill tribe whose very existence was threatened by urbanization and 
industrialization. Medical, agricultural and educational development have gone 
hand in hand with evangelism and church planting. A convert summed up the 
Project’s aims by saying “Through Project Gamtabeng, I became an heir to my 
Father’s heaven and earth. ”We also heard about some nomadic Maasai people of 
Northern Kenya who had come to Christ. Amidst dancing and singing, they were 
being welcomed into the church by the Anglican bishop. As they celebrated, 
however, he noticed that half of them were either blind or nearly so. “This 
convinced me,” he said, “that we cannot evangelize the spiritually blind and leave 
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them in their physical blindness.” Immediately, therefore, a health care 
programme was developed.  
 
Next, we were told of an Indian couple, both doctors, who have laboured for more 
than 20 years in Jamkhed, Maharashtra. They trained despised outcaste widows in 
the elements of pre- and post-natal care, proved their credentials as healers by 
establishing a small operating theatre, and taught out of the Gospels how Jesus 
gave dignity to women. As a result, child mortality has been reduced almost to 
zero, social justice has increased and fear has diminished, and many people in 
seventeen villages, which for 50 years had not responded to the Good News, are 
now turning to Jesus. In addition, we learned about the Voice of Calvary ministries 
in Mississippi, where for 22 years the gospel has been shared, and the physical, 
spiritual, economic, social and material needs of people have been met.  
 
Evangelism, community development and racial reconciliation through the church 
have gone hand in hand. The reason for this holistic ministry is that its pioneer 
came face to face with the cycle of poverty in which the people were trapped. 
They were so preoccupied with the struggle to survive, that they could not attend 
to spiritual realities. It would have been almost impossible to offer Jesus Christ to 
them and ignore their other needs. So the gospel of love is verbalized and 
actualized simultaneously. 
 
10. The Good News of the Kingdom 
 
Having suggested three ways in which evangelism and social responsibility are 
related to one another, we come to an even more basic way in which they are 
united, namely by the gospel. For the gospel is the root, of which both evangelism 
and social responsibility are the fruits. As Good News of God’s love in Christ, the 
gospel demands both to be preached and to be lived. Once we have come to know 
it, we are obliged to share it with others and to “adorn” it by good deeds (Tit. 
2:10). So what is the Good News? No simple answer can be given, since a variety of 
models is developed in the New Testament.  
 
At this Consultation, however, we have concentrated on two comprehensive 
models. We have thought of the gospel both as “good news of salvation” (Eph. 
1:13) and as “good news of the kingdom of God” (Matt. 4:23; Mark 1: 14,15; Luke 
4:43). 
 
11 Salvation 
 
We are all agreed that salvation is a broad term, in the sense that it embraces the 
totality of God’s redemptive purpose. It begins with new life. Through the 
substitutionary death and historical resurrection of Jesus, the individual believer is 
“ransomed, healed, restored, forgiven”. Saved from guilt and the judgment of 
God, he or she is adopted into God’s family as his child. Salvation continues with 
the new community. For salvation in the Bible is never a purely individualistic 
concept. As in the Old Testament, so in the New, God is calling out a people for 
himself and binding it to himself by a solemn covenant. The members of this new 
society, reconciled through Christ to God and one another, are being drawn from 
all races and cultures. Indeed, this single new humanity—which Christ has created 
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and in which no barriers are tolerated—is an essential part of the Good News (Eph. 
2:11-22). Thirdly, salvation includes the new world which God will one day make. 
We are looking forward not only to the redemption and resurrection of our bodies, 
but also to the renovation of the entire created order, which will be liberated from 
decay, pain and death (Rom. 8:18-25).  
 
Of this cosmic renewal the resurrection of Christ was the beginning and the 
pledge.Having agreed on these three dimensions of salvation (personal, social and 
cosmic), we went on to pose a further question: is salvation experienced only by 
those who consciously confess Christ as Lord and Saviour? Or is it right in addition 
to refer to the emergence of justice and peace in the wider community as 
“salvation”, and to attribute to the grace of Christ every beneficial social 
transformation? Some of us do not find salvation-language inappropriate for such 
situations, even when Christ is not acknowledged in them. Most of us, however, 
consider that it is more prudent and biblical to reserve the vocabulary of salvation 
for the experience of reconciliation with God through Christ and its direct 
consequences. None of us would dream of following those who have portrayed 
Hitler’s Germany or Mao’s China or Castro’s Cuba as having experienced 
“salvation”, though all of us are united in wishing to honour Christ as universal 
Lord. 
 
12 The Kingdom of God 
 
It is well known that Jesus came preaching the kingdom of God. According to the 
Synoptic Gospels, the kingdom was the major theme of his sermons and parables. 
Although “the kingdom of God” is largely replaced by “eternal life” in John’s 
Gospel and by the lordship of Christ in Paul’s letters, so that we recognize the 
diversity of salvation models and wish to avoid committing ourselves exclusively to 
any one of them, nevertheless the kingdom is a richly suggestive concept, with 
significant applications to the modern world. Hence our decision to focus on it. 
The kingdom of God is the rule of God, and the whole Bible declares that God is 
King. As the Creator, he is both King of nature (sustaining what he has made) and 
King of history (ordering the life of nations). “The Lord reigns” is a frequent shout 
of joy in the Old Testament, expressing Israel’s confidence in the providential rule 
of God over the world. Over themselves Israel knew that Yahweh reigned in a 
special way. For even after the people had demanded a king like other nations, 
Israel did not cease to be a theocracy. Yet her kings were only a poor 
approximation to Yahweh’s ideal of kingship. So he began to promise through his 
prophets that one day he would send his own king, anointed with his Spirit, to 
reign in righteousness and peace over all peoples and forever. “The time has 
come,” Jesus announced as he began his public ministry, “the kingdom of God is 
near. Repent and believe the Good News” (Mark 1:15).  
 
Thus, Jesus brought the kingdom with him. “Eschatology invaded history.” “The 
person of Jesus and the presence of God’s kingdom are inseparably connected.” 
Only those enter it who humble themselves like a little child and are born again. 
The kingdom of God is both a present reality and a future expectation. As a 
present reality, now that Jesus’ physical presence has been withdrawn from the 
earth, his Holy Spirit establishes it in the lives of his people. For the King must 
never be thought of apart from his subjects, the messianic community, over which 
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he rules. Moreover, his rule takes the form of both total blessing (salvation, in 
fact) and total demand (obedience and service). Christians have often debated the 
relationship between the church and the kingdom. We must not identify them, but 
neither must we separate them. The church is the community in which God’s 
kingly rule is revealed, which therefore witnesses to the divine rule, and is the 
firstfruits of the redeemed humanity (James 1:18). It lives by new values and 
standards, and its relationships have been transformed by love. Yet it continues to 
fail. For it lives in an uneasy tension between the “already” and the “not yet”, 
between the present reality and the future expectation of the kingdom. 
 
13 The Signs of the Kingdom 
 
Evangelism is the proclamation of this kingdom in the fulness of its blessings and 
promise, which are also called “salvation”. Moreover, Jesus did more than preach 
the kingdom; he demonstrated its reality with “signs of the kingdom”, public 
evidence that the kingdom he was talking about had come. We believe that signs 
should validate our evangelism, too, and we have spent time discussing what they 
should be. Since “the reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the devil’s 
work” (1 John 3:8), he inevitably came into collision with the prince of darkness. 
The signs of the kingdom were evidences that the devil was retreating before the 
advance of the King. As Jesus put it, once the strong man has been overpowered 
by the Stronger One, his possessions can be taken from him (Matt. 12:29; Luke 
11:22). The signs reflect this. We list them in approximately the order in which 
they appeared, although this is not necessarily an order of importance.  
 
The first sign of the kingdom was (and still is) Jesus himself in the midst of his 
people (Lk. 17:21; Matt. 18:20), whose presence brings joy, peace, and a sense of 
celebration (John 15:11; 16:33; Mk. 2:18-20).  
 
The second is the preaching of the gospel. There was no gospel of the kingdom to 
proclaim until Christ arrived. Now that he has come, however, the Good News of 
the kingdom must be preached to all, especially to the poor (Lk. 4:18,19; 7:22). 
The preaching of the kingdom points people to the kingdom itself. 
 
The third sign of the kingdom was exorcism. We refuse to demythologize the 
teaching of Jesus and his apostles about demons. Although the “principalities and 
powers” may have a reference to demonic ideologies and structures, we believe 
that they certainly are evil, personal intelligences under the command of the 
devil. Demon possession is a real and terrible condition. Deliverance is possible 
only in a power encounter in which the name of Jesus is invoked and prevails.  
 
The fourth sign of the kingdom was the healing and the nature miracles—making 
the blind see, the deaf hear, the lame walk, the sick whole, raising the dead (Lk. 
7:22), stilling the storm, and multiplying loaves and fishes. We all agree that these 
were not only signs pointing to the reality of the kingdom’s arrival, but also 
anticipations of the final kingdom from which all disease, hunger, disorder and 
death will be forever banished. We also agree that God is still free and powerful, 
and performs miracles today, especially in frontier situations where the kingdom is 
advancing into enemy-held territory. Some of us think we should expect miracles 
as commonly as in the ministry of Jesus and his apostles (e.g., John 14:12), while 
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others draw attention to the texts which describe these miracles as authenticating 
their unique ministry (e.g., Heb. 2:3, 4; 2 Cor. 12:12). 
 
A fifth sign of the kingdom is the miracle of conversion and the new birth. 
Whenever people “turn to God from idols, to serve the living and true God” (1 
Thess. 1: 9, 10), a power encounter has taken place in which the spell of idols, 
whether traditional or modern, and of the spirits, has been broken. God’s power 
for salvation is displayed in the Gospel (Rom. 1:16), and converts who have been 
rescued from darkness to light and from the power of Satan to God (Acts 26:18) are 
said to have “tasted … the powers of the age to come” (Heb. 6:5). 
 
A sixth sign of the kingdom is the people of the kingdom, in whom is manifested 
that cluster of Christlike qualities which Paul called “the fruit of the Spirit”. For 
the gift of the Spirit is the supreme blessing of the kingdom of God. Where he 
rules, love, joy, peace and righteousness rule with him (Gal. 5:22,23; Rom. 14:17). 
Moreover, love issues in good works. Thus, if the gospel is Good News of the 
kingdom, good works are the signs of the kingdom. Good News and good works, 
evangelism and social responsibility, are once again seen to be indissolubly united. 
 
The seventh sign of the kingdom, we suggest, is suffering. It was necessary for the 
King to suffer in order to enter into his glory. Indeed, he suffered for us, leaving us 
an example that we should follow in his steps (1 Pet. 2:21). To suffer for the sake 
of righteousness or for our testimony to Jesus, and to bear such suffering 
courageously, is a clear sign to all beholders that we have received God’s salvation 
or kingdom (Phil. 1:28,29; cf. 2 Thess. 1:5). 
 
14 The Extent of the Kingdom 
 
If these are the signs of the kingdom, manifesting its present reality and pointing 
forward to its final consummation, how extensive is the kingdom they signify? 
In one sense, as we have seen, God’s rule extends only over those who 
acknowledge it, who have bowed their knee to Jesus and confessed his lordship 
(Phil. 2:9-11). These God “has delivered … from the dominion of darkness and 
transferred to the kingdom of his beloved Son” (Col. 1:13). Apart from them, the 
whole world is “in the power of the evil one”, its “ruler” and “god” (1 John 5:19; 
John 12:31; 2 Cor. 4:4), for “we do not yet see everything in subjection to” Jesus 
(Heb. 2:8; cf. Ps. 110:1; Acts 2:35).Yet in another sense, the Risen Lord claimed 
that “all authority in heaven and on earth” had been given to him (Matt. 28:18). 
For already God has “put all things under his feet and has made him head over all 
things for the church” (Eph. 1:22). His titles are “King of kings and Lord of lords” 
and “the ruler of princes on earth” (Rev. 1:5; 19:16). 
 
How can these two perspectives be fused? How can Christ claim universal authority 
if the whole world still lies in Satan’s power? The answer is that over his redeemed 
people Jesus is King de facto while it is only de jure that he is presently King over 
the world, his right being still challenged by the usurper. Perhaps, therefore, we 
should reserve the expression “the kingdom of God” for the acknowledged rule of 
Christ, since this is the new thing he inaugurated at his coming, while referring to 
the more general “sovereignty” of God over all things. It is important to maintain 
the tension between what Christ rules de facto and de jure. For if we assume that 
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all authority has in fact been given to him, we shall not take seriously the evil 
powers which have not yet capitulated. If, on the other hand, our horizon is 
bounded by the community in which the King is consciously confessed, we may be 
tempted to dismiss the rest of the world as beyond redemption.  
 
From these extremes of naive optimism and dark pessimism we return to the 
radical realism of the Bible, which recognizes both the defeat of evil and its 
refusal to concede defeat. This double conviction will persuade us to work hard in 
evangelism and in the quest for justice, while at the same time putting our whole 
trust and confidence in God.During the interim period between the two comings of 
Christ, between his victory over evil and evil’s final capitulation and destruction, 
what should be the relations between the kingdom community and the world?  
 
First, the new community should constitute a challenge to the old. Its values and 
ideals, its moral standards and relationships, its sacrificial life-style, its love, joy 
and peace—these are the signs of the kingdom, as we have seen, and present the 
world with a radically alternative society. All our words of love and deeds of love 
must express our wholehearted submission to the Lord of love himself. 
 
Secondly, as the world lives alongside the kingdom community, some of the values 
of the kingdom spill over into society as a whole, so that its industry, commerce, 
legislation and institutions become to some degree imbued with kingdom values. 
So-called “kingdomized” or “Christianized” society is not the kingdom of God, but 
it owes a debt to the kingdom which often is unrecognized. The “overspill” model 
has its limitations, however, because it pictures the two communities as 
independent of one another, like two vessels standing side by side, the contents of 
one spilling over into the other.  
 
The salt, light and yeast metaphors which Jesus employed are more dynamic, since 
each implies the penetration of the old community by the new. The light shines 
into the darkness, the salt soaks into the meat, the yeast causes fermentation in 
the dough. So, Jesus intends his followers neither to withdraw from the world in 
order to preserve their holiness, nor to lose their holiness by conforming to the 
world, but simultaneously to permeate the world and to retain their kingdom 
distinctives. Only so can they share the Good News with credibility. Only so can 
they be effective agents for cultural, social and political change. Indeed, as “the 
Lord blessed the Egyptian’s house for Joseph’s sake” (Gen. 39:5), so we believe he 
blesses the world through the ministry of, and for the sake of, his redeemed 
people. 
 
Meanwhile, we do not forget that God is directly at work in his world, apart from 
the agency of his people. In his common grace he continues without intermission to 
sustain the earth and its creatures, to grant life and health, to give sunshine and 
rain, to maintain the cycle of the seasons, to cause the ground to be fruitful, to 
preserve society from disintegration, and to give to all humankind (who bear his 
image and have his law written in their hearts—Rom. 2:14,15) a certain 
appreciation of justice, freedom, beauty, dignity and peace.While we gladly 
recognize these works of God in the world, both directly and through his people, 
they are not what Jesus meant by his kingdom.  
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It is, therefore, our urgent responsibility to summon all people in Christ’s name to 
turn and humble themselves like little children, as we have sought to humble 
ourselves, in order to enter the kingdom and receive its priceless blessing, the 
salvation of God (Matt. 18:3). 
 
15 History and Eschatology 
 
We devoted a whole day of our Consultation to “history and eschatology”, that is, 
to the relationship between on the one hand what we do now in the historical 
process and what God is doing since the last days began when the kingdom was 
inaugurated, and on the other what God is going to do on the Last Day when he 
ushers in the fulness of the kingdom. 
 
A. False Dreams 
 
We saw our study as being all the more important because we human beings are 
inveterate dreamers. We cannot live only for today; we must have some hope for 
tomorrow which will sustain us in our pilgrimage. Consequently, like the 
pseudoprophets of the Old Testament, we have a constant tendency to fabricate 
false dreams, visions which come out of our own minds, and not from the Lord (cf. 
Jer. 23:25-32). We have been conscious of the special need to distinguish the 
social responsibility to which we as Christians are called, its reasons and its 
content, from that which modern ideologies have generated. Both dogmatic and 
Messianic Marxisms, for example, proclaim a bogus millennium which recognizes 
neither the Creator of the world, nor his Christ. Yet they anticipate that by 
changing social structures, frequently by violent means, they will by human effort 
alone bring about a fully just and perfect society. A programme for change such as 
this, because it denies the stubborn reality of evil and ignores our deepest human 
needs, is bound to end in failure, even in disaster.  
 
We also reject the Messianic Western dream which aims at erecting a counterfeit 
materialistic kingdom. We recognize, of course, the divine command to subdue the 
earth and harness its resources for the good of all. But selfish secular materialism 
pursues its own economic growth irrespective of the need to conserve the 
environment and to serve the development of the poorer nations. It is 
characterized by self-absorbed individualism and insensitive affluence, which are 
incompatible with Christian—let alone truly human—values, and which unwittingly 
foster increasing inequality between the rich and the poor. 
 
Again, we cannot join those who call for a new political world order, based on a 
new world religion concocted from a synthesis of all religions, as the only means of 
escaping from the threats of global calamity. We, too, recognize with sober 
realism the terrible potential for destruction in human life. But we are convinced 
that only the power of God manifest in the forgiveness and recreative power of 
Christ can restore to us that order, meaning, freedom, dignity and responsibility 
which the world so desperately needs. It was, therefore, with relief that we turned 
from all ideological substitutes to the authentic Christian hope, to the vision of the 
triumphant return of Jesus, and of the kingdom he will consummate, which God 
has revealed to us in his Word. Our concern was to relate this hope to history, and 
to our concrete duties within history. In particular, we asked ourselves whether 
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there is any connection between our eschatological outlook and the attitude we 
adopt towards evangelism and social responsibility. We are conscious that more 
biblical study and historical research are needed before we will be ready to handle 
this question with greater confidence. For the present, we feel able to contribute 
only tentatively to the debate. 
 
B. Differing Millenarian Views 
 
To begin with, we thought about the millennium and about its influence on 
Christian behaviour at different periods of church history. We tried to discern 
whether there is any correlation between the three traditional varieties of 
millennialism and the vigour with which social responsibility and evangelism have 
been pursued in the history of the church. Without doubt, our understanding of the 
millennium affects the way in which we view the world. The degree of hope which 
we sustain seems to be proportionate to the degree to which we see the kingdom 
of God as an already present reality or as a largely future expectation.Since all 
three views of the millennium were represented at our Consultation, and since we 
desired to give one another liberty on this matter and not to convert one another 
to our own position, we moved on from our millennarian differences to seek a 
common eschatological motivation for evangelism and social responsibility. Of 
course, Christians are given in the New Testament many other reasons and motives 
for good living and good works, which we did not consider. The following 
eschatological incentives were put forward. 
 
C. Judgment to Come 
 
The first was judgment. A great deal of teaching by Jesus and his apostles linked 
present responsibility with future judgment. Jesus told us to be alert, sober and 
busy in his service, because we do not know when our Lord will come. But we do 
know that when he comes he will call us to account (e.g., Mk. 13:33-36; Lk. 12:35-
40; Matt. 25:14-30). The conscientious dedication of the apostle Paul to 
evangelism seems to have been related directly to his sense of accountability. 
“Knowing the fear of the Lord,” he wrote, “we persuade men.” “Men-persuading” 
is a clear reference to his evangelistic methods, as we know from the Acts, and 
“the fear of the Lord” to appearing before Christ’s judgment seat, of which he has 
written in the previous verse (2 Cor. 5: 10, 11). 
 
The same motivation can sustain us in our works of philanthropy, as is evident from 
the sheep and the goats passage which we studied together one morning. In this 
solemn description of the day of judgment, the “sheep” or the “righteous”, who 
are “blessed” and welcomed into the kingdom, are those who have ministered to 
Christ in the hungry and thirsty, the naked and sick, the strangers and the 
prisoners. The “goats”, on the other hand, who are “cursed” and dismissed to 
eternal punishment, are those who have failed to minister to Christ in the needy. 
Whether Christ’s “brethren” are his followers in general, as other passages seem 
to indicate (e.g. Matt. 12:46-50; Heb. 2:10-18), or in particular his messengers, as 
may be suggested by the “cup of cold water” passage (Matt. 10:9-15, 40-42), or 
may include the rest of needy humankind with whom Christ humbly identifies 
himself, the principal message is the same. As the rest of the New Testament 
teaches, the dead will be judged “by what they have done” (e.g. Rev. 20:13), and 
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our deeds will include either the loving service of those in need or a scandalous 
indifference to their plight. These will be an acid test whether we are true 
believers, or unbelievers.  
 
Neither of these two passages of Scripture can possibly mean that we can gain 
entry to heaven by our good works. To interpret them in this way would be to turn 
the gospel upside down. What they are emphasizing is that though we are justified 
by grace alone through faith alone, we shall be judged by those good works of love 
through which our secret faith is made public. 
 
16 The Eschatological Vision 
 
We are united in rejecting utopic visions, which are dreams of human 
accomplishment. The eschatological vision is totally different, however, because it 
is a revelation of what God himself is going to do in the end. This vision can give 
both direction and inspiration to our present duty. We do not, of course, presume 
to imagine that we can do now what God will do then. Nor will every part of our 
life on earth have a counterpart in the final state (e.g., there will be no marriage 
after the Resurrection—Mk. 12:25). Nevertheless, the glimpses God has given us of 
the end disclose the kind of community life which is pleasing to him. Twice Peter 
tells us “what sort of persons” we ought to be in this life on account of what is 
going to happen at the end. He likens the coming destruction of the present evil 
order to the flood, except that it will be by fire instead of water, and urges us in 
consequence to “lives of holiness and godliness”. Then he passes from the 
destruction of the old order to the creation of the new. He argues that because in 
the new heavens and the new earth “righteousness dwells”, therefore we must be 
zealous to be found by Christ “without spot or blemish, and at peace”. In other 
words, because righteousness and peace will be characteristics of the eternal 
kingdom, we need to pursue them in the kingdom’s present manifestation (2 Pet. 
3:1-14). 
 
We believe that, in a similar way, the vision of the countless multitude before 
God’s throne, redeemed from every nation (Rev. 7:9), who will constitute the final 
fulfilment of God’s promise to give Abraham a countless posterity (Gen. 12:1-3), 
should be a powerful incentive to us to obey the Great Commission, to go and 
make disciples of all nations, and to seek to make our churches a foretaste of the 
heterogeneous heavenly community.If that aspect of the eschatological vision is a 
stimulus to evangelism, others should prove a stimulus to social responsibility. If in 
heaven they will “hunger no more, neither thirst any more” (Rev. 7:16), should we 
not feed the hungry today? And if in the end “they shall beat their swords into 
ploughshares, and their spears into pruning hooks, neither shall they learn war any 
more” (Micah 4:3; Is. 2:4), does that not mean that war is incompatible with the 
perfect will of God? Not that the state can now discard its responsibility to enforce 
justice and order (Rom. 13:1-4), any more than we can expect lambs and lions to 
lie down together now. But does not the promise of final peace tell us that, even if 
(as some Christians have always believed) war may be in some circumstances the 
lesser of two evils, we should all nevertheless seek to be peacemakers? In these 
ways the eschatological vision can direct and motivate our Christian action, while 
at the same time we must never forget the fallenness of this world or the 
wickedness of the principalities and powers. 
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17 Continuity 
 
The words “continuity” and “discontinuity” have kept recurring throughout our 
Consultation. That is to say, will the final kingdom enjoy some continuity with its 
present manifestation, or will the future be discontinuous with the present, so that 
nothing will survive the judgment except those who by God’s sheer grace are the 
heirs of his kingdom? We have not been able to reach complete agreement on this 
matter. Some of us, vividly aware of the evil of this present age and of the glory 
that is to be revealed, emphasize the destructive nature of God’s judgment and 
the newness of his new creation. Others of us believe that, just as after the new 
birth we are not a different person but the same person remade, so the universe is 
going to experience a new birth (palingenesia, Matt. 19:28). That is, God is going 
to re-create it, and not create another universe ex nihilo. Indeed, Paul likens the 
pains of the created order to the birthpangs of the new (Rom. 8:18-25; cf. Mk. 
13:8). 
 
We all believe this about our bodies, for the principle of continuity is evident in 
the resurrected body of Jesus. Although, as Paul expresses it, our new body will be 
as different from the old as a flower differs from its seed, nevertheless there will 
be a continuity between the two (1 Cor. 15:35-46). And later he grounds his 
argument for sexual self-control and a right use of our bodies not only on what 
they are (members of Christ and temples of the Holy Spirit) but also on what they 
are going to be: “The body is not meant for immorality, but for the Lord, and the 
Lord for the body. And God raised the Lord and will also raise us up by his power” 
(1 Cor. 6:12-20). On this double resurrection, of the Lord Jesus and of our bodies, 
the apostle bases his plea for purity.We are on more uncertain ground, however, 
when we ask how many of our present works will be carried over into eternity.  
 
Certainly evangelism has eternal consequences, since converts receive God’s free 
gift of eternal life. So does our teaching, if we build with “gold, silver and precious 
stones” upon the foundation of Christ (1 Cor. 3:10-15). But what about our social 
activity? We are told of those who “die in the Lord” that “their deeds follow them” 
(Rev. 14:13; cf. 1 Cor. 13:13). We also are told that the kings of the earth will 
“bring their glory” into the New Jerusalem, and that they will “bring into it the 
glory and the honour of the nations”, while what will be excluded is everything 
“unclean” (Rev. 21:24-27). This has seemed to many to teach that whatever is 
beautiful, true and good in human cultures, once purged of everything which 
defiles, will be consummated in the final kingdom. Those who have the assurance 
of this continuity find in it a strong incentive to social and cultural involvement. 
 
18 The Christian Hope 
 
In whatever more precise ways we may formulate these motivations of judgment, 
vision and continuity, we all are agreed that our Christian hope focuses on the 
personal, visible and glorious return of our Lord Jesus Christ, on the resurrection 
from death, and on the perfected kingdom which his appearing will bring. Also, we 
all are agreed that we are to live our lives and do our works in the conscious 
expectation of his coming. This confidence will make us committed to world 
evangelization (Matt. 24:14), “zealous for good deeds” (Tit. 2:13,14), faithful to 
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one another in the fellowship (Heb. 10:25), and courageous in suffering (2 Tim. 
4:6-8; Rev. 2:25). With great firmness we therefore reject what has been called 
“eschatological paralysis”.  
 
On the contrary, before the Lord comes, and in preparation for his coming, we are 
determined to get into the action. This is to “live anticipatorily”, to experience 
the power, enjoy the community and manifest the righteousness of the kingdom 
now, before it is consummated in glory.  
 
18  Guidelines for Action 
 
Much of our debate has been at a theological level, for we have felt the need to 
wrestle with the issues which relate to salvation and kingdom, history and 
eschatology. Nevertheless, all our theologizing has been with a view to 
determining what practical action we should take to forward the mission which 
God has given us. In particular, we have considered in what forms our evangelistic 
and social concerns should be expressed, what agencies should undertake the 
work, and how different political and cultural situations will affect it.A. Forms of 
Evangelism and Social ResponsibilityWe have all been familiar for years with 
different forms of evangelism (personal evangelism, local church evangelism, mass 
evangelism, cross-cultural evangelism, etc.). But we have been less clear about 
the different forms in which our social concern should be manifested. Throughout 
our Consultation we have spoken of “social responsibility”, “social ministries”, 
“social assistance”, “social service”, “social action”, “social justice”, and (as in 
the Lausanne Covenant) “socio-political activity”. We believe that a failure to 
define these terms has contributed to the continuing suspicion which surrounds 
every Christian activity described as “social”. It may be easiest to divide our 
Christian social responsibility into two kinds, which for simplicity’s sake we will 
call “social service” and “social action”, and which can be distinguished from each 
other in several ways:  
 
- Social service  
- Relieving human need  
- Philanthropic activity  
- Seeking to minister to individuals and families  
- Works of mercy  
- Social action 
- Removing the causes of human need  
- Political and economic activity 
- Seeking to transform the structures of society  
- The quest for justice    
 
In making this necessary functional distinction, we recognize that in practice it is 
not as neat as it looks. On the one hand, social action of a political kind lacks 
integrity if it is not supported by a personal commitment to social service. On the 
other, some works of mercy have inescapably political implications—for example, 
teaching the oppressed to read and write, visiting a banned person in South Africa, 
or sending food to Poland or North Vietnam. 
 
(i) Social Service and Evangelism 



 

88 

 

 
The first of these two kinds of social ministry is universally accepted as a Christian 
obligation; there is nothing controversial about it. Just as we are called to 
personal evangelism, so we are called to personal service. Jesus, we are told, both 
“went about … preaching and bringing the Good News”, and “went about doing 
good” (Luke 8:1; Acts 10:38).All Christians should follow his example—although, to 
be sure, our way of sharing the Good News may not be only by preaching. Both 
personal evangelism and personal service are expressions of compassion. Both are 
forms of witness to Jesus Christ. And both should be sensitive responses to human 
need. The evangelist seeks to discover the principal point of felt need—for 
example, a sense of guilt or shame or fear, moral failure, personal loneliness, a 
lack of self-worth or significance, domestic unhappiness, a hunger for 
transcendence, lack of education, social repression, or demon activity. Similarly, a 
person’s social needs may range from the physical (food, clothing, shelter or 
health care), through the psychological (anxiety, alienation, emotional unbalance) 
to the economic (poverty, illiteracy, unemployment). We will come to political 
needs later. Even in welfare states there are always areas of human need which 
government and voluntary agencies do not fully cover, and which Christians can 
take the initiative to meet.“Development” could be put into a separate category, 
but it probably should be bracketed with philanthropic service, even though some 
community development projects embrace a whole village, town or district. It is 
very welcome that many welfare agencies have expanded their emphasis in recent 
years from aid to development, and many medical missions from curative medicine 
to community health. To help people learn to help themselves not only makes 
better sense economically, but it is also more conducive to human dignity. It is 
important, therefore, to ensure that self-help programmes genuinely enable 
people to stand on their own feet and are not devious paternalistic ploys to 
reinforce dependence, even subservience.If Christian people are to get involved in 
humanitarian work, whether in the form of helping a neighbour or of sharing in an 
aid or development project, considerable sacrifices in time, energy and money will 
be needed. Authentic personal evangelism is equally costly. We see Christ’s call to 
service, both evangelistic and social, as an important challenge to our self-
centred, self-loving “me generation”. 
 
(ii) Social Action and Evangelism 
 
The other kind of social responsibility is the quest for justice. It looks beyond 
persons to structures, beyond the rehabilitation of prison inmates to the reform of 
the prison system, beyond improving factory conditions to securing a more 
participatory role for the workers, beyond caring for the poor to improving—and 
when necessary transforming—the economic system (whatever it may be) and the 
political system (again, whatever it may be), until it facilitates their liberation 
from poverty and oppression. Such social changes often necessitate political action 
(for politics is about power), and some evangelicals fear it because they imagine it 
will entail civil strife and even revolution. But this is not what we mean by “socio-
political involvement”. We are thinking rather of political processes which are 
consistent with biblical principles—such as the rights of the individual and of 
minorities, respect for civil authority, the welfare of the whole community, and 
justice for the oppressed.  
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The Bible lays great emphasis on both justice (or righteousness) and peace. For 
God is the author of both, and both are essential characteristics of his kingdom. 
We, therefore, who claim to be members of his kingdom, must not only seek 
justice for others but must alson “do justice” ourselves (Mic. 6:8), in relation to 
our family, our fellow workers, and any servants or employees we may have. In the 
same way, it is not enough to “seek peace and pursue it”; we must also ourselves, 
so far as it depends on us, “live peaceably with all” (1 Pet. 3:11; Rom. 12:18). This 
applies to churches as well as individual Christians. If discrimination and disunity 
are tolerated in the church, how can we denounce them in the nation? Conversely, 
it is churches which visibly demonstrate the righteousness and peace of the 
kingdom which will make the greatest evangelistic and social impact on the world. 
The salt must retain its saltness, Jesus said; otherwise, it is good for nothing (Matt. 
5:13). 
 
19 Agents of Evangelism and Social Responsibility 
 
One of the points of tension emerging during the Consultation has concerned the 
allocation of responsibilities. Granted that evangelism and social service/action 
are Christian responsibilities, who is responsible for what? What should be 
undertaken by individual Christians, what by groups, and in particular what is to be 
the role of the church as church? 
 
(i) Evangelism and Social Service 
 
We all agree that alongside personal evangelism there should be personal social 
service. Individual Christians should be involved in both, according to their 
opportunities, gifts and callings. The parallel is similar in the local church. Just as 
each local church has an inescapable responsibility before God to bring the gospel 
to all the people who reside and work in its neighbourhood, so the social needs of 
the neighbourhood should be a special concern of the local church. There is also an 
important place for both church groups and para-church groups. We shall have 
more to say about the former when we come to our section on “The Local Church 
in a Free Society”. Para-church organizations, both for evangelism and for social 
responsibility, have an indispensable part to play in Christian outreach, especially 
if they specialize in kinds of ministry which no church can manage on its own, and 
provided that they accept a measure of responsibility to the churches. 
 
(ii) Evangelism and Social Action 
 
What about social action of a political kind, in distinction to social service of a 
philanthropic kind? Does social action belong to the mission of the church as 
church, or is it the prerogative of individual believers who make up the church, 
and of groups?We have no doubt about individuals and groups. The church should 
encourage its members to become conscientious citizens, to take the initiative to 
found and operate social programmes, to inform themselves about political issues, 
and to advocate or dissent according to their conscience.Since individual action is 
usually limited in its effects, however, Christians should also be encouraged to 
form or join groups and movements which concern themselves with specific needs 
in society, undertake research into social issues, and organize appropriate action. 
We welcome the existence and activity of such groups, for they supplement the 
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church’s work in many important areas. Christians should also be encouraged to 
participate responsibly in the political party of their choice, their labour union(s) 
or business association(s), and similar movements. Whenever possible, they should 
form a Christian group within them, and/or start or join a Christian party, union or 
movement, in order to develop specifically Christian policies. From the activity of 
individuals and groups, we come back to the church. Should the church get 
involved in politics, or keep out? Some argue that churches which engage in socio-
political action, especially on controversial issues, lose members and missionaries, 
because the action stirs up controversy. Others counter that different factors like 
theological liberalism and loss of confidence in the gospel are the real cause of 
dwindling numbers. 
 
This issue is not only pragmatic, however; it is essentially theological. Behind the 
debate lie our differing ecclesiologies and, in particular, our differing 
understandings of the relationship between church and state, between the 
kingdom of God and what has been called the “kingdom of Caesar.” At least three 
traditions on Christian political involvement, all deriving from the European 
Protestant Reformation, have been represented in our Consultation.  All agree that 
the kingdom of God is distinct from the political realm. One sees the kingdom as 
opposed to that realm, and pleads for a Christian community witness independent 
of political institutions. A second tradition sees the kingdom as separate from the 
political realm, though parallel to it, and urges that Christians participate in that 
realm, though as citizens (not as church members) guided by Christian moral 
principles. The third tradition sees the kingdom of God as penetrating and 
transforming the political realm; it argues that political involvement belongs to the 
witness not only of Christian individuals and groups but also of churches. 
 
This discussion is far from being irrelevant to evangelism. People’s hearts are often 
opened to the gospel when they see that we genuinely care for them as persons 
rather than merely as souls. When they perceive that the Gospel is about the 
mercy and justice of God which were reconciled at Christ’s cross, and see his 
mercy and justice still active in the situation today, they are likely to be the more 
ready to come to Christ. 
 
19 The Local Church in a Free Society 
 
In spite of our differing theological and cultural backgrounds, on account of which 
some of us assign social action (of a political kind) to individuals and groups rather 
than to churches, all of us agree that the church has definite evangelistic and 
social responsibilities. This applies especially to the local church, which should be 
committed to the total well-being of the community in which it is permanently 
situated. Some of these duties belong to all churches, others only to churches in a 
free or open society. We shall have more to say in the next section about the 
particular case of churches under repression.  
 
(i) Intercession 
 
“First of all,” wrote Paul to Timothy, “I urge that supplications, prayers, 
intercessions, and thanksgivings be made for all men, for kings and all who are in 
high positions, that we may lead a quiet and peaceable life, godly and respectful 
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in every way. This is good, and it is acceptable in the sight of God our Saviour, who 
desires all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth” (1 Tim. 
2:14). Thus does the apostle give priority to prayer among the church’s public 
duties, in particular prayer for the civil authorities, and he goes on to link it to 
both peace and salvation.‘We are convinced that the living God hears and answers 
the prayers of his people, that by prayer we can enter into the unseen spiritual 
conflict and bind Satan in the name of Christ, and that there is special power in 
corporate prayer when “two of you (or more) agree on earth about anything you 
ask” (Matt. 18:19). Yet we are ashamed that our practice falls far short of our 
principle. Often the pastoral prayer in public worship is brief and perfunctory; the 
petitions are so unimaginative and stale as to border on “vain repetitions”; and the 
people doze and dream instead of praying.We resolve ourselves, and call upon our 
churches, to take much more seriously the period of intercession in public worship; 
to think in terms of 10 or 15 minutes rather than five; to invite lay people to share 
in leading, since they often have deep insight into the world’s needs; and to focus 
our prayers both on the evangelization of the world (closed lands, resistant 
peoples, missionaries, national churches, etc.) and on the quest for peace and 
justice in the world (places of tension and conflict, deliverance from the nuclear 
horror, rulers and governments, the poor and needy, etc.). We long to see every 
Christian congregation bowing down in humble and expectant faith before our 
Sovereign Lord. 
 
(ii) Love 
 
If evangelism and social responsibility are twins, their mother is love. For 
evangelism means words of love and social service/ action means deeds of love, 
and both should be the natural overflow of a community of love. We do not think 
the local church can reach out to its neighbourhood with any degree of credibility 
unless and until it is filled with the love of God.This love will manifest itself first in 
the philadelphia (“brotherly love”) which binds Christian brothers and sisters 
together. Such a loving fellowship has great evangelistic power. For it is only when 
we love one another, as Christ has loved us, that everybody will know we are his 
disciples (John 13:34,35). Further, the invisible God who once made himself visible 
in Christ now makes himself visible in us, if we love one another: “Nobody has ever 
seen God; but if we love one another, God abides in us and his love is perfected in 
us” (1 John 4:12). But the love of God cannot possibly be bottled up within the 
Christian community; it breaks out in compassion for the world. It yearns for the 
salvation of sinners, so that Christ’s lost sheep may be gathered safely into his 
flock. It yearns also to alleviate the material needs of the poor, the hungry and the 
oppressed, so that if we close our hearts against the needy, we cannot claim that 
God’s love abides in us (1 John 3:17). Love for God and love for neighbour belong 
inextricably together, as Jesus taught (Mk. 12:28-34; cf. 1 John 4:19-21).We are 
convinced that the Christian impact on society (both evangelistic and social) 
depends even more on quality than on numbers, and that the distinctive quality of 
Christians is love. 
 
(iii) Teaching 
 
Every Christian congregation, of course, should be preaching and teaching the 
gospel, year in year out, in season and out of season, with biblical faithfulness, 
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contemporary relevance and urgent boldness. We believe the church languishes 
whenever the Word of God is neglected, and flourishes whenever it is honoured. 
We desire to call our churches back to biblical preaching for both evangelism and 
edification. But we have to teach our people the law as well as the gospel, that is, 
obedience as well as forgiveness, the moral demands of the kingdom as well as its 
gift of salvation. Indeed, it is the calling of preachers, like Paul in Ephesus, “not to 
shrink from declaring” to the people “anything that is profitable”, indeed “not to 
shrink from declaring to them the whole counsel of God” (Acts 20:20,27). This will 
include rebuking evil in all its ugly manifestations. Thorough teaching of the Word 
of God is even more important in our day, in which many Christians are bewildered 
by contemporary problems. They read about them in the newspaper and hear 
about them on radio or television; shall such topics then be excluded from the 
pulpit? We are not now referring to issues which are controversial even among 
Christians (we will come to these in the next paragraph), but to fundamental 
modern challenges to the teaching of the Bible. People need help to resist the 
pressures of secular thought and to take a firm stand on the moral principles of 
Scripture. So, we must help them to discern the moral issues in each question, to 
understand them and to hold them fast. In addition, they need to be made aware 
of how the socio-political and legislative processes work, and to have their 
confidence raised that they need not be the helpless victims either of an evil 
status quo or of revolutionary destruction, but can be active as society’s salt and 
light in the fight to protect, re-establish or introduce Christian ethical values. This 
kind of consciousness-raising is particularly important for those church members 
who are community leaders, opinion formers and decision-makers—for example, 
parents, teachers, journalists and politicians. In a democracy (in which 
government depends on the consent of the governed), legislation depends on 
public opinion. Our Christian responsibility is to get into the public debate about 
current issues, boldly affirm, practice and argue what the Bible teaches, and so 
seek to influence public opinion for Christ. How, then, shall we handle 
controversial topics?  
 
Many voices during the Consultation have urged us to be cautious. Modern 
problems of personal and social ethics (which are often inter-related) are legion: 
abortion, euthanasia, genetic engineering, homosexuality, racism, castism and 
tribalism, sexism, human rights, environmental pollution, ideologies, polygamy, 
economic inequality between and within nations, terrorism, war, nuclear 
disarmament, and many more. To some of these ethical questions the biblical 
answer is clear, and in most others a plain biblical principle is involved: here, 
then, the teaching of the church should be unequivocal and unanimous. Yet, highly 
complex issues remain. So then, whenever the Word of God speaks clearly, the 
church must speak clearly also, as for example did the German Confessing Church 
in the Barmen Declaration of 1934, and the Norwegian Church while Norway was 
under German occupation in World War II. If such speech is condemned as 
political, we need to remember that silence would be political, too. We cannot 
avoid taking sides. But when the teaching of Scripture seems unclear, and human 
reason has to seek to develop a position out of biblical principles, then the church 
should make a pronouncement only after thorough study and consultation. 
 
When the church cannot agree on an issue, then the issue cannot be dealt with in 
the name of the church; instead, Christian individuals and groups should handle it. 
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The church should also be sensitive to anything (such as a divisive controversy) 
that would weaken its evangelistic outreach. But when the church concludes that 
biblical faith or righteousness requires it to take a public stand on some issue, then 
it must obey God’s Word and trust him with the consequences. We heard from the 
pastor of a black church in New England that their resolve to address themselves to 
social issues has greatly increased their evangelistic witness. Their procedure is 
one of thorough consultation, in order to ensure unity rather than division in the 
congregation. First, the pastor makes a presentation on some issue to his deacons, 
next the deacons take it to the church council, and then the church council refers 
it to the church members. At each successive stage, agreement is sought. The 
result has been that the church has had wider opportunities for witness, because it 
has become known as a socially concerned church, and so evangelism and social 
action have had a multiplying impact on one another. 
 
All of us are agreed that a local church should not normally engage in partisan 
politics, either advocating a particular party or attempting to frame political 
programmes. We also are agreed, however, that the local church has a prophetic 
ministry to proclaim the law of God and to teach justice, should seek to be the 
conscience of the community, and has a duty to help the congregation develop a 
Christian mind, so that the people may learn to think Christianly even about 
controversial questions. 
 
(iv) Power 
 
All of us agree that God gives power to his people -power for holiness, power for 
witness, and power for courageous action in the name of Christ. We all also agree 
that, in his sovereignty and his grace, God endows his people with a wide variety 
of spiritual gifts for service. Some of us lay particular emphasis on supernatural 
“gifts of healing”, “the working of miracles” (1 Cor. 12:9, 10), and the casting out 
of demons, while others prefer to emphasize non-miraculous social gifts like 
contributing to the needs of others, giving aid, and doing “acts of mercy” (Rom. 
12:8). All spiritual gifts, whatever their nature, should be exercised with 
compassion under the anointing of the Holy Spirit and for the common good. They 
can meet social, physical and emotional as well as spiritual needs, contribute to 
the well-being of society as well as of the church, and, authenticating the gospel, 
draw unbelievers to Christ. 
 
(v) Vocations 
 
All Christians are called to both witness and service. Whenever the opportunity is 
given, we have a privileged duty to speak for Christ and to serve our neighbour. In 
addition to this general Christian calling, however, each of us has, a special 
vocation. We have already written about the diversity of gifts, leading to a 
diversity of ministries, in the Body of Christ.The local church (especially its 
leadership) has a responsibility, therefore, to help its members (especially its 
young people) to recognize their gifts and so discover their vocation. Some 
churches set up a “vocation group” for those of its members who are wanting to 
discern God’s will for their lives, in order that they may pray together, seek advice 
and investigate a variety of possibilities.On the one hand, the local church should 
continuously keep before its membership the possibility that God may be calling 
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some of them to a full-time Christian ministry as cross-cultural missionaries, 
evangelists, pastors, teachers, or church workers of some other kind. And the local 
church should give its members opportunities to test their vocation in evangelistic 
missions, house-to-house visitation, youth outreach, Sunday school teaching, and 
in other ways. 
 
On the other hand, full-time Christian ministry is not limited to these areas. 
Although it is a great and sacred calling to be a missionary or a pastor, we must 
not thereby imply that other callings are “secular”. There is an urgent need to 
encourage more of our Christian young people to respond to God’s call into the 
professions, into industry and commerce, into public office in the political arena, 
and into the mass media, in order that they may penetrate these strongholds of 
influence for Christ. And whatever our church members’ vocations are, we need 
both to help train them to serve there as Christians and to support them in their 
service. This brings us back to evangelism again. For in order to make an impact on 
our society for Christ, we need more Christians to permeate it as his salt and light; 
otherwise, our effectiveness will be very small. But in order to send more 
Christians into the world, we must win more people for Christ and disciple them. 
“Our dire need,” one of our groups has written, “is for an army of Josephs, 
Esthers, Daniels and Nehemiahs, who will have a determining voice in the affairs of 
our countries.” 
 
(vi) Groups 
 
Just as there are special vocations, so there should be specialist groups in every 
church. For it is certain that the local church as a unit cannot possibly engage in 
all the activities it is being urged to undertake. Therefore, it must delegate 
particular responsibilities to different groups. To begin with, there should be 
evangelistic groups, all trained for evangelistic outreach, one perhaps maintaining 
regular door-to-door visitation in the district, another organizing and maintaining a 
Christian coffee-bar or infiltrating a non-Christian one, another serving as a music 
group or witness team, another arranging evangelistic home meetings or home 
Bible study and prayer meetings.  
 
As the church responds sensitively to the evangelistic needs which it perceives in 
its community, appropriate new groups can constantly be brought into being. In 
addition, the church needs social service groups. One may organize literacy classes 
with an ethnic minority, another may visit senior citizens or hospital patients or 
prison inmates, another may initiate a development project in a local slum area, 
or found a co-operative with the poor, or a club with delinquent youth, while 
another may offer citizens’ advice or legal aid to those who cannot afford to pay 
for it. Again, the possibilities are almost limitless. 
 
Thirdly, the local church may decide to form one or more social action groups, if 
this is compatible with its understanding of the church’s role in society. Such 
groups would doubtless devote a good deal of their time to study, in which they 
may seek the help of experts. They might take up a global problem, in order to 
educate themselves and (if given the opportunity) the church. Or they might 
address themselves to an ethical issue like abortion. If they reach a consensus and 
are able to carry the church with them, then no doubt their study would lead to 



 

95 

 

action, whether in terms of political lobbying or non-violent protest or joining in 
some national demonstration. An alternative to church groups is the 
encouragement of church members to join non-church groups. Whatever action a 
group takes, however, it would have to be clear itself and make clear to others 
whether it is operating on its own or has the backing of the church. All these—
groups for evangelism, social service or social action—need to relate closely to the 
church, reporting back regularly and seeking advice and support. In this way the 
ministry of the church can be greatly diversified. 
 
(vii) Resources 
 
The evangelistic and social work of the church depends on money as well as 
people. How much of its income each local church decides to allocate to 
evangelism, and how much to social responsibility, will depend on its particular 
circumstances. This will have to be settled by prayerful consultation and not by a 
simple formula, and it will be related to what other churches, government and 
voluntary agencies are doing. Each local church needs to remember, however, that 
it is a manifestation in its own community of the universal church of Christ. 
Therefore, it has an international as well as a local responsibility. The world-wide 
Christian community should seek to develop a true “partnership . . . in giving and 
receiving” (Phil. 4:15). That is, gifts should flow in both directions, so that every 
giver is also a receiver, and every receiver a giver. For example, one church might 
send financial help to another, and in return receive a visit from an evangelist or 
Bible teacher of the other church. Such reciprocal Christian ministry can be 
extremely enriching, and should be fostered by mutual discussion of needs and 
resources. The context for Christian thinking about resources should be the 
forecast that by the year A.D. 2000 the world’s population is likely to exceed six 
billion people. This will dramatically increase the numbers of both unevangelized 
and needy people. Meanwhile, a comparatively small number of Westerners who 
live around the North Atlantic, together with some wealthy minorities elsewhere, 
continue to consume a disproportionate percentage of Planet Earth’s natural 
wealth. 
 
If Christians are going to take seriously the double challenge to take the Good 
News to all nations and to enable the poor to become self-reliant, a major 
redistribution of resources will be necessary. We are not now pronouncing on the 
controversial macro-question of how to redress the economic imbalance between 
rich and poor nations. Rather we are wanting wealthy local churches to remember 
that millions of poor people in the world are their Christian brothers and sisters. 
The Christian conscience cannot come to terms with the fact that they live and die 
in poverty, while so many of us enjoy an affluent lifestyle. We are still committed 
to Paragraph 9 of the Lausanne Covenant, which commented that we cannot attain 
our goals without sacrifice, and then went on: “All of us are shocked by the 
poverty of millions and disturbed by the injustices which cause it. Those of us who 
live in affluent circumstances accept our duty to develop a simple life-style in 
order to contribute more generously to both relief and evangelism.” We are not 
naive enough to imagine that the world’s problems will be solved by such action. 
But we believe that a Christian life-style of contentment and simplicity fulfils the 
teaching of Scripture, expresses solidarity with the poor, and releases funds for 
evangelistic and social enterprises. 
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At present, only a tiny fraction of our total Christian resources is being applied to 
any kind of mission, evangelistic or social. How, then, can Christian people be 
motivated to give? The strongest argument for sacrificial giving is the one Paul 
used when appealing to the Christians of Corinth to be generous: “For you know 
the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sake he 
became poor, so that by his poverty you might become rich” (2 Cor. 8:9). Our Lord 
is generous; his people therefore must be generous, too. And the place to learn 
generosity is the local church. 
 
20 The Church under Repression 
 
There are many settings in the world where today’s church, like the early church, 
suffers from harassment or active persecution. We have thought particularly about 
churches repressed by Marxist, Muslim or extreme rightist regimes, and about 
minority churches repressed by state-related churches. In such situations, it has 
been suggested to us, the church always has faced three temptations—to conform 
(tailoring the gospel to the prevailing ideology), to fight (losing its identity by 
resorting to worldly weapons), or to withdraw (denying its mission, betraying its 
calling, and losing its relevance). It also has been pointed out to us that there 
were three similar options in our Lord’s day, represented by the Sadducees (the 
compromisers), the Zealots (the freedom fighters), and the Pharisees and Essenes 
(the escapists), and that these three groups formed an unholy alliance against 
Jesus, finding him a greater threat than each other.Our brothers and sisters in 
repressive situations have recommended that, resisting these three temptations, 
the church should rather develop a critical involvement in society, while 
preserving its primary allegiance to Christ. Such a church will have little 
opportunity to preach openly or to exert a social influence, because it has been 
pushed to the margins of society and has no apparatus of power. The following 
guidelines for its evangelism and social responsibility have been proposed: 
 
(i) Consistency 
 
Above all, the church must be true to its Lord, a Christ-centred community, and 
thus establish the credibility of its witness. There must be no dichotomy between 
its profession and its practice. For being precedes acting, and seeing must 
accompany hearing. 
 
(ii) Love 
 
Churches under duress should remember the evangelizing power of a Christian 
community of love which, even when public worship and witness are forbidden, 
can bear its testimony by deeds of love. Each local church needs to be a model of 
just structures, harmonious relationships, and modest lifestyle. The people of God 
need also to remember that their “enemies”, who persecute them, are persons in 
whom is the image of God and for whom Christ died, and that a person is more 
important than the ideology which he or she holds. By the grace of God, they will 
be enabled to love their enemies, as Jesus taught. 
 
(iii) Witness 
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Even under persecution, God opens spaces for his people to live and share the 
gospel, especially in personal evangelism, and to demonstrate that the “new man” 
of Marxist expectation can be created only by Jesus Christ. God will give 
opportunities also to serve human need. Even though centrally planned economies 
in some countries have succeeded in abolishing extreme poverty, there still remain 
pockets of deep human need—the disillusioned, the elderly, the lonely, and the 
neglected minority groups. Christians will gladly love and serve them. 
 
(iv) Solidarity 
 
When the church has to act, especially in some kind of protest, who will take the 
initiative? It is too risky for pastors, and individuals are too weak. So members of 
the Body of Christ must stand together, the local church for local issues, and the 
national church for national issues, knowing their legal rights and defending them 
(like the apostle Paul), and witnessing together to Christ. 
 
(v) Suffering 
 
What if church and state appear to be on a collision course? The general teaching 
of Scripture is plain. The institution of government has been established by God; 
and citizens are required to be subject to it—to obey the law, pay their taxes, 
fulfil their civic duties, and seek the good of their country. Indeed, Christian 
people should encourage the state to perform its God-given duty to reward those 
who do right and punish those who do wrong (Rom. 13:1-7; 1 Pet. 2:13-15; cf. Jer. 
29:7).What happens if the state abuses its authority, however, and either forbids 
what God commands or commands what God forbids? The principle is clear. We are 
to obey the state (whose authority comes from God) right up to the point where 
obedience to it would involve us in disobedience to him. In that extreme 
circumstance alone, it is our Christian duty to disobey the state in order to obey 
God.This has an evangelistic implication. It was when the Sanhedrin forbade the 
apostles to preach in the name of Jesus that Peter said, “We must obey God rather 
than men”, and “We cannot but speak of what we have seen and heard” (Acts 
4:17-20; 5:27-29). Those of us who live in free countries are in no position to tell 
our brothers and sisters in totalitarian situations how they should respond to 
government attempts to silence them. We do not think they necessarily should 
defy the authorities with the outspoken boldness of the apostles. They may 
consider it wiser at least in many cases to bear testimony more by deed than by 
word. On the other hand, they will be unable to give the state complete allegiance 
in this matter, since witness to Jesus is an inalienable part of our obedience to 
him.  
 
Turning to social action, the Bible records a noble succession of men and women 
who risked their lives by courageously defying a human authority in the name of 
the God of justice. We have been reminded of Nathan, who confronted King David 
over his adultery with Bathsheba and his murder of her husband; of Elijah, who 
denounced King Ahab for annexing Naboth’s vineyard by having him assassinated; 
of Daniel and his friends, who between them refused either to worship an image or 
to stop worshipping the true God; of Queen Esther, who dared to present herself, 
though unbidden, to King Ahasuerus in order to plead for her people unjustly 
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condemned to be massacred; and of John the Baptist, who told King Herod that his 
marriage to Herodias his sister-in-law was unlawful, and who lost his life as a 
result.With these biblical precedents we should not be surprised that they have 
their modern counterparts. Three African examples have particularly impressed us. 
When the President of Chad, in the name of cultural revolution, tried to force 
Christians to submit to pagan initiation rites, some compromised, others were 
killed, and the church leaders were unable to act in unison. A single layman, 
however, wrote an Open Letter to the President to explain why he could not 
submit, even if it meant that he must die. His letter was received and respected. 
Although Kenya does not fall into the category of a repressive dictatorship, and 
Christians (who are in the majority) enjoy freedom, yet the church has on 
occasions suffered and has taken a firm stand against injustices. In 1969, some 
Kikuyu leaders tried to unite their tribe by requiring an oath of loyalty to it. Many 
Christians refused to take the oath because, they said, their supreme loyalty was 
to Christ, and their next loyalty was to their nation, not their tribe. Some were 
killed. So a group of church leaders went together to President Kenyatta, and as a 
result the oathing was stopped. That confrontation with a President was 
successful. Another, in the neighbouring country of Uganda, led to tragedy, 
although God turned it to the church’s good. During Amin’s reign of terror, the 
House of Bishops of the Anglican Church of Uganda wrote him a joint letter to 
complain of the cruelty and malpractices of his soldiers, and of the total disregard 
for human life in the country. Archbishop Janani Luwum was summoned to appear 
before an assembly of leaders and soldiers, and then was falsely accused, mocked, 
and shortly afterwards assassinated. The other bishops stood in solidarity with him 
at this time of suffering. These examples of courage have greatly challenged us. 
We believe that such confrontations should be reserved for extreme situations only 
and that in such circumstances church leaders, if possible, should act together and 
only after the most thorough consultation. 
 
Nevertheless, there are occasions of moral principle in which the church must take 
its stand, whatever the cost. For the church is the community of the Suffering 
Servant who is also the Lord, and it is called to serve and suffer with him. It is not 
popularity which is the authentic mark of the church, but prophetic suffering, and 
even martyrdom. “Indeed all who desire to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be 
persecuted” (2 Tim. 3:14). May we be given grace to stand firm! 
 
21 Conclusion: A Call to Obedience 
 
We have come to the end of our report. It has been a great joy for us to be 
together for this week. Despite our different backgrounds and traditions, we have 
deeply appreciated one another and the rich multicultural fellowship which God 
has given us. We have talked, listened, pondered, debated and prayed. We also 
have warned one another of the dangers of such prolonged analysis, categorization 
and reflection, while outside beyond the delightful campus of the Reformed Bible 
College where we have been accommodated so comfortably—are living those lost, 
oppressed and needy people about whom we have been speaking.Now the time has 
come for us to stop discussing them and start serving them, to leave “the mountain 
of glory” and descend to “the valley of problems and opportunities” (about which 
Bishop David Gitari preached during our opening service of worship).Jesus our Lord 
is calling us to put into practice what we have written, and to determine afresh by 
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his grace to reach all peoples with the gospel. Challenged by the humility of his 
Incarnation, inspired by the love of his Cross, relying on the power of his 
Resurrection, and eagerly awaiting the glory of his Return, we are resolved to obey 
his call. We hope that others who read our report will be moved by the same Lord 
to the same resolve and the same obedience.We request the Lausanne Committee 
for World Evangelization and the World Evangelical Fellowship, who jointly 
sponsored our Consultation, and other bodies of like mind, to call Christians and 
churches around the world to a more costly commitment to the lost, the needy and 
the oppressed, for the greater glory of God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.Grand 
Rapids, Michigan 26 June 1982  
http://www.lausanne.org/content/lop/lop-21  

 
POLITICAL AUTHORITY 
 

ROMANS 13:1-5  
‘Let every person be subject to the governing authorities. For there is no 
authority except from God, and those that exist have been instituted by God. 
Therefore, whoever resists the authorities resists what God has appointed, and 
those who resist will incur judgment. For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, 
but to bad. Would you have no fear of the one who is in authority? Then do what 
is good, and you will receive his approval, for he is God's servant for your good. 
But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword in vain. For he is 
the servant of God, an avenger who carries out God's wrath on the wrongdoer. 
Therefore, one must be in subjection, not only to avoid God's wrath but also for 
the sake of conscience.’ 
 
1. The Christian Basis of Political Authority 
 
Let us start with the very idea of what political power is for. What, in other words, 
makes a king, emperor or any ruler, legitimate? The Bible has – or can be quoted to 
justify – a very high view of political power. Old Testament kings were anointed, 
thereby sanctifying them with the very authority of God. The New Testament is, 
superficially at least, highly deferential to the powers that be, Romans 13 being 
the proof-text of choice: “Whosoever therefore resisteth the power, resisteth the 
ordinance of God”. Such views underpinned the view of emperor that persisted in 
the Eastern Roman Empire, in which “the imperial rank” was exempted from 
legislation, because the emperor was himself “a living law”. 
 
The collapse of the Roman Empire took history in a different direction in the West. 
There, royal power was still validated on Christian grounds and coronation services 
marked with ritual anointing from at least the eighth century. However, the 
closeness of the Eastern link between empire and church was never quite 
replicated in the West, with churchmen claiming and sometimes exercising the 
right to stand apart from and to judge monarchs. This meant that the question, 
“when was a king not a king?” lay with churchmen, who were sometimes willing to 
deploy it critically. In other words, the Christian basis for political authority in 
Western Europe from the mid-first millennium onwards was a two-fold one: it 
legitimised kingship and, in the process, it limited it. 
 

http://www.lausanne.org/content/lop/lop-21
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The first of these – Christianity’s legitimisation of kingship – is very easy to 
demonstrate from the earliest days. King Wihtred of Kent issued a law code in 695 
AD. This had twenty-eight decrees, the first one of which ran as follows: 
“The Church *is to be+ free from taxation. And the king is to be prayed for, and 
they are to honour him of their own free-will without compulsion.” 
Putting aside the question of whether you can pray for something from your own 
free-will “without compulsion”, this little piece of legislation offers a gloriously 
clear picture of the origins of mutually-beneficial arrangement between state and 
church, throne and altar, that dominated European politics for the next 1,200 
years. The early English repeatedly drew on the Old Testament, with its extensive 
history of kings and kingship, to demonstrate the divine origins of royal power. The 
fact that the Old Testament is, in fact, profoundly ambivalent about kingship was 
usually glossed over. 
 
In legitimising the king’s rule, however, the church also began the process of 
limiting it. Ironically, this process was linked very closely to the fact of 
legitimisation. If Christianity legitimised political authority, the answer to the 
question of what made a king legitimate was therefore, at root, a Christian one. 
Kings were kings not by force of arms or even inheritance, but by the grace of God. 
“*It was] not your own merit but the abundant goodness of God [that] appointed 
king and rule over many,” St Boniface told King Aethelbert of Mercia. This 
legitimised monarchy but it also limited it, because if kings were only kings on 
account of the “goodness of God”, it meant that they had to pay attention to his 
terms and conditions. 
 
In the early middle ages, the accountability of the king before God meant that 
kings were regularly reminded of their duties by the clergy who preached, wrote to 
them or drafted their legislation. “Ponder…within yourself how diligently to 
establish God’s law over the people of God,” Cathwulf urged the greatest of all 
early European rules, Charlemagne. This placed upon kings certain specified 
duties. These varied but they included the protection of God’s Holy Church, 
undoubtedly the king’s foremost duty (at least in the eyes of God’s Holy 
Churchmen), and defending and advancing the Christian faith – a responsibility that 
would lead down some ethically murky paths over the years. 
These are the kind of things – self-interest and conversion by compulsion – that the 
popular mind associates with mediaeval kingship. But to stop there would be unfair 
and misleading. The legitimising duties of kingship also included judging justly ; 
governing with mercy ; valuing life ; securing peace (a huge and pressing challenge 
in cultures formed by a warrior ethic); protecting the weak (especially applicable 
to the Old Testament triad of the poor, widows and orphans); ensuring a universal 
access to the law ; and living a life of personal virtue. 
 
Of course, all this was theoretical. The practical reality was different, although 
perhaps not as different as one might imagine. The theoretical point remained 
important, however. Only if a king did this could he rightfully claim the mantle of 
king; only then could his power be considered to be authority. 
Put together, the responsibilities that Christianity placed upon the king – justice, 
peace, care for the weak, personal morality – gesture in the direction of a monarch 
who, while in no way contracted with his people, was placed in a political order 
which intimated that the legitimacy of his position was somehow dependant on the 
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discharge of those duties. It was kingship under God, oriented, however hopefully, 
to the common good of the people. Of course, it took many centuries for the 
implications of this to be worked out in full. But again the reality was recognised 
by the Anglo-Saxons themselves. 
 
In his Treatise on the Old and New Testament, Aelfric outlined the classic three-
fold division of medieval society – between labourers, clerics and soldiers – and 
made the point that the health of the king and his kingdom depended on the 
health of each of these roles. “On these three supports the throne stands, and if 
one is broken down, it falls at once, certainly to the detriment of the other 
supports.” 
 
It was a common theme. Around the same time Wulfstan, Archbishop of York, 
remarked in a homily that “on these three pillars every throne shall stand upright 
in a Christian nation.” If any of them weakens, he warned, “the throne will soon 
totter; and if any of them should break then the throne will fall and that will 
damage the people.” The apparent dependence of a kingdom’s health on the 
extent to which its king served the good of the people would point, in the fullness 
of time, towards the need for the people themselves to agree to a particular 
monarch. Such an idea was hardly in the mind of those Anglo-Saxon ecclesiastics 
who wrote about the king being judged by God for his sins, but very occasionally 
they hinted at it. As an example, in a homily for Palm Sunday, delivered in the last 
years of the tenth century, Aelfric remarked that 
“No man can make himself king, but the people have the choice to choose a king 
whom they please; but after he is consecrated as king, he then has dominion over 
the people, and they cannot shake his yoke from their necks.” 
This was an extraordinary idea for the time, not so very far from the ideas of 
Thomas Hobbes or John Locke over six centuries later. It is not democracy in any 
recognisable format but it is not hard to see how democratic accountability could 
emerge from it. 
 
2. The Christian Basis for Political Liberty 
 
Given all this it is perhaps an irony to recognise that such a strong commitment to 
justice for the common good could also actually impede rather than encourage a 
commitment to democracy. Put simply, if there was a right way and wrong way to 
govern, why risk allowing the people to choose the wrong way? If you were to bet 
on a political sentiment that was most likely to be found in an English bishop’s 
mouth, right up until the 19th century, this would surely be the favourite. That 
recognised, democracy did evolve in Britain and the fact that it did so owes much 
to one of the least democratically-minded Christian thinkers in the English 
tradition, William Tyndale. It is here we come the basis for Christian political 
liberty. 
 
Tyndale was one of the most brilliant linguists and wordsmiths of the Reformation. 
He was also about as far from a democrat as it is possible to be. His most 
substantial work of political theology, The Obedience of a Christian Man, 
embraced, almost without reservation, the extreme political authoritarianism that 
marked out the early years of the Reformation. Following Luther, Tyndale 
reasoned that the picture of a divinely-ordained social order, with which he began 
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that book, meant not only that subjects have a duty to obey their political masters 
but also that they must not even actively resist tyranny: 
“Neither may the inferior person avenge himself upon the superior, or violently 
resist him, for whatsoever wrong it be,”he stated, before going on to explain that 
in doing so he “takes upon him that which belongs to God only.” 
 
The duties of the king fitted into this context. Christian kings ought to “give 
themselves altogether to the wealth *welfare+ of their realms after the ensample 
of Christ”. They should “remember…that the people are God’s, and not theirs,” 
and that “the king is but a servant, to execute the law of God, and not to rule 
after his own imagination”. Tyndale even, on occasion, slips into the kind of 
rhetoric of radical equality that was in danger of confirming the accusations made 
against him and his fellow reformers. “The most despised person in his realm is the 
king’s brother, and fellow-member with him, and equal with him in the kingdom of 
God and of Christ.” Such radical equality notwithstanding, however, Tyndale’s 
practical teaching was one of undiluted authoritarianism and obedience. 
 
Tyndale the political theorist was matched – and badly undermined – by Tyndale 
the evangelical, however. As an evangelical, which is how the early Reformers 
identified themselves, Tyndale’s overwhelming concern was to make the scriptures 
accessible to everyone in their own language, no matter how poor or socially 
browbeaten they were. Living and working as a tutor in Gloucestershire in the 
early 1520s he is said to have remarked to a learned clergyman over dinner: “If 
God spare my life ere many years I will cause a boy that drives the plough shall 
know more of the scripture than you do.” 
 
Not only did this put before all manner of classes the very founding documents of 
society and encourage them to read and discuss them, but it simultaneously 
removed the safe, guiding hand of the learned and ordained. So important was it 
to clear a path for the unmediated relationship between God and the individual 
believer, that it was worth risking political disorder in order to enable that 
religious freedom. 
 
Tyndale never lived to translate the whole Bible, though his masterly translation of 
the New Testament was the rock on which the King James’ translators stood. Nor 
did he live to see Thomas Cromwell pass an injunction instructing parish priests to 
provide a Bible in their churches, and telling them to “admonish every man to read 
the same as the very word of God”. The interesting thing about this epochal edict 
however was how quickly the authorities tried to row back from it. The idea of 
widespread Biblical reading and engagement soon soured. It was simply too 
dangerous. Almost as soon as parishes were ordered to keep a Bible for the people 
to read, Henry started passing restrictions on Bible reading. Too many people – in 
particular too many of the wrong sort of people – were too enthusiastic, reading, 
digesting and worse, disagreeing about biblical teaching. In fact, a 1541 
proclamation ordering the Great Bible to be placed in churches also commanded 
that “lay subjects” should not “presume to take upon them any common 
disputation, argument, or exposition of the mysteries therein contained.” 
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It was a case of shutting the stable door far too late. Two years later the Act for 
the Advancement of True Religion forbade subjects “of the lower sort” from 
reading the Bible, declaring: 
“no women *though some noblewomen were exempted+ nor artificers, prentices, 
journeymen, serving men of the degrees of yeoman or under, husbandmen, nor 
labourers shall read the Bible or New Testament to himself or any other, privately 
or openly.” 
 
The political implications of this should be clear. What reformation Protestantism 
insisted on was a form of spiritual democracy in which everyone, no matter how 
lowly, was entitled to access the founding documents of their faith and decide for 
themselves how they should live and worship. Conscience reigned supreme. But 
the authorities saw in this potentially chaotic implications for national order and 
they were right. Those moments before the late 17th century when the system of 
censorship and of church courts broke down saw publications and groups emerged 
into the light that most people preferred stayed in the dark. 
 
Particularly in the Civil War and Interregnum of the 1640s and ‘50s, for the first 
time in English history, anyone who wanted to get into print – and could persuade 
a printer that there was money in his publication – could. And it was here that 
spiritual-democracy came home to roost. 
 
Reacting against Oliver Cromwell’s negotiations with Charles I after the first civil 
war, in which a conservative and Presbyterian settlement for the nation was 
discussed, the Levellers published The Case of the Army Truly Stated, in which 
they wrote: 
 
“God hath given no man a talent to be wrapped up in a napkin and not improved, 
but the meanest vassal (in the eye of the world) is equally obliged, and 
accountable to God, with the greatest prince or commander under the sun in and 
for the use of that talent be trusted unto him.” 
 
In a similar document, Agreement of the People, the authors advocated a 
redrawing of constituencies to better suit the population, bi-annual elections, a 
ban on conscription, universal obedience to the law, and religious toleration and 
freedom of religious conscience. These ideas were subsequently debated at Putney 
Church in October and November 1647, in which some participants, most famously 
Colonel Thomas Rainsborough, articulated some impeccably democratic 
sentiments. 
 
“For really I think that the poorest he that is in England hath a life to live, as the 
greatest he; and therefore truly, sir, I think it’s clear, that every man that is to 
live under a government ought first by his own consent to put himself under that 
government; and I do think that the poorest man in England is not at all bound in a 
strict sense to that government that he hath not had a voice to put himself under.” 
 
3. The Christian Basis for Democratic Liberty 
 
Such sentiments, which paralleled and drew on similar debates about church 
government, were quickly forgotten with the restoration of the Monarchy in 1660. 
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But they were drawn on in the battle for democracy in the 19th century and stand 
as an example of how the political liberty accidentally implicit within Reformation 
Christianity prepared the ground for democratic liberty two or so centuries later. 
Once again, this was a battle of two Christian halves. 
 
In the same way as Anglo-Saxon England saw Christianity legitimise and limit 
political authority, and Reformation England saw it preach a message of political 
obedience and freedom, so when the battle for Reform Bill was on in the early 
19th century, Christians were deeply split, mainly along social – which were also at 
the time denominational – lines. 
 
On one side were the bishops. They were at the forefront of the anti-reform 
movement. Although they said comparatively little about the Great Reform Act of 
1832 at the time (only one spoke during the second reading in 1831), 21 voted 
against the Bill and only two supported it. The crowds were furious, demanding 
disestablishment and attacking bishops’ palaces. At the second reading the 
following year, the bishops were more vocal but also more divided, twelve voting 
for the bill and fifteen against it. 
 
On the other side were Christian political radicals. Early nineteenth-century 
Christian radicals argued powerfully (and biblically), repeatedly drawing on the 
idea of a spiritual democracy to defend a political one. Some radicals used this 
kind of logic to argue for an extended franchise. John Wade’s Black Book of 1820 
described Christ as: 
 
“the great radical reformer of Israel – waging fearless war with the bloated 
hypocrites, who, under the mask of religion and holiness, devoured in idleness the 
rewards of virtuous industry.” 
 
Another radical, John Cartwright, called Jesus “the Great Reformer” and argued 
that just as Jesus had laid the foundations for Christianity among the poor, so 
should parliamentary reform be extended to include such poor. If, Cartwright 
argued, God considered even the humblest man competent to judge for himself 
the means of eternal salvation, and good laws were simply the means of temporal 
salvation, it followed that the English constitution should involve the people in 
legislation. Here was Tyndale’s ambition for even the ploughboy to know scripture 
and salvation for himself coming home to roost. 
 
Christian history was put to similar effect. In his 1820 publication Why are we 
poor?, the pseudonymous Roger Radical argued that the labouring classes were like 
the “primitive Christians…when all the potentates of the earth, all the rich, and 
the grandees were their enemies, and cruelly persecuted them to death, or to 
captivity, dungeons, and tortures of every description.” Just as Christ and 
Christian history were used against the establishment, so were the Prayer Book and 
the Christian creeds. Various publications parodied catechisms, creeds and prayers 
as a way of invoking the notion of true biblical religion against that of established 
church. 
 
The most famous instance was that of William Hone whose work ended up marking 
a significant moment in the freedom of the press. Hone grew up in a traditional, 
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Bible-dominated household in the 1780s, although he moved away from his 
childhood orthodoxy in the wake of the Revolution in France. He worked as a 
bookseller, publisher, satirist, and journalist, although his business ventures were 
rarely successful. In 1817, his short-lived journal The Reformists’ Register attacked 
establishment hypocrisies and ridiculed leading public figures by means of 
parodying the liturgy and the Athanasian Creed. He was tried for his efforts, on the 
grounds of bringing the Prayer Book and Christianity into contempt and harming 
public morals. However, he defended himself well, adopting a deliberately 
Christian stance during his trial, referring to Christ as ‘Our Saviour’ and accusing 
his persecutors of neglecting the true precepts of Christianity. Despite standing 
before hostile judges he was acquitted. 
 
Christian political reformers walked a dangerous line. On the one hand they were 
distrusted by secular radicals who thought they couldn’t be truly reformist because 
they were Christian, and on the other hand they were distrusted by the Christian 
authorities who thought they couldn’t be truly Christian because they were 
reformist. Moreover, by this point in our national history, the political stage was 
crowded with ideas that hadn’t been there in the post-Reformation period, let 
alone the Anglo-Saxon one. Christian arguments were no longer decisive (that is, 
assuming they once were) and the Christian arguments for an extended franchise 
in Britain from the 1830s onwards took its places among many other, sometimes 
hostile, agendas. 
But the arguments were nonetheless there and they contributed, and nations that 
had been formed, or at least informed, by Protestant thought democratised over 
the later 19th century and beyond. 
 
4. Conclusion 
 
This brings us to where we started. We enthusiastically genuflect before the altar 
of democracy today in much the same way as we did before the altar a century 
ago. And yet, in both circumstances, there is a hollowness in our piety. Just as our 
great grandparents, or many of them, could be perfectly devout about the things 
that left them feeling comfortable, so we deem democracy sacrosanct and spread 
that gospel worldwide, whilst we have poor turnouts for national elections, 
disgraceful ones for European and local ones; unbridled cynicism about our 
democratically elected politicians; and desperately low levels of party membership 
and activity. Churches may be empty today but so are many voting booths, local 
branch meetings, and party coffers. Proposals such as the democratisation of the 
House of Lords or state funding for political parties would be funny if they weren’t 
actually serious. 
 
There are many reasons for this but however we choose to respond, we cannot 
afford to ignore the basic need for commitment, indeed two forms of 
commitments: firstly, to the idea of a common good that rises above sectarian 
interests and is more than a matter of opportunity and power; and secondly, to 
one another, in local forms of activity on which all truly democratic politics must 
be founded. No tradition has the monopoly on those forms of commitment but 
Christianity has demonstrated both, passionately if fallibly, through our national 
history. 
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WHY SHOULD CHRISTIANS BE INVOLVED IN POLITICS 
 

Creation: the original mandate for political authority 
 
Biblical context 
 
In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. The Lord created the 
earth and all its inhabitants for His glory. (Isaiah 43:7) 
 
Modern context: 
 
For a study of the Bible and how it relates to our involvement in politics, we need 
look no further than Genesis 1 to discover that political theory, biblically, begins 
with creation. In this chapter, we see that God has given us a theological mandate 
to get involved and engage with politics. God Himself has given us political 
authority so that we can act as stewards over His creation. This has many 
implications for the practicalities of politics today. 
 
• Take some time to think about and discuss your immediate, automatic 
impressions of the words "politics" and "politicians". Are your thoughts entirely 
negative? Do you agree with George Orwell's comment that politics is "a mass of 
lies, evasion, follies, hatred and schizophrenia"? Instinctively do you find yourself 
thinking that Christians should have no part of it? Or that we should be engaging in 
an attempt to influence and change the political culture? If we did not live in a 
fallen world, do you think there would even be a need for Government? 
 
• Every culture organises itself around an understanding of what it is to be human. 
Our entire society is based on our assumptions about who we are, why we are here 
and what we are supposed to be doing here. Christian answers to these questions 
however are increasingly different from those of the rest of society. How does 
society see human beings today? Do we find ourselves falling into the same 
mindset? 
 
• Consider the views of Peter Singer, the ethicist and animal rights theorist. He 
believes that chimpanzees share some of the "morally relevant characteristics" of 
adult humans - self-consciousness, communication, etc - whereas new babies do 
not. Therefore, he reasons, chimps have a claim on the notion of "personhood" and 
babies do not. Can you see where Singer's theories have had a  
major impact on the Western mindset? Think about the justifications for abortion, 
for example. 
 
• Our society's mindset is also increasingly selfish: the mindset we learn is one that 
says "I am the centre of my world", and because we have a decreased respect for 
the intrinsic value of those around us, we often treat one another badly. The worth 
of someone is often measured by the extent of their physical beauty and their 
wealth. This idea is perpetuated by the media. Think of some examples in the 
attitudes of characters in TV soaps and dramas towards one another, and in the 
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behaviour of the tabloid press. The Bible promotes a radically different idea. Read 
Genesis 1. Here we see God's view of what it is to be human: Humans, male and 
female, are created "in the image of God" - (1:26-27). Think about the awesome 
nature of that statement. We are in the very image of our mighty Creator. We 
represent the pinnacle of God's creation. It is not our size (insignificant) that 
determines our status but our relationship with Him. Every human is significant to 
God, no matter what value society places on us. Look at Psalm 139 for an 
indication of His care for us.  
 
Humans are given dominion over every living creature - (1:26-30). 
 
Man and woman are created to be God's representatives, His stewards over His 
creation. He gives us the role of dominion that is in the first place His own. This 
worldview completely contradicts that made widespread by Peter Singer. God's 
creation is ordered and we are placed at the head of that order, as His stewards. 
God created the universe stage by stage and separately. He sees that each individual 
part of creation is good, and the whole is also very good (1:31). Even before sin 
entered the world, order was an important part of God's world. The universe - 
including humankind - is intrinsically good (before sin), and not ethically neutral. 
Even after the Fall, and the entry of sin into the world, creation is good, and should 
be respected and looked after as such. So what does this mean in terms of studying 
politics with a Christian perspective? 
 
The command to fill and subdue the earth has been called the "Cultural Commission" 
- a commission that goes beyond personal conversion and requires us to develop an 
entire worldview: a faith that encompasses every part of life and every aspect of the 
world. Christianity provides a framework for public as well as private life. Jesus' 
parable of the Good Samaritan in Luke 10:25-37 demonstrates the extent of God's 
stewardship mandate. Our neighbours include all other humans; a point that Jesus 
emphasised by using the example of the Samaritan, a member of a race hated by the 
Jews, as the man who showed more compassion to the wounded Jew than a priest 
and a Levite of his own race. Who do you think Jesus would place in the Samaritan's 
role if he were telling the story today? 
 
In view of this mandate, how should the Government be conducting its policies: 
 
(a) with regard to other humans? 
 
Each one is intrinsically valuable and should be treated well. Where should the 
effects of this worldview be seen? Policies regarding education, the running of the 
economy, employment and benefits, health, old people and unborn children, 
prisons, etc? Can you draw out the implications and think of more? 
(For example, should economic policy be aimed at promoting the common good of 
all citizens, and not just that of big business?). 
 
(b) with regard to the rest of creation? 
 
We are given stewardship over God's earth. How should we tackle the environment? 
Animal welfare? Perhaps even road building and farming policies (implications for 
GM crops perhaps?). 
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Conclusion 
 
Think carefully about the representatives that you elect to carry out practical 
policies on your behalf, and to represent your local and individual interests. We have 
a responsibility to choose good stewards for God's earth. We should not simply cast 
our vote at random, but find out about our candidates' beliefs on a whole range of 
issues. 
 
• Do you think that what you have studied today will encourage you to see the 
Election in a different light? 
• Think back to the first impressions of politics that you discussed at the beginning 
of the session. It is hard to be a Christian in today's political environment. Look at 1 
Timothy 2:1-4: the Bible tells us to pray for those in authority. Spend some time 
doing that now, before you close. 
 
Being salt and light: leading a life that influences society 
 
Biblical context 
 
The passage is part of Jesus' Sermon on the Mount. Here he gave directions for living 
in His kingdom, proclaiming His attitude towards the law and explaining the 
importance of faithful obedience from the heart. He was preaching to a crowd that 
appeared to grow as the sermon continued. Amongst those present would have been 
the Jewish teachers of the law. 
 
Modern context 
 
This is a clear, unequivocal statement by Jesus that we need to stand up and be 
counted as Christians. This will be as much by our lifestyles and our behaviour during 
work and leisure as by evangelism. We are not all called to take this command into 
the political realm directly, but as the body of Christ we should be involved in all 
areas of society today. This includes voting. Read Matthew 5:13-16. Why does Jesus 
use the analogy of salt and light? Discuss the importance of salt and light in everyday 
usage and how we can apply this to the way that we conduct our lives: 
 
Salt: A small pinch diffuses flavour throughout a whole meal. It penetrates, cleanses 
and preserves. Without salt as part of our diet we cannot physically survive - it is 
vital. Everything is insipid without it. The same goes for Christians in the world: with 
the Holy Spirit within us we are made spiritually salty, and the world needs this salt 
in order to survive spiritually. Salt is a remedy for unsavoury meat, but there is no 
remedy for unsavoury salt: we need to remain salty through maintaining a 
relationship with Christ. (Colossians 4:6). 
 
Light: Light illuminates and reveals. Without the sun, physical light, we cannot live. 
Nothing grows, nothing flourishes, nothing survives without light. Jesus is The Light 
of the World: He brings spiritual sight to a blind world in darkness. With His Spirit in 
us, we are also the light of the world. We should be prepared to bring spiritual light 
into the dark corners around us by living a life that is pleasing to God. The shedding 
of light also reveals the light's source: we must also be prepared for people to be 
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watching the way we live. Jesus makes clear that it is not just the occasional action 
but our lifestyle as a whole that demonstrates obedience and consequently makes 
us different from others. What are the practical implications of this in terms of what 
we learnt last week, and in its application to politics? We need Christians in the 
world of politics and public policy to spread salt and light in this sphere. Politics is 
often the first item on the news, and its influence reaches down to every one of us. 
If there are no Christians in politics and no Christians voting at election time, we are 
not diffusing our saltiness or shining our light in this important arena. 
 
However, politics has a wider meaning than just that on the national stage and in 
the media spotlight. Think back to the last session. The mandate of stewardship that 
we discussed has been given to all humankind. The world is full of injustices and God 
looks to alt His children to intervene in these situations (Isaiah 59: 15-16). He wants 
us to know His compassion and His sense of justice, and to exercise stewardship in 
whichever areas He has called us to live and work in. 
 
Have a look at some of these passages: 
 
Psalm 82: 3-4; Isaiah 10:1-4; Isaiah 61: 1-3; Matthew 22: 37-40; Philippians 2: 3-4. 
They all reveal God's hatred of injustice. The Bible is full of examples showing God's 
concern that the poor and needy should be looked after. The Latin roots of the word 
"compassion" mean "to suffer with". God is all-knowing and allseeing, which means 
that He directly observes, and shares in all the suffering in the world. Let that idea 
sink in. It is this compassion, suffering with the oppressed, which vitalises God's all-
consuming response to justice, and He wants us to share in this response. This is a 
huge challenge. How can we meet it? How does God equip us to do so? (Acts 1:8; 
2:17, 39; Romans 8:5-17; 37-39). 
 
• Can you think of some practical areas where you can exercise stewardship, and so 
disperse salt and light through situations in your life? We need to take our role of 
stewards seriously in whatever line of work we do. Government and politicians, as 
stewards, cannot right all injustices. There are many problems in our society that 
have deep social roots and which a government overseeing 1.5 million inhabitants 
cannot hope to tackle comprehensively. Organisations like CARE, ECONI and 
Evangelical Alliance are encouraging the church to play its part. For example, CARE 
has encouraged Christians who already do excellent work with children and young 
people to pass on their experience and expertise to the Government be engaging in 
the consultations on the Commissioner for Children and Young People and the 
Children and Young People's Strategy. 
 
• We, as members of local communities and churches also have a role. For an 
example, let us take the issue of teenage pregnancy. It is clear that legal constraints 
alone cannot deal with teenage sexual activity. A comprehensive culture change at 
ground level is also needed. Teenagers are told every day that sex is purely 
recreational; totally acceptable; harmless fun; even necessary, in order to prove 
their credibility among their peers. Where do these notions come from? How can we, 
as Christians, in our everyday lives, let them know that this is not how it has to be? 
Spend some time discussing this. (Suggestions: media - TV producers, actors, 
journalists - spread and encourage these ideas; footballers and pop stars are held up 
as role models; teachers and parents educate children; the peer pressure of friends 



 

110 

 

may force them into certain behaviour patterns). We need Christian influence in all 
these roles. 
 
Romans 12:4-8 tells us that we are all different parts of the body of Christ, and we 
are all called to different jobs and given different gifts, none of which are any more 
or less valuable to the Lord than the others. By living and working among those who 
know only the values of today's culture, we can spread our salt and light and show 
them that there is another way to live. 
 
The body of Christ is to include those who work in politics, so that they can influence 
the lifestyles of those around them as we all can, whatever we do. Our nation's 
politicians are those we, as citizens, have chosen to exercise stewardship over our 
whole society and ourselves. This adds another dimension to their responsibility. 
Politicians can and should make just laws and set a moral tone, but the influence of 
Christians is needed in society, in ways such as we have just discussed, to change 
the culture of society so that these laws will have some effect. Similarly, we may 
work very hard to influence our culture, but without laws that reinforce our 
attitudes, we will not get very far. 
 
Edmund Burke, the 18th century constitutionalist and political thinker, said: "All it 
takes for evil to thrive is for good men to do nothing". Spend some time praying that 
godly men and women will be elected to parliament during this Election, and that 
their influence, and our own in our daily lives, will combine to bring about a just 
society and a compassionate people who will be pleasing to God. 
 
Holding strongly to our faith: facing compromise under pressure 
 
Biblical context 
 
Genesis: Joseph's brothers have sold him into slavery in Egypt, where he has been 
bought by Potiphar, one of Pharaoh's officials. Joseph is soon put in charge of 
Potiphar's household and faces pressure from Potiphar's wife to compromise his 
integrity. 
 
Daniel: In about 600BC, Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, has invaded Judah. The 
king besieges Jerusalem and carries off some young noble Israelites to serve in his 
palace. Daniel is one of these young men. During the 70 years of exile, he rises to a 
position of power in an environment hostile towards God and stands several tests of 
faith. 
 
Modern context 
 
It is said that society today has rejected God and is often openly hostile to 
Christianity and that there are parallels with Egypt and Babylon, the pagan societies 
that worshipped idols foreign to Joseph and Daniel. Today's idols are money and 
power. We also face pressures to compromise our values, and one of the charges 
levelled at Christian MLAs is that they compromise their principles because of their 
allegiance to their party. Today we can draw guidance from the way Joseph and 
Daniel coped with life right at the heart of these mighty political systems. 
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• Every day we are faced with making decisions that place demands on our belief 
system and may require us to compromise. Read Daniel 1:1-21. If Daniel had eaten 
the palace food, which had been sacrificed to Babylonian gods, he would have 
compromised his beliefs. Read Genesis 39. Joseph found himself in a different kind 
of situation, but one which was no less challenging. 
 
• Think of a situation where one of your values was threatened or affirmed. What 
happened, and how did you feel? Why did you make the decision you did on that 
occasion? What can we learn from Daniel 1 and Genesis 39 about the characters of 
Joseph and Daniel? 
 
• Daniel and Joseph both held political roles and both stood firm against personal 
compromise. However, there is a distinction between personal and political 
compromise. Day to day politics cannot be conducted without some form of 
compromise being involved. People living in a society as complex and diverse as ours 
will have conflicting interests, and part of the task of Government - not just of the 
country but of smaller units such as the family too - is to reconcile these and promote 
the common good.  
 
Spend some time discussing the difference between personal and political 
compromise: 
 
• Personal compromise is about choices we make based on our sense of morality. 
One of our principles is to be truthful, and if we cross the moral boundary and tell a 
lie, for whatever reason, we have compromised our personal principles. Daniel and 
Joseph were both men who found themselves in positions of political power and yet 
who were not willing to compromise their beliefs and lose their integrity, despite 
the risk of persecution. 
 
• Political compromise has a different emphasis. When we live as part of a 
community, we must make choices that benefit the common good. We make such 
decisions the whole time, for example in deciding what to have for a family meal. It 
is impossible to live as part of a community and not compromise on a daily basis. 
Can you think of some other examples where compromise is necessary? Edmund 
Burke said: "All government, indeed every human benefit and enjoyment, every 
virtue, and every prudent act, is founded on compromise and barter; we give and 
take; we remit some rights, that we may enjoy others." 
 
• The issue of coming up against personal compromise may tempt us to withdraw 
from society. However, this is not the solution. Instead we need to play an active 
role in making sound, value-based decisions that do not compromise our personal 
morals, but allow room for common goals to be achieved. Looking back at Joseph 
and Daniel, and at other passages in the Bible, two points stand out: 
(a) God's blessing: 
 
• When Daniel stood for what he believed, God blessed him and his friends with 
better health and strength than their peers who were eating the palace food. Daniel 
then stepped out in faith and was able to interpret the king's dreams. The king was 
so impressed that he appointed Daniel ruler over the entire province of Babylon 
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(Daniel. 2:48). As Daniel grew still higher in the king's favour (5:29), his jealous 
enemies searched for a way to bring him down but found no fault in him. 
 
• Potiphar's wife, in her anger, had Joseph thrown into prison when he resisted her, 
but God gave him a position of responsibility even there (Genesis 39:22-23), and 
beyond (Genesis 41:41). 
 
• God will not leave us to suffer alone and in vain when we are in difficult situations. 
(Romans 8:28; Proverbs 29:25). What can we learn from our readings about God's 
character? What encouragement does this give us in the situations we find ourselves 
in? 
 
• Both men were rapidly promoted from the bottom of the pile to the very top. How 
did they respond to the power they were given? Spend some time discussing the 
challenges for Christians today who find themselves in positions of power and 
influence, particularly our MLAs and Executive Ministers; also civil servants. Think 
about those who will be standing at the coming Assembly Election, and the 
challenges that they will face. 
 
• Pray for our Christian politicians, that they may develop their relationship with 
God. Find out if any Christian candidates are standing in your area at the election. 
(b) There is no authority apart from God's authority (Romans 13:1): 
 
• Read Jeremiah 29:7: God told the exiles in Babylon (including Daniel) to pray for 
the good of Babylon, even though it was ruled by a pagan and tyrannous king. Jesus 
later acknowledged the authority of Roman imperial rule (Mark 12:17), and Paul and 
Peter did the same (Romans 13:1; 1 Peter 2:13ff).  
They urge us not to withdraw from the political arena, but to pray for the good of 
our Government, for within it lies our own good. 
 
• All today's passages demonstrate that politics and Christianity are innately bound 
up with one another. This includes our society and our politicians. However ungodly 
the leadership may be, we see from Babylon that God can use Governments as his 
instruments (in Babylon's case, to punish His people Israel for rejecting Him as Lord). 
We may not agree with our Government's policies but we do have a duty to pray for 
it. 
 
• Spend some time praying for this Government and for our politicians. 
 
A Challenge? 
 
• Do you feel that you have been challenged by these studies? Sometimes it seems 
that we are faced with a very difficult task, to stand apart from the world's actions 
and be noticed for being different (Romans 12:2). We can feel very vulnerable. The 
Bible recognises that we do not always put our good intentions into practice. In 
Romans 7:18-25, Paul explains a frustration that we have all shared at some point: 
"I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out". But, says Paul, Jesus 
provides us with a relief from this situation (v.25). His sacrifice on the cross removed 
the barrier of sin that prevented us from a close relationship with God. Now we can 
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know God personally and intimately, and through Him, we can know His love for us 
and our neighbours. 
 
• Look at Luke 10:27. These are the two most important commandments of all: that 
we should love God with every part of our being and then love our neighbours. If we 
know God then we know and share in some of His compassion, and it becomes easier 
to live a lifestyle pleasing to Him, and to be salt and light. Be encouraged! 
 
• Also, be an encourager. Daniel had three close friends around him. They 
encouraged and supported one another. How can you best support your friends and 
colleagues; your MLAs and other Christian MLAs? Think about local Christian 
councillors and school governors. It is important for us to support each other through 
our prayers, to be salt and light where we live and work. 
 
Evangelical Alliance – Northern Ireland 

 
CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE 
 

The position the Scriptures uphold is one of biblical submission, with a Christian 
being allowed to act in civil disobedience to the government if it commands evil, 
such that it requires a Christian to act in a manner that is contrary to the clear 
teachings and requirements of God’s Word. 
 
Civil Disobedience—Examples in Scripture 
 
In Exodus 1, the Egyptian Pharaoh gave the clear command to two Hebrew 
midwives that they were to kill all male Jewish babies. An extreme patriot would 
have carried out the government’s order, yet the Bible says the midwives 
disobeyed Pharaoh and “feared God, and did not do as the king of Egypt had 
commanded them, but let the boys live” (Exodus 1:17). The Bible goes on to say 
the midwives lied to Pharaoh about why they were letting the children live; yet 
even though they lied and disobeyed their government, “God was good to the 
midwives, and the people multiplied, and became very mighty. Because the 
midwives feared God, He established households for them” (Exodus 1:20–21).  
 
In Joshua 2, Rahab directly disobeyed a command from the king of Jericho to 
produce the Israelite spies who had entered the city to gain intelligence for battle. 
Instead, she let them down via a rope so they could escape. Even though Rahab 
had received a clear order from the top government official, she resisted the 
command and was redeemed from the city’s destruction when Joshua and the 
Israeli army destroyed it.  
 
The book of 1 Samuel records a command given by King Saul during a military 
campaign that no one could eat until Saul had won his battle with the Philistines. 
However, Saul’s son Jonathan, who had not heard the order, ate honey to refresh 
himself from the hard battle the army had waged. When Saul found out about it, 
he ordered his son to die. However, the people resisted Saul and his command and 
saved Jonathan from being put to death (1 Samuel 14:45).  
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Another example of civil disobedience in keeping with biblical submission is found 
in 1 Kings 18. That chapter briefly introduces a man named Obadiah who “feared 
the Lord greatly.” When the queen Jezebel was killing God’s prophets, Obadiah 
took a hundred of them and hid them from her so they could live. Such an act was 
in clear defiance of the ruling authority’s wishes.  
 
In 2 Kings, the only apparently approved revolt against a reigning government 
official is recorded. Athaliah, the mother of Ahaziah, began to destroy the royal 
offspring of the house of Judah. However, Joash the son of Ahaziah was taken by 
the king’s daughter and hidden from Athaliah so that the bloodline would be 
preserved. Six years later, Jehoiada gathered men around him, declared Joash to 
be king, and put Athaliah to death.  
 
Daniel records a number of civil disobedience examples. The first is found in 
chapter 3 where Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego refused to bow down to the 
golden idol in disobedience to King Nebuchadnezzar’s command. The second is in 
chapter 6 where Daniel defies King Darius’ decree to not pray to anyone other than 
the king. In both cases, God rescued His people from the death penalty that was 
imposed, signaling His approval of their actions.  
 
In the New Testament, the book of Acts records the civil disobedience of Peter and 
John towards the authorities that were in power at the time. After Peter healed a 
man born lame, Peter and John were arrested for preaching about Jesus and put in 
jail. The religious authorities were determined to stop them from teaching about 
Jesus; however, Peter said, “Whether it is right in the sight of God to give heed to 
you rather than to God, you be the judge; for we cannot stop speaking about what 
we have seen and heard” (Acts 4:19–20). Later, the rulers confronted the apostles 
again and reminded them of their command to not teach about Jesus, but Peter 
responded, “We must obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29).  
 
One last example of civil disobedience is found in the book of Revelation where 
the Antichrist commands all those who are alive during the end times to worship 
an image of himself. But the apostle John, who wrote Revelation, states that those 
who become Christians at the time will disobey the Antichrist and his government 
and refuse to worship the image (Revelation 13:15) just as Daniel’s companions 
violated Nebuchadnezzar’s decree to worship his idol.  
 
Civil Disobedience—Conclusion 
 
What conclusions can be drawn from the above biblical examples? The guidelines 
for a Christian’s civil disobedience can be summed as follows: 
 
• Christians should resist a government that commands or compels evil and should 
work nonviolently within the laws of the land to change a government that permits 
evil. 
 
• Civil disobedience is permitted when the government’s laws or commands are in 
direct violation of God’s laws and commands. 
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• If a Christian disobeys an evil government, unless he can flee from the 
government, he should accept that government’s punishment for his actions. 
 
• Christians are certainly permitted to work to install new government leaders 
within the laws that have been established. 
 
Lastly, Christians are commanded to pray for their leaders and for God to 
intervene in His time to change any ungodly path that they are pursuing: “First of 
all, then, I urge that entreaties and prayers, petitions and thanksgivings, be made 
on behalf of all men, for kings and all who are in authority, so that we may lead a 
tranquil and quiet life in all godliness and dignity” (1 Timothy 2:1–2). 
https://www.gotquestions.org/civil-disobedience.html  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

COMMANDMENT – BE A PERSON OF INTEGRITY 

 

EXODUS 23:2  
‘Do not spread false reports.  Do not join hand in hand with a wicked man to be a 
malicious witness.  Do not go after the wrong crowds and do not testify in court to 
side with crowds to pervert the course of justice and do not favour the poor in 
their lawsuit.’  
 
LEVITICUS 19:15  
‘Do not pervert the course of justice by favouring the poor or the great, but judge 
your neighbour fairly.’ 
 
LEVITICUS19:35  
'Do not use dishonest standards when measuring length, weight or quantity.’ 

 
After surveying thousands of people around the world and performing more than 
400 written case studies, James Kouzes and Barry Posner identified those 
characteristics most desired in a leader. In virtually every survey, honesty or 
integrity was identified more frequently than any other trait. 

https://www.gotquestions.org/civil-disobedience.html
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That makes sense, doesn’t it? If people are going to follow someone, whether into 
battle or in business or ministry, they want assurance that their leader can be 
trusted. They want to know that he or she will keep promises and follow through 
with commitments. 
 
The Integrity of Samuel 
 
In light of this research, Israel’s high regard for Samuel comes as no surprise. 
Samuel was a man who exuded integrity. Nowhere is this best illustrated than in: 
 
1 SAMUEL 12:1-4 
‘Samuel said to all Israel, “I have listened to everything you said to me and have 
set a king over you. Now you have a king as your leader. As for me, I am old and 
gray, and my sons are here with you. I have been your leader from my youth until 
this day. Here I stand. Testify against me in the presence of the Lord and his 
anointed. Whose ox have I taken? Whose donkey have I taken? Whom have I 
cheated? Whom have I oppressed? From whose hand have I accepted a bribe to 
make me shut my eyes? If I have done any of these, I will make it right.” 
 
“You have not cheated or oppressed us,” they replied. “You have not taken 
anything from anyone’s hand.”’ 
 
During his farewell speech, after having led Israel for decades, Samuel promised to 
repay anything he had unjustly taken from anyone. What a promise! Even more 
impressive was the people’s response. Not one person rose up to make a claim 
against Samuel. 
 
Samuel’s honesty and personal integrity permeated every area of his life. These 
two characteristics directed how he regarded his possessions, his business dealings 
and his treatment of those who were weaker than himself. Samuel held himself 
accountable to the people he led. He opened himself up to the scrutiny of 
everyone with whom he had ever had dealings. As a result of this practice, 
Samuel’s leadership has become legendary as this story has been told and retold 
throughout the centuries. 
 
People want to know that their leader can be trusted. They want to know that 
leaders will keep promises and follow through on commitments. Promises and 
commitments are significant, though, in our day of Machiavellian ethics, it seems 
that they have become optional. We often seem more concerned with convenience 
and performance. We give lip-service to the importance of character, but we have 
the idea that when things get tough, the rules can be changed and commitments 
and covenants may be discarded at will. 
 
But the Bible makes clear just how important our covenants are. Throughout the 
Scriptures, God focuses on the fact that he is a God who makes and keeps his 
covenants, that he can be trusted (1 Chronicles 16:15; Psalm 105:8). God can be 
trusted because he is trustworthy. That’s the point: it always comes down to the 
issue of character, not just words. Biblical integrity is not just doing the right 
thing; it’s a matter of having the right heart and allowing the person you are on 
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the inside to match the person you are on the outside. This is how God is. This is 
how his people should be. 
 
Perhaps a good word to think of is “consistency.” There must be consistency 
between what is inside and what is outside. God is totally consistent. His actions 
and behaviors always match his character and nature. And his goal for us is nothing 
less. Christ’s objective for his disciples is to make us disciplined people. In the 
words of John Ortberg, “Disciplined people can do the right thing at the right time 
in the right way for the right reason.” Just like God. 
 
The God Who Never Changes 
 
Is there anyone we can trust? People let us down again and again, because there is 
often a discrepancy between what they claim to believe and how they actually 
live. But God will never let us down, because he never changes. His promises are 
as good as his unchanging character: “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today 
and forever” (Hebrews 13:8). 
 
Jesus does not change. The Living God does not change. His love, his truth and his 
goodness are not governed by external circumstances or conditions – they never 
vacillate. Therefore, God’s character and the promises he makes are supremely 
worthy of our trust and commitment. He does what he says, and his covenant love 
is always dependable. 
 
This is fundamental. What can I lean against? What can I trust in? What can I 
pursue with reckless abandon? So many of us have been burned by relationships, by 
people going back on their word, claiming that they said something when they did 
not say it. It can make you cynical if you’re not careful. But when we come back to 
the character of God, we realize, “He is the unchanging standard.” 
 
Because it is impossible for God to lie (Hebrews 6:18; Titus 1:2), he is the 
ultimately reliable source of hope. His changeless character is the foundation of all 
of his promises. Whatever he says he will do is as good as done, and when we hope 
in his promises, this hope becomes an anchor for the soul, both firm and secure 
(Hebrews 6:19). Unlike many parents, God’s yes is always yes, and his no is always 
no (James 5:12). When God says yes, it stays yes; when he says no, it stays no. This 
has both negative and positive ramifications. Negatively, there is no getting God to 
change his mind through bribery or whining. Positively, when God makes a 
promise, he can be counted on to fulfill that word. 
 
The sting remains of broken promises from parents – ballgames missed, trips never 
taken. The writer of Proverbs accurately diagnoses much of our present malaise 
when he says, “Hope deferred makes the heart sick” (Proverbs 13:12a). Much of 
the heartache we experience is directly related to the unreliability of people. 
 
But God’s actions flow perfectly out of his character: “He who is the Glory of Israel 
does not lie or change his mind; for he is not a man, that he should change his 
mind” (1 Samuel 15:29). There is no possibility of manipulating or bribing or 
bargaining with God, because he will never compromise his perfect integrity. God 
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himself has testified, “I the Lord do not change” (Malachi 3:6). God’s perfect and 
constant character allows us to trust in his promises and timing. 
 
God is integrity. He does not merely act with integrity; integrity is his character. 
But what about us? The biblical virtue of integrity points to a consistency between 
what is inside and what is outside, between belief and behavior, our words and our 
ways, our attitudes and our actions, our values and our practice. 
 
The Dis-integration of Isaiah 
 
When the prophet Isaiah had a vision of the glorious and awesome Creator of the 
universe, he was overwhelmed by the holiness of God. 
 
ISAIAH 6:1-7 
‘In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord seated on a throne, high and 
exalted, and the train of his robe filled the temple. Above him were seraphs, 
each with six wings: With two wings they covered their faces, with two the 
covered their feet, and with two they were flying. And they were calling to one 
another: 
 
“Holy, holy, holy is the Lord Almighty; the whole earth is full of his glory.” 
 
At the sound of their voices the doorposts and thresholds shook and the temple 
was filled with smoke. 
 
“Woe to me!” I cried. “I am ruined! For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live 
among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the Lord 
Almighty.” 
 
Then one of the seraphs flew to me with a live coal in his hand, which he had 
taken with tongs from the altar. With it he touched my mouth and said, “See this 
has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away and your sin atoned for.”’ 
 
 
R.C. Sproul comments on Isaiah’s encounter with the holiness of God: 
 
To be undone means to come apart at the seams, to be unraveled. What Isaiah was 
expressing is what modern psychologists describe as the experience of personal 
disintegration. To disintegrate means exactly what the word suggests, “dis 
integrate.” To integrate something is to put pieces together in a unified whole…. 
The word integrity…[suggests] a person whose life is whole or wholesome. In 
modern slang we say, “He’s got it all together.” 
 
Isaiah says, “I’m undone. I’m torn apart,” which is just the opposite of integrity. 
To have integrity is to be integrated, to be whole, to have it all together in a 
sense, to be consistent. Isaiah finds himself torn apart, and this forces him to 
realize his own deficiency. When faced with the awesome holiness of God, Isaiah 
becomes aware of his own uncleanness. Throughout the Bible, man’s encounters 
with God are very consistent in this way. 
 



 

119 

 

For example, when Peter realizes the power of Jesus he falls to his knees and says, 
“Go away from me, Lord; I am a sinful man!” (Luke 5:8) Peter knows that what has 
just happened is not natural; it is, in fact, supernatural. This is not the way things 
work, but instead of saying, “How did he do that?” he says, “Depart from me, I’m 
a sinful man.” Peter is not only aware of Jesus’ power, but of holiness and his own 
sinfulness. An encounter with holiness is traumatic. The holiness of God becomes a 
standard to which we can never measure up, and this is traumatic for people who 
so desperately want to fool themselves into thinking they are self-sufficient. 
 
In John 18, a cohort of armed soldiers comes to arrest Jesus and have their own 
traumatic encounter with holiness: 
 
JOHN 18:4-6 
Jesus, knowing all that was going to happen to him, went out and asked them, 
“Who is it you want?” 
 
“Jesus of Nazareth,” they replied. 
 
“I am he,” Jesus said. (And Judas the traitor was standing there with them.) 
When Jesus said, “I am he,” they drew back and fell to the ground.’ 
 
The soldiers fall to the ground, and the word that is used implies that they were 
sort of held there, pinned to the ground. There are many speculations as to what 
exactly happened, but it appears as if the veil of his flesh lifted, and that pre-
incarnate glory that he had before the foundation of the world was opened up for 
a microsecond. It was sufficient to overwhelm them. R. Kent Hughes, in his 
commentary Behold the Man suggests: 
 
Jesus’ answer was one of his last uses of the power by which he calmed the seas, 
stilled the winds, and healed the sick. The cohort didn’t arrest Jesus – he arrested 
them. His words were a gracious warning that they were in over their heads. 
 
They must have known something wasn’t quite right. The armed men are now 
more afraid than the one they came looking for. 
 
Throughout the Bible, men discover just how traumatic an encounter with holiness 
is. The transfiguration scared Peter so much he didn’t know what to say (Mark 
9:6). John, on the isle of Patmos, sees Jesus and is so overwhelmed he “fell at his 
feet as though dead” (Revelation 1:17). This is the same John who had leaned on 
Jesus in the upper room (John 13:25). John would often sit next to Jesus. There 
was an intimate bond between them. But when he saw that holiness, he was 
overwhelmed. The conversion of Saul on the road to Damascus (Acts 9:4), Moses’ 
reaction to the burning bush (Exodus 3:6), Joshua’s interaction with the 
commander of the army of the Lord (Joshua 5:14), Jacob’s response after his 
dream at Bethel (Genesis 28:17), Gideon realizing he’s been interacting with the 
angel of the Lord (Judges 6:22). The list goes on and on of people who are 
absolutely terrified and overwhelmed by the awe-inspiring holiness of God. 
 
God’s holiness is truly awesome, and our natural reaction to him is one of fear. But 
there is another side of his nature, his closeness to us, that somehow allows us to 
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have this relationship with him. Jesus, the mediator between God and man, makes 
it possible for us to avoid being consumed by his awesome holiness, and instead to 
be declared righteous. That is amazing. The Living God is willing to say that you 
are righteous. How is that possible? It’s because Christ himself is in us. 
 
When we live our entire lives before the face of God (corem deo) and practice a 
constant abiding in his presence, we realize that being people who do not manifest 
integrity is inconsistent with the dignity and destiny we’ve been called to. We 
have been called to live on a higher plane than that, to “live a life worthy of the 
calling [we] have received” (Ephesians 4:1), because, now, Christ is in us. He 
wants to live his life through us (Galatians 2:20); we are not only his 
representatives (2 Corinthians 5:20), as members of his church we are, in some 
mysterious way, his body (Ephesians 1:23; Colossians 1:24). 
 
Now, that’s impossible unless he dwells in us, but therein lies the solution. In fact, 
this is the genius of the Christian life. Christianity is not a religion; it’s a 
relationship. Christianity is not about rules and regulations. Instead, it is the 
presence and power of a person who indwells us and promises to never leave us or 
forsake us (Hebrews 13:5). 
 
As fallen men and women, we realize how disintegrated we are when we come 
face to face with God’s perfect integration. And, like Isaiah, it forces us to 
recognize our deep need for personal reconstruction. Isaiah realized the depth of 
his own sin in the process of catching a glimpse of God’s perfect holiness, and he 
acknowledged those areas in which he had turned from his commitments as a 
priest and a prophet. But his commitment and his life as a faithful prophet 
demonstrate for us the possibility of framing a life of integrity with God’s help. 
 
The Hypocrisy of the Pharisees 
 
If we fail to face up to our inadequacy, we fall into the trap of the Pharisees: 
hypocrisy. Hypocrisy is the opposite of integrity, and this is precisely what Jesus 
accuses the Pharisees and teachers of the law of in Matthew 23. Six times in this 
sermon, he uses the stinging word “hypocrites” (vv. 13, 15, 23, 24, 27, 29). 
Originally, a hypocrite meant an actor who put on a mask to assume a false 
identity while he played for the audience. This accusation would be particularly 
offensive to the Pharisees who hated all forms of Hellenization, including the 
Greek theatre. In essence, Jesus was calling them the very thing they hated. 
 
Anyone who has ever labored under the false notion that Jesus was some kind of 
quiet, nice man will have trouble with these verses: 
 
MATTHEW 23:15, 27-28, 33 
‘“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You travel over 
land and sea to win a single convert, and when he becomes one, you make him 
twice as much a son of hell as you are…. 
 
“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You are like 
whitewashed tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but on the inside are full 
of dead men’s bones and everything unclean. In the same way, on the outside you 
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appear to people as righteous but on the inside you are full of hypocrisy and 
wickedness…. 
 
“You snakes! You brood of vipers! How will you escape being condemned to hell?”’ 
 
Jesus’ language reveals the depth of his righteous anger. Notice that each verse 
that includes the word hypocrite begins with the words: “Woe to you.” This word 
“woe” (ouai) can contain pathos, anger, warning and derision; and may include all 
of these at the same time. In this passage, Jesus lambasted the Pharisees for 
saying one thing and doing another. Their lack of integrity was not only 
substandard for those who would follow Christ, as religious leaders they were 
guilty of misrepresenting God the Father. 
 
We have already discovered that integrity – the direct opposite quality of hypocrisy 
– is the quality that people want most in a leader. Clearly, the Pharisees and 
teachers of the law in Jesus’ day failed to live up to that standard. When we talk 
about integrity today, we generally use other, closely related terms such as ethics 
and morality. But a clear understanding of the concept of integrity requires clear 
thinking about all three words. Each has a distinct meaning. When properly used, 
they bring clarity to a crucial but often misunderstood leadership essential: 
 
◦ Ethics refers to a standard of right and wrong, good and evil. It’s what the 
Pharisees said they believed was right. 
 
◦ Morality is a lived standard of right and wrong, good and evil. It’s what the 
Pharisees actually did. 
 
◦ Integrity means “sound, complete, integrated.” To the extent that a person’s 
ethics and morality are integrated, that person has integrity. To the extent that a 
person’s ethics and morality are not integrated, that person lacks integrity. 
 
Let’s look at this another way. If your friend John tells you he will lie, cheat and 
steal, he has a low ethic. If he does business that way, he also has a low morality. 
John is unethical and immoral, but he has integrity – twisted as it may be – 
because the morality is consistent with the ethic. If John claims to cheat and steal 
but doesn’t cheat and steal, he is moral in practice but lacks integrity, because his 
morality doesn’t match his ethic. 
 
You can have a high or low ethic. You can be moral or immoral. The choice is 
yours. But if you want to have integrity, you must choose your ethic and live to 
match it. Anyone who wants to lead at least owes it to prospective followers to let 
them know what they are getting into. 
 
The Bible teaches a high and holy ethic. A person who claims to be a Christian and 
to live by biblical standards makes an ethical statement. He or she has committed 
to a certain morality. For that person to have integrity, then, he or she must live 
by the biblical ethic. Jesus makes it unequivocally clear that the worst choice is 
the hypocritical one. This is serious business. When we find our walk not matching 
our talk, the probing question of Jesus should echo in our hearts: “Why do you call 
me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ and do not do what I say?” (Luke 6:46). If we imagine the holy 
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eyes of Jesus Christ, Lord of the universe, as he asks this question, we ought to be 
at least a little frightened. 
 
The Process of Integration 
 
It’s self-evident that a hypocrite is unqualified to guide others toward attaining 
higher character. No one respects a person who talks a good game but fails to play 
by the rules. What a leader does will have a greater impact on those he or she 
wishes to lead than what a leader says. A person may forget 90 percent of what a 
leader says, but he or she will never forget how the leader lives. This is why Paul 
tells Timothy: 
 
1 TIMOTHY 4:15-16 
‘Be diligent in these matters; give yourself wholly to them, so that everyone may 
see your progress. Watch your life and doctrine closely. Persevere in them, 
because if you do, you will save both yourself and your hearers.’ 
 
In this life, we never attain perfection. But there should be progress toward the 
upward call of God in Christ Jesus. We will never attain it this side of eternity, but 
the there should be visible progress, evident to others. Notice the two things Paul 
exhorts Timothy to watch: your life and your doctrine. In other words, give careful 
attention to your behavior and your belief. Make sure they match. Constantly 
examine yourself to see whether or not your walk matches your talk. 
 
Bill Hendricks encountered an illustration of this principle in the go-go days of the 
real estate market of the 1980s. He met a developer who claimed to have woven 
what he called “biblical principles of business” into his deals. But when the market 
went south, he skipped town and left his investors to pick up the pieces – and the 
debts. 
 
Another of Bill’s friends stands in sharp contrast to the first. He too was a land 
developer. He too talked of integrating biblical principles into his business. And 
when the market crashed, so did his empire. But unlike the man who ran away, 
this land developer, as a matter of conscience, worked out a plan to pay back his 
investors. 
 
Money tends to bring out what’s really inside, doesn’t it? When it comes to 
financial matters, you really discover what a man is made of. Which of those two 
men would you rather follow? Which one demonstrated integrity? David writes 
about the man “who keeps his oath even when it hurts” (Psalm 15:4b). He is the 
man who “will never be shaken” (v. 5b). There is simply no substitute for a man or 
woman of consistent Christ-like character. 
That doesn’t imply that any of us will be perfect. In fact, the New Testament 
doesn’t call for perfect leaders; it calls for those who are models of progress in 
their faith. We will all stumble in many ways, but our desire is to see progress 
toward the integration of our claims and our practice. 
Secrecy and Small Things 
The best way to discern whether or not we are making progress is to ask ourselves, 
“How do I live when no one’s looking?” It’s easy to look like a person of integrity 
when people are watching, but do I live my private life with the same level of 
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consistency as I live my public life? So much of our lives are consumed with what 
might be called “image maintenance.” We spend vast amounts of energy trying to 
get people to think about us the way we want to be thought about. John Ortberg 
suggests, “Human conversation is largely an endless attempt to convince others 
that we are more assertive or clever or gentle or successful than they might think 
if we did not carefully educate them.” Jesus’ words in Matthew 6:1 are hard to get 
around: “Be careful not to do your acts of righteousness before men, to be seen by 
them. If you do, you will have no reward from your Father in heaven.” 
It’s possible to live one life publicly and another life privately. That’s not integrity; 
it’s an invitation for God’s discipline. We are to live with consistency in public and 
in private, because our Father “sees what is done in secret” (Matthew 6:4). Since 
this is the case, being faithful in small, secret things is a big deal. It may be the 
case that God is far less concerned with your public persona than he is in your 
private character. He may be more concerned with how you manage your personal 
checking account than how well you administer the books on a big business deal. 
It’s in the small, secret places of self-evaluation that God’s grace changes you and 
shapes you into the image of his Son. 
In the end, we become what our desires make us. Who we become reveals what 
we really desire. If you desire the praise of men, then you will become a certain 
kind of person. But if you desire the praise of God, then integrity will need to 
become a priority. As you sense the overwhelming holiness of our Creator, you will 
understand how unraveled you are. But as you focus on the grace of our Lord and 
Savior Jesus Christ, you will recognize that even though you may feel undone, you 
are not undone because he has made you whole. His grace is sufficient, for his 
power is made perfect in your weakness (2 Corinthians 12:9). 
https://bible.org/seriespage/6-integrity  
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Environment and Food 
 

COMMANDMENT – PRACTICE THE YEAR OF JUBILEE 

 

LEVITCUS 25 
 
The Sabbath Year 
 
1The Lord spoke to Moses on Mount Sinai, saying, 2“Speak to the people of Israel 
and say to them, When you come into the land that I give you, the land shall keep 
a Sabbath to the Lord. 3For six years you shall sow your field, and for six years you 
shall prune your vineyard and gather in its fruits, 4but in the seventh year there 
shall be a Sabbath of solemn rest for the land, a Sabbath to the Lord. You shall not 
sow your field or prune your vineyard. 5You shall not reap what grows of itself in 
your harvest, or gather the grapes of your undressed vine. It shall be a year of 
solemn rest for the land. 6The Sabbath of the land shall provide food for you, for 
yourself and for your male and female slaves and for your hired worker and the 
sojourner who lives with you, 7and for your cattle and for the wild animals that 
are in your land: all its yield shall be for food. 
 
The Year of Jubilee 
 
8“You shall count seven weeksc of years, seven times seven years, so that the time 
of the seven weeks of years shall give you forty-nine years. 9Then you shall sound 
the loud trumpet on the tenth day of the seventh month. On the Day of Atonement 
you shall sound the trumpet throughout all your land. 10And you shall consecrate 
the fiftieth year, and proclaim liberty throughout the land to all its inhabitants. It 
shall be a jubilee for you, when each of you shall return to his property and each 
of you shall return to his clan. 11That fiftieth year shall be a jubilee for you; in it 
you shall neither sow nor reap what grows of itself nor gather the grapes from the 
undressed vines. 12For it is a jubilee. It shall be holy to you. You may eat the 
produce of the field. 
 
13“In this year of jubilee each of you shall return to his property. 14And if you 
make a sale to your neighbor or buy from your neighbor, you shall not wrong one 
another. 15You shall pay your neighbor according to the number of years after the 
jubilee, and he shall sell to you according to the number of years for crops. 16If 
the years are many, you shall increase the price, and if the years are few, you 
shall reduce the price, for it is the number of the crops that he is selling to you. 
17You shall not wrong one another, but you shall fear your God, for I am the Lord 
your God. 
 
18“Therefore you shall do my statutes and keep my rules and perform them, and 
then you will dwell in the land securely. 19The land will yield its fruit, and you will 
eat your fill and dwell in it securely. 20And if you say, ‘What shall we eat in the 
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seventh year, if we may not sow or gather in our crop?’ 21I will command my 
blessing on you in the sixth year, so that it will produce a crop sufficient for three 
years. 22When you sow in the eighth year, you will be eating some of the old crop; 
you shall eat the old until the ninth year, when its crop arrives. 
 
Redemption of Property 
 
23“The land shall not be sold in perpetuity, for the land is mine. For you are 
strangers and sojourners with me. 24And in all the country you possess, you shall 
allow a redemption of the land. 
 
25“If your brother becomes poor and sells part of his property, then his nearest 
redeemer shall come and redeem what his brother has sold. 26If a man has no one 
to redeem it and then himself becomes prosperous and finds sufficient means to 
redeem it, 27let him calculate the years since he sold it and pay back the balance 
to the man to whom he sold it, and then return to his property. 28But if he does 
not have sufficient means to recover it, then what he sold shall remain in the hand 
of the buyer until the year of jubilee. In the jubilee it shall be released, and he 
shall return to his property. 
 
29“If a man sells a dwelling house in a walled city, he may redeem it within a year 
of its sale. For a full year he shall have the right of redemption. 30If it is not 
redeemed within a full year, then the house in the walled city shall belong in 
perpetuity to the buyer, throughout his generations; it shall not be released in the 
jubilee. 31But the houses of the villages that have no wall around them shall be 
classified with the fields of the land. They may be redeemed, and they shall be 
released in the jubilee. 32As for the cities of the Levites, the Levites may redeem 
at any time the houses in the cities they possess. 33And if one of the Levites 
exercises his right of redemption, then the house that was sold in a city they 
possess shall be released in the jubilee. For the houses in the cities of the Levites 
are their possession among the people of Israel. 34But the fields of pastureland 
belonging to their cities may not be sold, for that is their possession forever. 
 
Kindness for Poor Brothers 
 
35“If your brother becomes poor and cannot maintain himself with you, you shall 
support him as though he were a stranger and a sojourner, and he shall live with 
you. 36Take no interest from him or profit, but fear your God, that your brother 
may live beside you. 37You shall not lend him your money at interest, nor give him 
your food for profit. 38I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of 
Egypt to give you the land of Canaan, and to be your God. 
 
39“If your brother becomes poor beside you and sells himself to you, you shall not 
make him serve as a slave: 40he shall be with you as a hired worker and as a 
sojourner. He shall serve with you until the year of the jubilee. 41Then he shall go 
out from you, he and his children with him, and go back to his own clan and return 
to the possession of his fathers. 42For they are my servants,e whom I brought out 
of the land of Egypt; they shall not be sold as slaves. 43You shall not rule over him 
ruthlessly but shall fear your God. 44As for your male and female slaves whom you 
may have: you may buy male and female slaves from among the nations that are 
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around you. 45You may also buy from among the strangers who sojourn with you 
and their clans that are with you, who have been born in your land, and they may 
be your property. 46You may bequeath them to your sons after you to inherit as a 
possession forever. You may make slaves of them, but over your brothers the 
people of Israel you shall not rule, one over another ruthlessly. 
 
Redeeming a Poor Man 
 
47“If a stranger or sojourner with you becomes rich, and your brother beside him 
becomes poor and sells himself to the stranger or sojourner with you or to a 
member of the stranger’s clan, 48then after he is sold he may be redeemed. One 
of his brothers may redeem him, 49or his uncle or his cousin may redeem him, or a 
close relative from his clan may redeem him. Or if he grows rich he may redeem 
himself. 50He shall calculate with his buyer from the year when he sold himself to 
him until the year of jubilee, and the price of his sale shall vary with the number 
of years. The time he was with his owner shall be rated as the time of a hired 
worker. 51If there are still many years left, he shall pay proportionately for his 
redemption some of his sale price. 52If there remain but a few years until the year 
of jubilee, he shall calculate and pay for his redemption in proportion to his years 
of service. 53He shall treat him as a worker hired year by year. He shall not rule 
ruthlessly over him in your sight. 54And if he is not redeemed by these means, 
then he and his children with him shall be released in the year of jubilee. 55For it 
is to me that the people of Israel are servants.f They are my servants whom I 
brought out of the land of Egypt: I am the Lord your God. 
 
The Year of the Jubilee and today 
 
Leviticus 25 ordains a Sabbath year, one in every seven (Lev. 25:1-7), and a jubilee 
year, one in every fifty (Lev. 25:8-17), to sanctify Israel’s internal economy. In the 
Sabbath year, each field was to lie fallow, which appears to be a sound 
agricultural practice. The year of jubilee was much more radical. Every fiftieth 
year, all leased or mortgaged lands were to be returned to their original owners, 
and all slaves and bonded labourers were to be freed (Lev. 25:10).  
 
This naturally posed difficulties in banking and land transactions, and special 
provisions were designed to ameliorate them (Lev. 25:15-16), which we will 
explore in a moment. The underlying intent is the same as seen in the law of 
gleaning (Lev. 19:9-10), to ensure that everyone had access to the means of 
production, whether the family farm or simply the fruits of their own labour. 
It is not fully known whether Israel actually observed the jubilee year or the 
antislavery provisions associated with it (e.g., Lev. 25:25-28, 39-41) on a widescale 
basis. Regardless, the sheer detail of Leviticus 25 strongly suggests that we treat 
the laws as something that Israel either did or should have implemented. Rather 
than see the jubilee year as a utopian literary fiction, it seems better to believe 
that its widespread neglect occurred not because the jubilee was unfeasible, but 
because the wealthy were unwilling to accept the social and economic implications 
that would have been costly and disruptive to them.  
 
Protection for the Destitute 
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After Israel conquered Canaan, the land was assigned to Israel’s clans and families 
as described in Numbers 26 and Joshua 15-22. This land was never to be sold in 
perpetuity for it belonged to the Lord, not the people (Lev. 25:23-24). 
 
The effect of the jubilee was to prevent any family from becoming permanently 
landless through sale, mortgage or permanent lease of its assigned land. In 
essence, any sale of land was really a term lease that could last no longer than the 
next year of jubilee (Lev. 25:15). This provided a means for the destitute to raise 
money (by leasing the land) without depriving the family’s future generations of 
the means of production. The rules of Leviticus 25 are not easy to figure out, and 
Milgrom makes good sense of them as he defines three progressive stages of 
destitution.  
 
1.The first stage is depicted in Leviticus 25:25-28. A person could simply become 
poor. The presumed scenario is that of a farmer who borrowed money to buy seed 
but did not harvest enough to repay the loan. He therefore must sell some of the 
land to a buyer in order to cover the debt and buy seed for the next planting. If 
there was a person who belonged to the farmer’s clan who wished to act as a 
“redeemer”, he could pay the buyer according to the number of remaining annual 
crops until the jubilee year when it reverted to the farmer. Until that time, the 
land belonged to the redeemer, who allowed the farmer to work it. 
 
2.The second stage was more serious (Lev. 25:35-38). Assuming that the land was 
not redeemed and the farmer again fell into debt from which he could not recover, 
he would forfeit all of his land to the creditor. In this case, the creditor must lend 
the farmer the funds necessary to continue working as a tenant farmer on his own 
land, but must not charge him interest. The farmer would amortize this loan with 
the profit made from the crops, perhaps eliminating the debt. If so, the farmer 
would regain his land. If the loan was not fully repaid before the jubilee, then at 
that time the land would revert back to the farmer or his heirs. 
 
3.The third stage was more serious still (Lev. 25:39-43). Assuming that the farmer 
in the previous stage could neither pay on the loan or even support himself and his 
family, he would become temporarily bound to the household of the creditor. As a 
bound labourer he would work for wages, which were entirely for reduction of the 
debt. At the year of jubilee, he would regain his land and his freedom (Lev. 
25:41). Throughout these years, the creditor must not work him as a slave, sell him 
as a slave, or rule over him harshly (Lev. 25:42-43). The creditor must “fear God” 
by accepting the fact that all of God’s people are God’s slaves (NRSV “servants”) 
whom he graciously brought out from Egypt. No one else can own them because 
God already does. 
 
The point of these rules is that Israelites were never to become slaves to other 
Israelites. It was conceivable, though, that impoverished Israelites might sell 
themselves as slaves to wealthy resident aliens living in the land (Lev. 25:47-55). 
Even if this happened, the sale must not be permanent. People who sold 
themselves must retain the right to buy themselves out of slavery if they 
prospered. If not, a near relative could intervene as a “redeemer” who would pay 
the foreigner according to the number of years left until the jubilee when the 
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impoverished Israelites were to be released. During that time, they were not to be 
treated harshly but be regarded as hired workers. 
 
What Does the Year of Jubilee Mean for Today? 
 
The year of jubilee operated within the context of Israel’s kinship system for the 
protection of the clan’s inalienable right to work their ancestral land, which they 
understood to be owned by God and to be enjoyed by them as a benefit of their 
relationship with him. These social and economic conditions no longer exist, and 
from a biblical point of view, God no longer administers redemption through a 
single political state. We must therefore view the jubilee from our current vantage 
point. 
 
A wide variety of perspectives exists about the proper application, if any, of the 
jubilee to today’s societies. To take one example that engages seriously with 
contemporary realities, Christopher Wright has written extensively on the Christian 
appropriation of Old Testament laws.  
 
He identifies principles implicit in these ancient laws in order to grasp their ethical 
implications for today. His treatment of the jubilee year thus considers three basic 
angles: the theological, the social, and the economic. Theologically, the jubilee 
affirms that the Lord is not only the God who owns Israel’s land; he is sovereign 
over all time and nature. His act of redeeming his people from Egypt committed 
him to provide for them on every level because they were his own. Therefore, 
Israel’s observance of the Sabbath day and year and the year of jubilee was a 
function of obedience and trust. In practical terms, the jubilee year embodies the 
trust all Israelites could have that God would provide for their immediate needs 
and for the future of their families. At the same time, it calls on the rich to trust 
that treating creditors compassionately will still yield an adequate return. 
 
Looking at the social angle, the smallest unit of Israel’s kinship structure was the 
household that would have included three to four generations. The jubilee 
provided a socioeconomic solution to keep the family whole even in the face of 
economic calamity. Family debt was a reality in ancient times as it is today, and 
its effects include a frightening list of social ills. The jubilee sought to check these 
negative social consequences by limiting their duration so that future generations 
would not have to bear the burden of their distant ancestors.  
 
The economic angle reveals the two principles that we can apply today. First, God 
desires just distribution of the earth’s resources. According to God’s plan, the land 
of Canaan was assigned equitably among the people. The jubilee was not about 
redistribution but restoration. According to Wright, “The jubilee thus stands as a 
critique not only of massive private accumulation of land and related wealth but 
also of large-scale forms of collectivism or nationalization that destroy any 
meaningful sense of personal or family ownership.”  
 
Second, family units must have the opportunity and resources to provide for 
themselves. 
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In most modern societies, people cannot be sold into slavery to pay debts. 
Bankruptcy laws provide relief to those burdened with unpayable debts, and 
descendants are not liable for ancestors' debts. The basic property needed for 
survival may be protected from seizure. Nonetheless, Leviticus 25 seems to offer a 
broader foundation than contemporary bankruptcy laws. It is founded not on 
merely protecting personal liberty and a bit of property for destitute people, but 
on ensuring that everyone has access to the means of making a living and escaping 
multigenerational poverty. As the gleaning laws in Leviticus show, the solution is 
neither handouts nor mass appropriation of property, but social values and 
structures that give every person an opportunity to work productively. Have 
modern societies actually surpassed ancient Israel in this regard? What about the 
millions of people enslaved or in bonded labour today in situations where anti-
slavery laws are not adequately enforced? What would it take for Christians to be 
capable of offering real solutions? 
http://www.theologyofwork.org/old-testament/leviticus-and-work/the-sabbath-
year-and-the-year-of-jubilee-leviticus-25  

 
 

COMMANDMENT – APPLY THE SABBATH RULES TO THE LAND 

 

LEVITICUS 25:4-5  
 

‘But during the seventh year the land shall have a sabbath rest, a sabbath to the 
LORD; you shall not sow your field nor prune your vineyard. Your harvest's 
aftergrowth you shall not reap, and your grapes of untrimmed vines you shall not 
gather; the land shall have a sabbatical year.’ 
 
It is a well-established agricultural fact that resting the land every seven years is 
best for the soil and that much-improved crops result from doing so. During this 
scriptural practice, there was to be no pruning or planting in the sabbath year, nor 
any attempt to kill the insects, or otherwise interfere with natural processes in the 
field. The fruit had to remain in the field, except for what passerby, servants, or 
owners plucked to eat; no real harvesting was permitted, only eating.  By this rest, 
the soil is restored and revitalized. By allowing the field to go to weeds, the weeds 
of the field are given the opportunity to bring to the topsoil minerals from below 
and to revitalize the soil. The vines and trees are given the free growth, unpruned, 
and again renew their vitality. The fruits which falls and rots again contributes to 
the soil. The value of the sabbath in regenerating the soil is very great. This 
biblical practice also greatly reduces the need for pesticides and herbicides. But 
man, lacking faith, prefers his own work to God's work, and his proposed work to 
God's sabbath. God's method is called crude, and modern sprays, manufactured 
fertilizers, and other devices are used, and the soil is steadily mined and abused. 
The soil is treated as something science can make and re-make, and even do 
without. Very few scientists treat the soil with any respect.  The function of 
microorganisms in the soil, and the value of compost and trees in regenerating the 
soil is great. So is the value of wild animals and birds in the life cycles of the 
earth. The earth clearly is renewed by rest, or it is exploited ruthlessly and finally 
turned into a desert. Many once populous areas are today desert, as witness 
Babylon and the Sahara. 
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http://www.ecclesia.org/truth/sabbath-land.html  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

COMMANDMENT – PRACTICE PLANTING RULES 

 

LEVITICUS19:23-26 
‘When you enter the land and plant any kind of fruit tree, regard its fruit as 
forbidden. For three years you are to consider it forbidden; it must not be eaten. 
In the fourth year all its fruit will be holy, an offering of praise to the Lord. But in 
the fifth year you may eat its fruit. In this way your harvest will be increased. I am 
the Lord your God….’ 
 
Like many of God’s laws given to the Israelites, this one had a practical purpose 
rather than a spiritual one. The basic purpose of a tree’s fruit is to fertilize and 
reproduce itself. The fertilization takes place as the fruit falls to the ground under 
the tree and decays; the reproduction occurs as the seeds are consumed by birds—
or the fruit-seed combination consumed by ground animals—and spread to other 
places in their droppings. If the fruit of a newly planted tree is picked and eaten 
the first few years, as people even today are wont to do, then the tree’s natural 
fertilization doesn’t occur, and though the tree may grow it is considerably 
weakened. This is the same as human beings who don’t have proper nourishment 
during their initial stages of growth and development. Today, most horticultural 
advice is to not pick the fruit of a newly planted tree for the first 3–4 years, and 
allow the fallen fruit to remain on the ground and decay into natural fertilizer, but 
few people do. It was the same in the days of the Israelites. So to help them grow 
their newly planted fruit trees properly, God could either give them instantaneous 
horticultural knowledge, or give them a spiritual law based on his natural laws of 
fruit tree growth and development. Obviously, doing the first would have caused 
some problems, so in His wisdom He chose to do the second. 

Wenham commenting on the laws of the orchard writes that... 

http://www.ecclesia.org/truth/sabbath-land.html
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Holiness involves the total consecration of a man’s life and labor to God’s service. 
This was symbolized in the giving of one day in seven, and a tithe of all produce, 
and also in the dedication of the firstfruits of agriculture. This principle covers not 
only crops (Ex 23:19; Lev. 23:10; Dt. 26:1ff.) but also animals (Ex. 34:19–20; Dt 
15:19) and even children (Ex 13:2; Nu 8:16ff.). By dedicating the first of everything 
to God, the man of the Old Covenant publicly acknowledged that all he had was 
from God, and he thanked him for his blessings (1Chr 29:14). In the case of fruit 
trees, however, little fruit is borne in the early years, and this law specifies that it 
is the fourth year’s crop that counts as the firstfruits and must be dedicated to 
God. (NICOT) 
http://www.preceptaustin.org/leviticus_19_commentary.htm  
 
See also https://biblicalstudies.org.uk/pdf/mjt/06-2_42.pdf  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

COMMANDMENT – TAKE CARE OF ANIMALS 

 

DEUTERONOMY 22:10  
‘Do not plough with an oxen and a donkey together…’ 
 
The reason for this is a very practical one in that each animal work differently 
and therefore it is not very efficient. 
 
DEUTERONOMY 25:4  
‘You shall not muzzle an ox when it is treading (threshing) out the grain.’ 
 
Threshing is the process of loosening the edible part of cereal grain (or other crop) 
from the scaly, inedible chaff that surrounds it. It is the step in grain preparation 
after harvesting and before winnowing, which separates the loosened chaff from 
the grain. 
 
The most common, traditional interpretation of this verse is the humanitarian 
notion that a man was not allowed to muzzle his ox while it was working, thus 
preventing the ox from eating. This was inhumane because the animal, which was 
helping to provide for the food of the community, deserved better. The 
humanitarian character of the Law in general is often stressed, using the law 
in Deut 25:4 as an example that the law is even humane towards the animals (at 
least here represented by the bovine class of the animals). 

http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Exod%2023.19
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Lev.%2023.10
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Deut.%2026.1ff
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Exod.%2034.19%E2%80%9320
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Deut%2015.19
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Deut%2015.19
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Exod%2013.2
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/Num%208.16ff
http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/1%20Chron%2029.14
http://www.preceptaustin.org/leviticus_19_commentary.htm
https://biblicalstudies.org.uk/pdf/mjt/06-2_42.pdf
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http://www.etsjets.org/files/JETS-PDFs/49/49-4/JETS_49-4_699-
711_Verbruggen.pdf  
 
Loving our Fellow Creatures 
 
Christians and Animal Rights  
 
Do animals have rights? It is becoming quite common to think so. Talk about animal 
rights follows on, of course, from talk about human rights. Those who advocate 
animal rights are proposing we extend the idea of rights from humans to other 
animals. How should Christians think about this? Does the Bible give us any 
guidance? 
 
A Biblical Basis 
 
A more biblical sort of question about animals would be this: do we humans have a 
duty to love animals, just as we have a duty to love our fellow humans? We are 
commanded to love God and our (human) neighbours, but what about other 
creatures? Even if the Bible does not instruct us in so many words to love all our 
fellow creatures, it nevertheless rather strongly implies that we should. ‘Be 
merciful,’ said Jesus, ‘just as your Father is merciful.’1 God’s mercy is his caring 
and compassionate love, which he extends not only to humans but also to all his 
creatures. He ‘is good to all, and his compassion is over all he had made’.2 The 
psalmist can even say that God, in his love and his righteousness, saves ‘humans 
and animals alike.’3 So, if we are to love as God loves, surely we must love all that 
God loves. 
 
This ‘love’ of animals requires recognising that they have value independently of 
us. They don’t exist just to be useful to us. They have value for themselves and for 
God. Our treatment of them should respect the value God has given them in 
creating them. But unfortunately, Christians have not always recognised this. In 
Christian history much damage has been done by misinterpretation of the first 
chapter of Genesis, with God’s command to humans to ‘have dominion’ over other 
creatures on earth.4 This has been taken to mean that animals are there for us to 
make whatever use we wish for our own benefit. But this was a view of animals 
that came from Greek philosophy, not from the Bible, and was read into the 
Genesis text. 
 
What does ‘dominion’ imply? 
 
Most Christians now recognise that the special role in creation that God has given 
to humans is not one of exploitation but of responsibility. Human ‘dominion’ is in 
the context of, and reflects, God’s rule over his world, which is that caring, 
compassionate love for all his creatures that we have already noticed in the 
Psalms.5 The rest of creation is not there just for human benefit (though, of 
course, we must use our environment to live, as all earthly creatures must). What 
human dominion over animals means is clarified in some other parts of the Old 
Testament. In an obviously exceptional but instructive instance, Noah exercises 
the dominion when he preserves all the species of animals thought the flood. 
Israelite land Law, with its rules about leaving the land fallow in the seventh year, 

http://www.etsjets.org/files/JETS-PDFs/49/49-4/JETS_49-4_699-711_Verbruggen.pdf
http://www.etsjets.org/files/JETS-PDFs/49/49-4/JETS_49-4_699-711_Verbruggen.pdf
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includes a concern for the effect of agriculture on wild animals.6 These examples 
are surely precedents for acting to preserve species in what amounts to a 
contemporary deluge of destruction of species, and for taking care to preserve the 
habitat and resources that wild animals need, not monopolising the world’s 
resources for human use. 
 
There is also concern about the treatment of domestic animals. The Sabbath rest is 
for them as well as for people.7 The ox treading grain should not be muzzled.8 
Consideration for their animals is characteristic of the righteous.9 In the terms of 
our contemporary debate, these duties to animals presuppose the value and the 
rights of animals. If we have a duty not to inflict suffering on animals, then it 
follows that they have a right not to suffer human abuse. But as Christians we can 
add to the contemporary debate that whatever rights animals have are rooted in 
the value God has given them as his creatures. Just as human rights are ultimately 
based in the value God sets on each one of his human creatures, so animal rights 
are based on their value for God. 
 
Fellow creatures 
 
The biblical passage cited all relate to the idea of the human ‘dominion’ over 
other creatures. They envisage a ‘vertical’ relationship of humans to animals, in 
which humans are in some sense set ‘over’ other creatures. But the Bible also uses 
another, complementary way of portraying our relationship to animals. This is a 
‘horizontal’ relationship in which we stand alongside other creatures. The key 
thought is simply that they and we are all creatures of God. This thought is just as 
prominent in the Bible as the idea of ‘dominion,’ but it has been given less 
attention. In my view, we shall only get the ‘dominion’ right if we also get the 
relationship of fellow-creatureliness right too. For example, the covenant God 
made with Noah was made not just with humans but with all living creatures on 
earth (Gen 9: 9-10). When God speaks about the whole earth, as he does in this 
covenant, he thinks of all the living creatures to whom he has given it as home. 
Humans do not have exclusive rights to the earth. We can see this also in Psalm 
104, which surveys God’s creation, noting how God has provided homes and 
resources for all living creatures. We humans appear only as one such category of 
creature alongside others (Ps. 104:23). We are not even at the climax of the 
catalogue – an honour that goes to Leviathan (v 26). Such passages place us firmly 
within the community of God’s creation, as creatures who share God’s earth with 
other creatures. 
 
A passage worth some pondering is God’s answer to Job (especially chapters 38-
39). Job’s problem was partly that he thought that all God’s ways should be 
focused on him (and other humans). And part of God’s answer was to show Job the 
immensity and diversity of the creation. God has many other creatures to care 
about and they simply have nothing to do with Job. The notion of human 
‘dominion’ over animals had no real meaning in relation to most of the animals 
God depicts in Job 39. They lived entirely independently of Job. The point is to 
make Job realise this and put him in his place. Job 38-39 is a good antidote to 
exaggerated emphasis on human ‘dominion.’ Nowadays humans do influence the 
lives of animals such as those portrayed in Job 39. We have so dominated the earth 
that the fates of whole species lie in our hands. But God’s speech to Job 
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powerfully reminds us that we are not the be all and end all of creation. In our 
contemporary circumstances, the ‘dominion’ should therefore be exercised with 
considerable restraint. Exercising it responsibly today requires primarily that we 
learn to let other creatures be. 
 
In my view, the most important way in which Scripture sets us alongside the 
animals as fellow creatures is its portrayal of the worship of God by all of God’s 
creation.11 Modern readers of the Bible sometimes take such passages to be mere 
poetic fancy. Of course, they do not mean that other creatures worship God in the 
ways that we do. Other creatures worship God just by being themselves. They exist 
for God’s glory. Their worship expresses the value they have for God. 
 
The best way to learn to value other creatures is to learn to worship with them, to 
recover the sense, so powerful in the book of Psalms, that our own worship is part 
of the worship of the whole creation. In worship, we do not stand above our 
fellow-creatures, but beside them and before the God who created us all. The 
Bible never suggests that we help other creatures to worship. Rather, a passage 
like Psalm 148 gives the strong impression that they help us to worship. Coming to 
appreciate the value they have for God raises our hearts and minds in praise to 
their Creator. 
 
1 Luke 6:36 2 Ps 145:9 3 Ps 36:6, NRSV 4 Gen 1:26, 28 5 Ps 36:5, 6; 
145:8, 9 6 Lev 25:7 7 Exod 20:10; Deut 5:12 8 Deut 25:4 9 Prov 12:10 
10 Gen 9:9, 10 11 Isa 42:10; Ps 69:34; 96:11, 12; 97:6; 98:7, 8; 103:22; 148; 150:6, 
Phil 2:1; Rev 5:13 
http://www.aswa.org.uk/page/articles/loving_our_fellow_creatures/  
 
Is “Animal Rights” a Biblical Concern?  
 
SYNOPSIS 
 
During the past forty years, radical animal rights activists have elevated the value 
of animals to the moral equivalency of humans. They uncompromisingly insist that 
medical research on live animals, factory farming, and other practices that cause 
animals intense suffering and death should be legally forbidden. Christians, on the 
other hand, generally agree that God created animals primarily for human 
consumption, commercial benefits, and entertainment. As such, they believe 
humans are free to use animals in practically any manner we choose with little or 
no concern for their welfare. While the ranks of radical animal rights activists 
escalate, the church remains largely indifferent (or ignorant of) the pain and 
suffering of both wild and domesticated animals. Is the general Christian position 
God- honoring, or is the modern animal rights movement more on track with 
biblical revelation? Is promoting animal rights a legitimate and just cause? The 
Bible answers these questions. It reveals that God enjoys and watches over the 
animals He created, and they have value to Him independent of their benefits to 
humanity. Furthermore, the Bible reveals that God has instructed the human race 
to be His caretakers over nonhuman life, and it provides ethical guidelines for how 
to achieve this. 
 

http://www.aswa.org.uk/page/articles/loving_our_fellow_creatures/
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For most of its history the Christian tradition has not thought that God cares 
much—if at all—for other creatures. The result is unsurprising: Christians have not 
cared much either….But how likely is it that a God who creates millions, if not 
billions, of species only cares for one of them.1 

 
The above quote, by well-known Christian animal rights advocate Professor Andrew 
Linzey, reminds me of a comment I heard on a nationally broadcasted radio talk 
show. The popular host, a person with special knowledge of the Old Testament, 
asserted that there would be no reason for animals to exist unless God created 
people. At one level, I suppose he’s correct. The Bible does say that God had the 
human race in mind when He created the Earth (Ps. 115:16). But does it follow 
that the only reason God created animal life is to serve humanity? If so, why did He 
create so many millions of animals that contribute nothing to human welfare? And 
why did God create so many animals that He knew would become a nuisance, or 
even a danger, to the human race? 

The fact is that nowhere in the Bible does it say that God created animals solely 
for human consumption and commercial benefits, or that we can do what we wish 
with animals without any consideration for their well-being. In this article, I’m 
going to provide what I believe is a reasonable and coherent biblical argument that 
God had more in mind than profiting humanity when He designed and created the 
myriad diverse, beautiful, and often mysterious animals that share our amazing 
planet. My goal is to provide insight into what constitutes a biblical perspective of 
“animal rights,” and the ethical responsibilities we humans have in our relationship 
with both wild and domesticated animals. 
 
IN THE BEGINNING 
 
The animal rights movement began in the nineteenth century and parallels the 
emergence of the “humanitarian movement” of the same era, which sought, 
among other things, to end slavery and the oppression of children. It has since 
become one of the largest social movements in Western culture. It may surprise 
readers that the founding fathers of the movement were often Christians. William 
Wilberforce, usually associated with his long struggle to abolish slavery in the 
British Empire, along with Anglican priest Arthur Broome, founded the Royal 
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals in 1824. The RSPCA is the oldest 
and largest animal welfare organization in the world. The founders considered the 
Society “a specifically Christian enterprise based on Christian principles.”2 
Following RSPCA’s lead, numerous other groups quickly emerged, including the 
American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, established in 1866. 
The primary goal of these organizations was to make slaughtering practices more 
humane and to enforce laws for the humane treatment of farm animals. 
 
It’s worth noting that early on the animal rights movement also recognized the 
importance of the humane treatment and preservation of wildlife. It wasn’t until 
the last half of the twentieth century, however, that animal rights activists began 
to focus on the worldwide plight of wild animals, and for good reason. Hundreds of 
species of animals have become extinct due to human activities, and countless 
more are threatened with extinction. 
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The Controversy 
 
During the 1970s, segments of the animal rights movement began to embrace a 
more radical moral philosophy than their predecessors, one that went far beyond 
preventing cruelty to animals. It eventually spawned People for the Ethical 
Treatment of Animals (PETA) and other aggressive animal rights organizations. The 
writings of bioethics professor Peter Singer and American philosopher Tom Regan, 
along with a host of other likeminded activists, elevated the value of animals to 
the moral equivalency of humans. They insisted that animals have an intrinsic right 
to live independent and free from human intervention. They should not be 
considered property; they should receive the same protection under law as people, 
and rarely, if ever, should they suffer pain on behalf of human welfare. Those on 
the extremist fringe even argue that animals should be awarded the status of 
personhood, and, in some cases, are of greater value than humans: “The life of a 
[disabled] newborn,” writes Singer, “is of less value than the life of a pig, a dog, 
or a chimpanzee.”3 People who disagree with this are accused of “speciesism”—
prejudice and discrimination against animals on par with racism and sexism. 

In light of the escalating acceptance of this radical form of animal rights, 
Christians must ask themselves three questions and seek biblical guidance as we 
respond to them—if we are to bring Christian principles and values back into the 
movement. First, do animal rights advocates have a just cause? Second, do animals 
have value to God beyond their usefulness to people? And third, do humans have a 
moral responsibility to nonhuman life? 

These are difficult questions to answer because they can be considered on various 
levels. For example, according to ethologist Marc Bekoff, laboratory experiments 
on animals in 2001 included “690,800 guinea pigs, rabbits, and hamsters, in 
addition to 161,700 farm animals, 70,000 dogs, 49,400 primates, 22,800 cats, and 
80 million mice and rats.”4 In most cases, animals used in laboratory experiments 
suffer horrendous pain and are usually killed. Scientists agree that such research is 
vital in order to develop effective treatments for diseases, but should live animals 
be used to develop cosmetics and in psychological experiments, which also inflict 
pain and often result in death? People need affordable, nutritious food, but should 
veal calves be confined to tiny crates, where they can scarcely move their entire 
short lives? Is it morally justified for chickens, minks, rabbits, and chinchillas to be 
crammed into battery cages to facilitate the egg-laying capacity of chickens and to 
provide expensive fur coats for wealthy people (called “factory farming”)? These 
are not small issues—nor can they be ignored in any consideration of biblical 
ethics. 

DO ANIMAL RIGHTS ADVOCATES HAVE A JUST CAUSE? 
 
Animal rights advocates justify their cause on the grounds that sentient animals 
have emotional and cognitive characteristics similar—if much less complex—to 
humans. They not only feel pain but also stress, fear, anxiety, grief, loneliness, 
despair, and other humanlike characteristics. These attributes have been well 
documented by numerous studies in animal behavior during the past few decades.5 
It’s undebatable that animals are more than mindless biological machines without 
feeling and emotions. This is reason enough for us to reconsider how we treat and 
care for nonhuman life. 
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Although Christians must reject any ideology that elevates animals to human 
status, the question of what constitutes justifiable animal rights is a legitimate 
issue, and one that Christians must seriously grapple with from a biblical 
perspective. I believe the animal rights issue is a moral issue and therefore a 
legitimate cause. And because Christians are obligated to treat animals according 
to divine precepts, it is also a theological issue. So the starting point for 
developing a biblical concept of animal rights is to explore God’s perspective on 
wild and domesticated animals. 

Do Animals Have Value to God beyond Their Usefulness to Humans? 

The typical attitude most Christians harbor toward animals is essentially utilitarian 
and pragmatic. They believe God created animals primarily as a human resource: 
food, clothing, labor, experimentation, entertainment, and sport. As a result, 
animal rights has more or less been a nonissue in the church, and little effort has 
been exerted to develop a biblical understanding of human/animal relationships. 
Despite the worrisome fact that the animal rights movement continues to grow and 
become increasingly radicalized, the church has remained mostly indifferent—or 
outspokenly critical. 

The Bible plainly teaches that animals are available for human consumption (Gen. 
9:3) and other purposes. From a biblical perspective, we are not being cruel to 
raise animals for food, to hunt them in order to control overpopulation, and to use 
them for necessary medical research. But the Bible also teaches that all animal life 
belongs to God, not to humans: “For every animal of the forest is mine, and the 
cattle on a thousand hills. I know every bird in the mountains and the creatures of 
the field are mine (Ps. 50:10-22; cf. Ps. 24:1; Col. 1:16).6 Nowhere does the Bible 
condone the horrendous abuses and exploitation inflicted on animals by the human 
race simply because it benefits or amuses us. A survey of God’s perspective on 
nonhuman life will drive this point home. 

Psalm 36:6 tells us that God provides for both humans and animals, and numerous 
passages teach that God has made provisions for animals to survive and propagate. 
Job 38 and 39 and Psalm 104, the longest passages in the Bible that deal almost 
exclusively with nonhuman life, reveal that God provides specific habitats with 
water, food, and shelter for wildlife. Job reminds us that most events in nature 
take place beyond human habitats and awareness; only God observes and enjoys 
all that occurs in the lives of animals. In a series of rhetorical questions, God asks 
Job, “Do you know when the mountain goats give birth? Do you watch when the 
doe bears her fawn…? I gave [the wild donkey] the wasteland as his home…. Does 
the eagle soar at your command and build his nest on high?” (Job 39:1, 6, 27). The 
self-evident answer to these questions is that only God is present to observe these 
events. 

After the worldwide flood, God issued a covenant with the human race that 
included animals (Gen. 9:8-11), and centuries later the prophet Hosea spoke of 
another covenant that would occur in the eschatological future. It includes “the 
beasts of the field and the birds of the air and the creatures that move along the 
ground” (2:18). God instructed the Israelites that every seven years they were not 
to sow or harvest their fields, vineyards, and olive groves so that poor people and 
wild animals may eat what is left (Exod. 23:10-11). 
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Similar humane treatment is required for domesticated animals. Proverbs 12:10 
points out that “a righteous man cares for the needs of his animals.” Jewish law 
includes provisions for the humane treatment of domesticated animals. On the 
Sabbath day, God instructed the Jews to allow their work animals to rest (Exod. 
23:12), and not to “muzzle an ox while it is treading out the grain” (Deut. 25:4).7 
Even the Ten Commandants have a provision to care for domesticated animals 
(Exod. 20:9-11). 

Although Jesus and the New Testament authors say little about animal life, 
references to animal welfare are not absent in the text. Jesus admired the birds of 
the air and pointed out that God cares for and protects them (Matt. 6:26; Luke 
12:6, 24), and wild animals accompanied Jesus during His temptation in the 
wilderness (Mark 1:13). The real argument demonstrating Jesus’ love and concern 
for animals, however, is theological. By virtue of the fact that Jesus and the 
Father (along with the Holy Spirit) are one in essence in the triune Godhead, it 
would have been impossible for Christ not to love and care for wild and 
domesticated animals the same as does the Father. 

All together, these and many other passages reveal that God did not create 
animals solely for human consumption, comfort, and entertainment. The attention 
and care God gives to animals refutes the notion that they have value only to the 
degree they serve human needs and desires. The biblical fact is animals have value 
to God independent of the human race. This doesn’t mean God values animals as 
much as He does people or that they deserve the same ethical considerations as do 
humans. Only people are created in God’s image (Gen. 1:26). We are the crown of 
creation (Ps. 8:4-8), and God values us far more than animal life (Matt. 10:29-31). 
But this doesn’t diminish the fact that God values nonhuman life and desires that 
animals fulfill the purposes for which He created them. For this reason, the animal 
rights movement is a legitimate cause—assuming it’s carried out within a biblical 
moral framework. Does the Bible provide such an ethical basis for animal rights? I 
believe it does, and it includes instructions for how the human race is to relate to 
other created life. 

Do Humans Have Moral Responsibilities over Nonhuman Life? 

According to Ecclesiastes 3:19-20, people are no different than animals on a purely 
physical level. Humans and land-bound animals were created on day six; we all 
depend on God’s gracious provisions for food and shelter; and we will all 
eventually die. But the Bible also teaches that there are two fundamental and 
distinct differences between humans and animals. First, only humans are created 
in God’s image. As such we enjoy a unique spiritual connectedness with God that 
animals don’t have. But with this position comes responsibility. Because we are 
created in God’s image, we should reflect the same attitude and care toward 
nonhuman life that He does. This leads to the second distinction. God instructed 
the human race, beginning with Adam, to be stewards of animal life as part of our 
overall responsibilities as His designated caretakers in creation. 

When Adam was told to name the animals God created and brought to him (Gen. 
2:19-20), it showed that God was giving Adam authority over them. This is not 
unlike when we name our pets, or when zookeepers name the animals under their 
care. In doing so, we are acknowledging our responsibility to care for, and watch 
over, them. 
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This helps us to understand what God meant in Genesis 1:28 when He told Adam 
and Eve to have “dominion” (KJV) over the Earth’s newly created animal life. 
Space prevents an analysis of what dominion means when examined within its full 
biblical context, but most theologians agree that dominion (“rule” in modern 
translations) means stewardship.8 It denotes mankind’s caretaker role in creation; 
it doesn’t give people a license to use animals any way they please. Look at it like 
this: at the end of the creation week, God looked upon all He had made and 
pronounced it “very good” (Gen. 1:31). It doesn’t make sense that He would then 
turn around and give the Earth’s animals to the human race to abuse and exploit. 

This brings us to the matter of ethics. Does the Bible provide moral principles to 
guide our stewardship activities— and by which we can establish realistic and 
humane “rights” for animals? I believe it does. Since God instructed the human 
race to be His caretakers over all of nature, we can be certain that the Bible will 
contain moral principles to guide this responsibility. In particular, since Jesus is 
the source and substance of New Testament ethics, we should be able to 
extrapolate His teachings to embrace nonhuman life. I believe Jesus taught three 
foundational ethical principles that will guide us as we seek to identify and 
establish practical, God-honoring rights for animals. 

SERVANTHOOD 

Christians are told numerous times to be like Jesus (Rom. 13:14; Phil. 2:5; Col. 
3:10). When He came to Earth, Jesus took on “the very nature of a servant” (Phil. 
2:7), and He expects His followers to be servants also (John 13:15-17). It is not a 
theological stretch to say that just as Jesus loves us and became our Savior, so too 
should we not only love other people as Christ loves us but also to consider the 
outflow of our servanthood to include being “saviors” (protectors) of nonhuman 
life—as the dominion mandate requires. 

Unconditional Love 

In the New Testament, the Greek word used to describe God’s love for people is 
agape. It’s a love that denotes a willful choice. It’s the love that God bestows on 
people, not because we deserve it, but because He chooses to love us despite our 
sin and rebellion. It’s unconditional love. This kind of love involves God doing what 
is best for us, not necessarily what we desire. In a similar way, as God’s caretakers 
in creation, we make stewardship decisions that may not be in our best interest, 
but will be in the best interest of threatened and endangered animals and that 
promote humane treatment for domesticated animals. Thus, we should set aside 
habitats to ensure the survival of wildlife and, perhaps, be willing to pay a dollar 
more to purchase eggs from free-range chickens. In other words, we will make 
choices that advance our stewardship role as protectors of nonhuman life. 

The Golden Rule 

God’s desire for human relationships is summarized in a beloved passage Christians 
call the Golden Rule: “So in everything, do to others what you would have them do 
to you, for this sums up the Law and the Prophets” (Matt. 7:12). Although this rule 
is directed to people, the principle behind it could logically and theologically be 
inclusive to all the life God created and values. Animals provide numerous services 
and pleasures for humans. They provide us with food and clothing. We can use 
them for legitimate medical testing in order to develop life-saving drugs. They are 



 

140 

 

companions and aids to the handicapped. Wild animals provide tremendous joy and 
excitement when we walk through wild country. It seems only reasonable and just 
that we provide animals with the attention and care that God provides them. 

If we apply just these three ethical principles to our relationship with wild and 
domesticated animals, we will not only treat these creatures fairly and humanely 
but also fulfill God’s command to be His stewards in creation. 

A Hope for the Future 

It’s been said that the church has often been on the wrong side of moral issues, 
such as condoning slavery and the oppression of women, children, and minorities. 
Of course, with the passage of time, the church recognized the immorality of 
slavery as well as the equality of men and women and the rights of children and 
minorities. But the fact that some Christians have endorsed such behavior 
demonstrates that, at times, Christians have failed miserably to discern divine 
principles for godly living correctly. I’m concerned that this is also true of our God-
given responsibilities to nonhuman life. My hope is that more Christians will begin 
to take seriously our responsibility as God’s designated caretakers in creation, and 
thereby have a greater willingness to care and manage domesticated and wild 
animals as humanely as possible. We can do this without compromising human 
health and well-being. We should do this because the Bible clearly reveals that 
animals are valuable to God by virtue of their creation, not just because they serve 
humanity. 
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25:4. However, Paul is merely drawing an additional application from this 
passage by giving a spiritual (and practical) principle: If we allow domesticated 
animals to benefit from their labor, even more so should the apostles, who are 
laboring for the Gospel, be supported by the church. Paul is not contradicting 
what is a clear instruction in Deuteronomy, nor is he suggesting that God does 
not care about oxen. It is not unusual for New Testament writers to find New 
Covenant applications in Old Covenant instructions. 

8. I provide an in-depth analysis of “subdue” and “dominion” (rule) in my book, 
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COMMANDMENT – DO NOT GET INVOLVED IN GENETIC ENGINEERING 

 

Scientific, Ethical and Biblical Considerations of Genetic Engineering 
 
It is essential that genetic engineering be considered in a Biblical context. Our 
attitude towards genetic engineering needs to be consistent with God’s Word, 
which declares most transgenic organisms to be unfit for breeding and unfit for 
food. As followers of Judaism, Christianity and Islam all accept the Hebrew Bible 
as truth, these considerations affect a large proportion of the world’s population. 
Many facts will be presented, both scientific and Biblical, that some genetic 
manipulators would prefer left unsaid. 
 
The article briefly explains many of the underlying methods and assumptions 
involved in genetic engineering and has a particular emphasis on Biblical teachings. 
The scientific facts are that genetic engineering is still in its infancy, and our 
understanding of genetically modified organisms (GMOs) and environmental 
interactions is so fragmentary that these organisms must not be allowed to live 
outside of biologically isolated laboratories. The damage caused by the premature 
release of a flawed GMOs will difficult or impossible to undo. If GM foods are 
forced upon us, those developing, producing and distributing such things must fully 
bear all the costs of isolating, distributing and labelling caused by their GM 
products. 
 
Natural Genetics 
 
All living organisms contain genetic material that controls their life processes and 
reproduction. The genetic material is organised into chromosomes that are present 
in every living cell. Each chromosome is an enormous molecule of DNA containing 
many genes as well as huge amounts of DNA whose function we still do not know. 
This still mysterious DNA is referred to as linker DNA or sometimes more ignorantly 
as ‘junk’ DNA. All DNA carries a four base code that is read in triplets to code for 
RNA synthesis, amino acid sequences for protein formation, etc. It is a far more 
elegant and compact system than the one we have devised for use in our 
electronic computers. The proteins produced via this genetic code control specific 
inherited traits and biochemical functions. Asexual reproduction occurs when the 
organism duplicates its own DNA and organelles and splits into two identical copies 
of the original organism. Sexual reproduction requires the combination of a male 
and female gamete. This process requires the two gametes to both come from 
members of the same species, which helps to maintain the many distinct species 
we have. When the gametes unite, their DNA is combined in an extremely complex 
and precise manner to initiate production of a new and unique member of what is 
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still the same species. (A species is defined as a group of organisms that can 
interbreed, but do not or can not normally interbreed with others outside of this 
group.) 
 
Genetic Modification 
 
A transgenic or genetically modified organism (GMO) contains combined DNA taken 
from two or more organisms. The new combination is forced to occur in a totally 
different method from the natural method used in sexual reproduction given 
above. This results in a new organism that is radically genetically different from 
any of the originals. In the hands of a genetic manipulator, the DNA being inserted 
can potentially come from any other organism. An example of this, which has been 
undertaken, is to insert sections of human DNA into pig DNA. As we will see, 
creating transgenic mutants shatters the natural reproduction barriers and creates 
new and distinct problems. Let’s look at the four basic categories of genetic 
combinations, the techniques used to produce these transgenics and then examine 
what God says about transferring DNA between organisms: 
 
Why Produce New Varieties? 
 
At this point we need to consider why there is any need to produce new varieties 
of living organisms. Traditionally this meant crossbreeding two similar varieties of 
one species to produce a slightly different variety of the same species. A common 
example would be crossing a rust resistant wheat variety with a high-yielding 
wheat variety. All nations that have substantial agricultural systems have people 
developing new varieties. The movement of plant and animal diseases into new 
areas dictates the need for new varieties, as does the need to increase crop yields 
and acreage and to develop varieties suited to the nation’s environment and 
markets. Thus new varieties with specific disease resistances, tolerance to 
drought, salinity, waterlogging, heat stress, etc, are needed. It is common for 
cereal varieties to be superseded after only five years. Animals with superior 
genetic properties such as faster growth, greater strength, higher milk yield and so 
on are also useful. These practical needs are supplemented by the 
horticulturalist’s desire to produce plants with the most attractive foliage, most 
stunning flowers, etc. The need for many of these new varieties is accepted, but 
the methods used to produce these varieties must be carefully evaluated. 
 
Intra-breed transfer: (Class 1) 
 
In this case the DNA of two specimens within a single sub-species (or breed) is 
combined. This has always been the arena of traditional breeder. Two parents are 
selected which both have one or more desirable traits. In plants or animals the 
DNA of these two organisms is combined by natural sexual reproduction. Sexual 
reproduction involves combining a complete half-set of genetic material (called 
haploid) from each parent organism to produce a full set of diploid genes in the 
offspring. Thus natural reproduction can add undesirable traits as well as the 
desired traits to the new plant or animal. Often several generations of breeding 
and selection are required before the new organisms will consistently breed true 
to the desired traits, and the undesirable traits are bred out. This is inconvenient 
for the breeders, but there are many positive aspects of natural breeding. Unlike 
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genetic engineering, natural reproduction carefully places the genes exactly where 
they belong in the genome. It also maintains a relatively high level of diversity in 
the breed’s genetic material. This diversity is useful as it often allows some 
members of the breed to survive when a new challenge decimates susceptible 
members of the population. 
 
Direct genetic modification offers the potential to add only selected desirable 
genes to an otherwise excellent specimen, and to have these traits expressed in all 
the offspring. In theory, none of the undesirable traits need be transferred at the 
same time. Unlike natural reproduction, the new genes can even be taken from an 
organism of the same gender as the recipient. This could accelerate the process of 
developing new animal breeds or plant cultivars, perhaps improving resistance to a 
particular disease or achieving a higher yield. All the descendants of genetically 
modified self-pollinating plants, like non-sexually reproducing microorganisms, 
have exactly the same genes. This means that all members of the new breed would 
have the same response to environmental challenges. A newly introduced or 
mutated disease could result in the total failure of a susceptible breed of 
genetically engineered (GE) organisms. When this occurs to a widely grown crop, it 
will cause a massive famine. 
 
One example of this type of intra-breed GMO is high iron rice that is produced by 
inserting multiple copies of a rice haemoglobin gene back into the same genome. 
The rice is intended to help reduce iron deficiency induced anaemia. 
The genetic manipulation techniques that are being used today do not allow exact 
control of the transformation process. The current methods of adding genes can be 
frighteningly random. A common method of inserting genes into higher organisms 
like plants and animals is the biolistic process, more accurately called shotgun 
cloning. With this process the DNA of the "new" gene is coated onto tiny gold or 
tungsten pellets which are shot into the chromosomes of the target cell. The gene 
usually fails to combine with the target DNA. When it is inserted, the new gene 
may go into a section of the DNA where it damages coding for essential enzymes, 
possibly crippling or killing the organism. It may also go into a section of DNA that 
is inappropriate for the intended gene’s role. For example, a gene intended to 
assist the organism in early growth may instead be inserted into a section of DNA 
that codes for seed production, thus disrupting seed head growth and not assisting 
early growth.  
 
An analogy to the gene gun method can be shown in a car engine modification. An 
equivalent situation would be a mechanic who wanted to use a Mercedes fuel 
injector on a Ford engine. Normally, a skilled mechanic would remove the Ford 
injector system and modify the Mercedes injector and the car’s fuel control system 
so it could be fitted onto the motor in the place of the Ford injector. However, our 
biolistic mechanic would have a different approach. He would leave the Ford 
injector in place, load the Mercedes injector into a cannon and fire it at the 
engine in the general direction of the Ford injector. In theory, if he had enough 
engines and injectors one Mercedes injector might finish up being attached to the 
engine and be usable.  
 
Other techniques involve using agrobacterium or viruses to transfer the gene(s) 
into the target cell. Agrobacterium tumefaciens contains a tumour inducing (Ti) 
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plasmid that has been modified for use as a gene carrier. Once the plasmid enters 
the cell, the agrobacterium's restriction enzymes cut the target cell’s DNA. Ligases 
splice the transferred gene(s) into the gap. This process is more specific than 
shotgun cloning, but the experimenter still has no control over which of the many 
possible sites the gene will be inserted into. It is likely that none of the possible 
sites are ideal. These problems are made worse by the fact that none of the 
techniques we are discussing even attempt to remove the original genes that the 
manipulators are trying to supersede from the recipient cell. This is currently too 
difficult to do. Leaving these genes can lead to instability as the organism will 
have two or more competing processes trying to control some aspect of its 
metabolism. In our car engine model, this would mean that the mechanic would 
randomly choose one of the Ford components bolted onto the motor, remove that 
Ford component, bolt on the Mercedes injector in its place and then attach the 
Ford component to the other end of the Mercedes injector. Occasionally the 
engine might still work. 
 
Typically, the screening for the effectiveness of the gene transfer is very basic. An 
initial check is made to see if the DNA has been inserted anywhere into the 
recipient DNA. In the case of plants, inserting a modified bacterial gene conferring 
herbicide or antibiotic resistance (the marker gene) in combination with the gene 
of interest (GOI) usually does this. The manipulated cells are grown in chemical 
gels to stimulate them to grow into calluses. Then a dose of herbicide (or 
antibiotic) is used to kill off the non-transgenic cells. Further chemical treatments 
will convert some of the surviving calluses into plants. Later there is a check to see 
if the new gene is appropriately producing the protein that it codes for in the 
GMO.  
Please note that these concerns about GMO methods apply to all of the various 
classes of GMOs that we will discuss. 
 
Intra-species transfer: (Class 2) 
 
In this case the DNA of two different breeds (or sub-species) within a single species 
is combined. In plants or animals the DNA of these two different sub-species could 
also be combined by natural sexual reproduction. In natural breeding this is often 
called out-crossing or crossbreeding, and is used to introduce new traits into an 
existing breed. Occasionally out-breeding results in the development of a new 
breed. An example of this type of out-crossing would be combining two different 
breeds of modern tetraploid wheat such as a red and a durum wheat. 
 
Closely Related Species transfer: (Class 3) 
 
In this example, the donor DNA comes from a different species that can not 
normally fertilise the recipient species or will not produce fertile offspring. This 
combination can be undertaken by genetic manipulators to add things like the pest 
resistance gene of a wild barley species to a cultivated barley species. It is possible 
that these two species may have both descended from one original created kind, 
and many generations ago their ancestors would have been able to interbreed. 
Note again that this particular gene combination would not be able to occur and 
reproduce naturally today. Possibly a similar plant could eventually be developed 
by naturally breeding from the wild barley alone, selecting for both grain 
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development and retention of the pest resistance gene. Producing new breeds 
from these ancient species is a difficult task and it takes many generations of 
selection to achieve a useful breed. The need for new breeds emphasises the 
necessity of retaining viable stocks of the ancient breeds that contain more of the 
variability and unique genetics inherent in the original created kinds.  
 
Unrelated Species transfer: (Class 4) 
 
Finally, the donor DNA could be taken from totally unrelated organisms that have 
never been able to interbreed naturally. Some examples actually being grown 
today are ‘strawberries’ containing "anti-freeze" genes from fish, ‘goats’ 
containing human insulin genes and ‘corn’ modified with bacterial herbicide-
resistance genes. It is utterly impossible for any of these combinations to have 
ever occurred naturally. Despite the radical techniques of genetic engineering, 
organisations such as the Victorian Department of Natural Resources and 
Environment claim that producing transgenics is the same as natural breeding, a 
claim that is an outright lie. (Genes Herald New Era, Primary Focus, Vol 1:1 Pg 3) 
 
Intrabreeding  
 
GMOs are becoming more common as the transformation success rate increases 
and as gene manipulators become more sensitive to public concern about 
unrelated species transgenics. This concern has led to the development of 
removable marker genes that can be cut out of the genome once it has served its 
function.  
 
Removable marker genes also benefit the genetic engineers as it means the same 
marker gene can be reinserted again when they wish to make another modification 
to their mutant organism. 
 
And how does all this fit in with scientific responsibility and with the Bible? Should 
we be content with all or any of this? 
 
Biblical View of Genetic Manipulation 
 
In Genesis chapter 1 God tells us that He personally created all the various kinds of 
organisms individually and said that they were to reproduce according to their 
kind. When He saw that each kind was reproducing according to their own kind, He 
said that it was good. (Gen 1:11-12, 20-21, 24-25) Most creationists believe that 
the ‘kind’ referred to in Genesis was equivalent to our genus or family taxonomy 
classifications. Each created kind had an enormous range of genetic diversity built 
into it. Inbreeding groups of descendants from these original kinds selected 
specific gene combinations resulting in the various clusters of species we see 
today. These species have generally become genetically separated from each other 
by inheriting different subsets of their ancestors’ genes. The separation has been 
intensified through reordering of the gene locations within a creature’s 
chromosomes. Such changes in their chromosomes can eventually make the various 
breeds into incompatible species. Each new species has less information in their 
genes than their ancestral created kind. Please note that this process is the 
opposite to an evolutionist’s idea of speciation. Evolutionists propose that new 
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species usually contain new, additional information not possessed by their 
ancestors. 
 
Although God specifically created each kind, He used similar genes for similar 
functions throughout many kinds. Indeed, the various kinds must share the same 
biochemical basis in order to survive, as existence on earth requires the recycling 
of biochemicals from kind to kind. (ie- plants produce food for animals, the 
animals’ waste feeds microorganisms which convert it into nutrients for plants.) 
John 1:3 tells us that our heavenly Father created all things through His Son, Jesus 
Christ. This means that all living things owe their design and existence to God, and 
are thus to some degree sacred and deserving of our respect and nurturing. 
Indeed, Genesis 2:15 tells us that God put humanity on earth to tend and care for 
His garden. 
 
Evolutionary Viewpoint 
 
These facts contrast sharply with the ideas of non-theistic evolutionists, who 
believe that all living organisms have been derived from one original cell. (ie-
evolutionary theory essentially teaches that there is only one kind.) Many people 
who believe in evolution are unaware that there is no plausible scientific 
explanation of how that initial cell could have come into existence. Even a 
‘simple’ living cell is phenomenally complex, and decades of research have 
repeatedly demonstrated that even the most basic of building blocks for such a 
cell - a short chain of L-amino acids- cannot be synthesised under any suggested 
pre-life conditions. Evolutionists cannot demonstrate how the massive amounts of 
precisely coded information embedded in the far more complex genome (ie- all the 
genes coded for by DNA) of higher organisms could have arisen by random chance. 
Evolutionary theories are also unable to explain the distinct gaps separating all of 
the various kinds of organisms. (These gaps are actually predicted by the created 
kinds theory.) Despite these facts, evolutionists still wish to believe that the 
genomes of all creatures are constantly evolving. If they were correct, it would 
mean that the genes of all creatures are subject to massive changes over time. 
Therefore, some evolutionists think there should be no limits set on how far 
genetic manipulation should be taken. One wonders how these ideas are reconciled 
with the fossil record, which shows all the various kinds of organisms appearing 
fully-formed and then persisting with little or no change, often for supposedly 
many millions of years. 
 
Biblical Guidelines 
 
Conventional breeding clearly shows that God has designed a large degree of 
flexibility into the genome of each of his kinds. Simply examining the enormous 
differences between the various breeds of dogs verifies this. At the same time, all 
these breeds of dogs show that He has also built strict barriers into how far these 
variations can go. That is, all dog breeds are easily recognisable as dogs. But has 
He left us with some guidance as to what we should do when we wish to develop 
breeds? Did God know that eventually we would be able, however crudely, to 
combine the DNA from various kinds to produce our own Frankenstein creatures? 
The answer to both questions is yes. God knows the end from the beginning (Isaiah 
46:9-10), and He has left us with such guidance! Let’s see what He has to say: 
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LEVITICUS 19:19  
‘Do not mate different kinds of animals. Do not plant your field with two kinds of 
seed.’ 
 
The Hebrew word translated as sorts in this verse is kil’ayim, which means "doubly-
separated". This is different from the created kinds of Genesis 1, which uses the 
word meem. Most kinds of animals are so different genetically that they are not 
able to interbreed. For example, a cat cannot interbreed with a dog. As Lev 19:19 
forbids cross-breeding, kil’ayim must be equivalent to very closely related species 
or perhaps subspecies. For example, horses and donkeys, two separate species, but 
the same kind and genus, are able to interbreed, but in this case produce sterile 
offspring. Usually only subspecies within the one species are able to interbreed 
successfully. 
 
Preserving as many breeds as possible maximises biological diversity. For example, 
particular breeds of horses may have inherited unique genes that could be lost 
forever if that breed is allowed to die out. This loss of specific breeds, cultivars 
and species is happening around the world now as a smaller and more uniform 
range of plants and animals are being grown on ever larger areas. Everyone who 
has looked at the marvellous variety of living things around us, and considered the 
even greater number of species already extinct, has some idea of God’s love of 
diversity. 
 
To maintain this diversity, God clearly forbids combining DNA taken from different 
species. The following passage, referring to growing grapevines from different 
sorts of grape seed in one vineyard, appears to ban crossing varieties (breeds) 
within a species. God calls the resultant fruit and seed unholy as the fruit contains 
crossbred seeds. 
 
DEUTERONOMY 22:9  
‘You shall not sow your vineyard with two kinds of seed, lest the whole yield be 
forfeited, the crop that you have sown and the yield of the vineyard.’ 
 
As in Leviticus, ‘sorts’ is translated from kil’ayim. These are the only times 
kil’ayim is used in the Bible.  
 
These verses show that organisms combining DNA derived from different species 
(or possibly sub-species) are unholy (ie- defiled) in God’s sight and producing them 
is a transgression of God’s Law. Obviously’ some types of hybrid plants and animals 
produced by natural out-crossing techniques are contrary to God’s will. There is 
every reason to believe that the same restrictions apply to genetically engineered 
organisms. Food derived from inter-species and unrelated species GMOs is thus also 
unholy and not fit for consumption by God’s standards. 
 
We must wake up and understand what is happening around us. Genetic 
manipulation experiments are being conducted, right now, to develop the more 
precise methods of separating, altering and inserting genes which will enable the 
unrestricted manipulation of the genes of all living organisms, including humans. 
Scientists have already succeeded in cloning a human using a cow’s egg. (Herald 
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Sun, Friday. June 18, 1999 Pg 3) Genetic modification is seen by some people as 
accelerated ‘evolution’ which is controlled and guided by the genetic engineers. 
The geneticists are claiming that their alterations are for the benefit of all of 
humanity. In some cases this may indeed be their intention. But too often these 
changes appear to be for the benefit of the geneticists’ careers and for their 
wealthy employers. Even the farmers rarely benefit. As New Scientist says: "Most 
American farmers who have turned to genetically engineered crops seem to be 
getting yields no better than farmers who grow traditional varieties. They also 
appear to be using similar quantities of pesticides." (Kurt Kleiner, Field of Dreams, 
New Scientist, 10 July, 99, Pg 14) Third World nations are concerned that most 
gene tech companies are more interested in stealing their genetic material and 
patenting it for their own purposes than they are in helping them feed their 
populations. These concerns are well documented in Luke Anderson’s book Genetic 
Engineering, Food and the Environment. 
 
It must be emphasised that once these genetic modifications have been made, 
they are permanent. The altered creatures will give birth to mutant offspring for 
all future generations. Every cell of these offspring will contain these adulterated 
genes. The cost of destroying these modified organisms after they are released to 
farmers for widespread growth is incalculable. It may often be impossible to 
eradicate them. Perhaps a hint of the disastrous consequences of releasing a 
flawed GMO can be seen in the massive damage which has occurred in Australia 
due to the release of introduced species such as prickly pear cactus, foxes and 
cane toads into an inappropriate environment. Indeed, problems have already 
begun to surface: Bt corn pollen is killing off Monarch butterfly caterpillars in the 
USA, boll weevils have developed resistance to Bt cotton, a superweed has been 
created in France due to gene transfer from a transgenic sugar beet crop. 
(Frederic Golden, Of corn and butterflies, Time; May 31,1999, Pg 58) And this is 
only the beginning... 
 
Rather than reassuring people about the potential virtues of genetic manipulation, 
we should be alarmed. Even the techniques being developed for potentially 
beneficial uses such as gene therapy to correct genetic illnesses can be misused. 
One misuse would be engineering ‘super-children’ for the wealthy. We must have 
extremely well defined and rigorously enforced laws controlling genetic 
manipulation. Genetic manipulation must be restricted to intrabreed and perhaps 
also intraspecies combinations, depending on the precise meaning of kil’ayim. 
Bacterial marker genes can not be present in these GMOs. No manipulated 
organisms should be allowed to live outside laboratories until our understanding of 
the organisms involved is complete enough to know exactly what effect the 
changes will have, both on the GMO itself and also on the rest of the environment 
it will be released into. The GMOs must have demonstrated over at least five 
generations (or ten years, whichever is greater) that the changes are stable and do 
not appear to have latent problems. No releases should be allowed until the 
transformation techniques used are advanced enough that the genetic scientists 
have precise control over every aspect of the transformation process. Finally, the 
developers of the GMO must be able to demonstrate that their GMO can provide a 
benefit for the common good not available by any other method. All GMOs must be 
clearly identified as such, and any foods or other products containing them or 
derived from them must be clearly labelled. The class of GMO, as detailed in this 
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article, should also be displayed on the label. If we do not insist on these minimum 
requirements we are risking environmental disasters on an unimaginable scale. 
Allowing unrestricted genetic manipulation will result in a world filled with 
organisms that God calls unholy. At this time only the least of these minimal 
conditions are being met – ie some GMO labelling is being implemented.  
Another chilling reality is that these techniques can "... lead to the creation of the 
ultimate bioweapon in the shape of a synthetic "superbug"." (A Terrifying Power; 
New Scientist, 30 Jan, 1999 Pg 10).  
 
If we obey God’s commandments, He promises us to bless us: 
 
"Now it shall come to pass, if you diligently obey the voice of Jehovah your God, to 
observe carefully all His commandments which I command you today, that Jehovah 
your God will set you high above all nations of the earth. 
"And all these blessings shall come upon you and overtake you, because you obey 
the voice of Jehovah your God: 
"Blessed shall you be in the city, and blessed shall you be in the country. 
"Blessed shall be the fruit of your body, the produce of your ground and the 
increase of your herds, the increase of your cattle and the offspring of your flocks.  
Deuteronomy 28:1 to 4  
 
Defying God by producing Class 2 to 4 transgenic organisms will not result in new 
levels of health and food production. Instead, we will reap God’s curse:  
 
"But it shall come to pass, if you do not obey the voice of Jehovah your God, to 
observe carefully all His commandments and His statutes which I command you 
today, that all these curses will come upon you and overtake you: 
"Cursed shall you be in the city, and cursed shall you be in the country. 
"Cursed shall be your basket and your kneading bowl. 
"Cursed shall be the fruit of your body and the produce of your land, the increase 
of your cattle and the offspring of your flocks. 
Deuteronomy 28:15 to 18  
 
From a Biblical perspective, the use of DNA techniques to identify (not alter) genes 
in conventional breeding programs is permissible. This is already accelerating 
breeding selection procedures. Permissible genetic modifications might be to 
repair damaged DNA in the sperm and egg cells of parents who are infertile or have 
genetic diseases to allow them to have healthy children. The same principle also 
applies to other species. Such modifications would actually only be reversing the 
damage accumulating in the originally perfect genes due to random mutations, 
viral infections and DNA copying errors. Even so, this work should only be 
considered when precise, totally controllable manipulation techniques have been 
developed and the correct DNA sequence is known.  
 
We cannot trust the genetic manipulation industry to be self-regulating. They have 
shown us that they will push the boundaries of what they do far beyond the limits 
that common sense and reasonable scientific caution demand. We have already 
reached the point where 70% of some crops grown in the USA last summer (2000) 
were genetically engineered (GE) organisms. None of these crops were precisely 
modified, nor are the results of the modifications thoroughly understood. In fact, 
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we are still only developing a set of agreed tests to decide if a GMO is functioning 
correctly, both internally and in its broader environment. (Unpalatable Truths, 
New Scientist, 17 April, 1999, Pg 18) The British authorities have tacitly 
acknowledged these problems by only allowing small test plots to be grown for 
four years to assess possible effect on the crop’s immediate environment. (Reap 
what you sow, New Scientist, 10 July, 1999, Pg 18) Even these test plots have 
created ethical problems: -There is no way to prevent pollen from the field grown 
GE crops from blowing into neighbouring non-GE crops and contaminating them. It 
is not possible to scientifically justify the release of GMOs from biologically 
isolated laboratories. We probably need at least another decade or two of 
laboratory research before we can responsibly assess the wisdom of large-scale 
growth of GMOs even from a non-theistic scientific viewpoint. 
 
Australia’s reluctance to release food crop GMOs into its fields has created a 
positive opportunity for us. We could become a major worldwide supplier of 
natural, non-GMO organisms and foods to the millions who are concerned about 
the possible effects of the premature deployment of inaccurately made and poorly 
tested GMOs. This effect has already begun with a massive international demand 
for our non-GM canola oil. If Australia does not allow any GMOs to be grown here, 
we will avoid the nightmare now facing the USA and Canada. They will have to 
duplicate their entire crop storage, transport and labelling systems to separate 
their natural and GMO crops. Avoiding these costs, as well as the premium prices 
paid for non-GMO foods, gives Australia two huge market advantages over GMO 
producing nations.  
 
Despite the opposition of the Australian Federal government, the Australian and 
New Zealand health ministers have forced through legislation requiring labelling 
for GM foods. However, the Australian Centre for Environmental Law remains 
concerned that the legislation is "unlikely to provide effective protection against 
potential risks posed by GMOs and GM products " (The Age, August 26, 2000, pg 
19). The law allows products to contain up to one percent GMO material before 
they must be labelled as GMO. Surely the only unambiguous threshold level for GM 
products is zero percent. The cost of product separation and labelling should be 
born entirely by the developers and distributors of GM foods as they are making 
these expenses necessary. Transferring these costs to non-GM foods is unethical, as 
is refusing to segregate and label these products. Despite this, an ANZ Food 
Standards Update article (GM labelling costs problem for poor; Vol 2 No 15) 
suggests assisting the GM industry by either not labelling GM foods or requiring 
concerned consumers to pay for the costs of labelling. 
 
Let us obey God and provide a world for our children which is pure. A world in 
which dogs are dogs, cats are cats and humans are human. We must act to control 
the genetic manipulators, otherwise our descendants will inherit a twisted world 
filled with transgenic microbes, plants and animals which are little more than 
mutilated versions of each other. God’s blessings or cursings; which will we 
choose? 
http://www.chcpublications.net/genemods.htm  
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COMMANDMENT – AGREE TO DISAGREE OVER WHAT IS RIGHT TO EAT 
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GENESIS 9:4  
But you must not eat meat that has its lifeblood still in it. 
 
1 CORINTHIANS 6:12  
‘“All things are lawful for me,” but not all things are helpful. “All things are 
lawful for me,” but I will not be enslaved by anything.’ 
 
COLOSSIANS 2:16  
‘Therefore let no one pass judgment on you in questions of food and drink, or 
with regard to a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath.’ 
 
ROMANS 14:21  
‘It is good not to eat meat or drink wine or do anything that causes your brother 
to stumble.’ 
 
1 TIMOTHY 4:2-3  
‘Through the insincerity of liars whose consciences are seared, who forbid 
marriage and require abstinence from foods that God created to be received with 
thanksgiving by those who believe and know the truth.’ 
 
In Genesis 9 Noah receives a covenant from the Lord. Part of the covenant 
removed the prior restrictions against eating meat, allowing Noah and his family to 
kill animals for food. However, the allowance came with this proviso: “But you 
must not eat meat that has its lifeblood still in it” (verse 4). One reason God 
prohibited the consumption of animal blood in the Old Testament was to teach 
respect for the sacredness of life. Blood is viewed as a symbol of life throughout 
the Bible (see Leviticus 17:11). The Bible’s first mention of the word blood is found 
in Genesis 4:10 where God asks the murderer Cain, “What have you done? Listen! 
Your brother’s blood cries out to me from the ground.” The shedding of blood 
represents the loss of life. In the New Testament, the “blood of Christ” is a 
common figure of speech for the “death of Christ” (Ephesians 2:13; 1 Peter 1:19). 
Under the Law of Moses, certain foods were considered unclean for consumption, 
including any meat with the blood still in it (Deuteronomy 12:16). The early church 
urged Gentile believers to abstain from eating bloody meat in order to not offend 
their Jewish brothers and to distance themselves from the practices of the pagans 
(Acts 15:20). 
 
Another reason for God’s command not to eat bloody meat undoubtedly concerned 
the sacrifices. Blood was the only atonement for sin (2 Chronicles 29:24; Hebrews 
9:22); therefore, blood was seen as a sacred thing. God wanted to ensure that the 
blood of the sacrifices was always considered precious. To preserve the people’s 
appreciation of the sacrifices, God could not allow blood to become a common 
food. 
 
The humane treatment of animals may have been another reason why God told 
Noah not to eat meat with the blood still in it. God did not want mankind to act 
like the carnivorous animals, who caught their prey and began eating it 
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immediately. Instead, they were to drain the blood from the carcass and thus 
ensure the animal was dead before it was consumed. 
 
Further, some have suggested God may have given this command for health reasons. 
Blood present in meat means it is not fully cooked, and eating uncooked meat can 
lead to disease or sickness. We recognize this danger today, as attested by the USDA-
mandated warnings found in modern-day menus: “Consuming raw or undercooked 
meats, poultry, seafood, shellfish, or eggs may increase your risk of foodborne 
illness.” In ancient cultures, the risk could have been even higher, given the lower 
standards for food safety. 
 
In Christ, these food laws are obsolete, and the New Testament gives no blanket 
instruction for the church concerning food (Romans 14:14; 1 Timothy 4:3). Romans 
14:1–4 teaches, “Accept the one whose faith is weak, without quarrelling over 
disputable matters. One person’s faith allows them to eat anything, but another, 
whose faith is weak, eats only vegetables. The one who eats everything must not 
treat with contempt the one who does not, and the one who does not eat 
everything must not judge the one who does, for God has accepted them. Who are 
you to judge someone else’s servant?” Scripture allows the Christian to have 
individual freedom regarding the consumption of meat and how it’s cooked.  
In summary, God forbade eating bloody meat in the Noahic Covenant and in the 
Law of Moses. Both spiritual and physical reasons were likely behind this 
prohibition. In Christ, we have freedom of choice in this matter. However, as with 
all Christian freedom, we are to use self-restraint to avoid hurting another believer 
(Romans 14:13–22). Ultimately, eating anything should be done to the glory of God 
(1 Corinthians 10:31). 
http://www.gotquestions.org/eating-meat-with-blood.html  
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COMMANDMENT – EAT HEALTHILY AND FOLLOW HEALTH LAWS 

 

Did Jesus Christ abolish the health laws given in the Old Testament, or are they 
still relevant today? Can biblical health laws, given thousands of years ago, be 
meaningful and practical in today's society? The answer may surprise you!  
 
The health laws found in the Bible pose an interesting dilemma for anyone who 
believes in following biblical teachings. The Bible clearly states that certain foods 
are not to be eaten, and that certain behaviors are sinful and an abomination in 
God's sight. Yet people have been claiming for centuries that Jesus did away with 
these regulations, and that they are burdensome, outdated, bizarre and even 
barbaric. But just how did these laws come about? Who authored them, and why 
were they given? Did Jesus really abolish them, or are they still applicable today? 
Medical science and history and sound Bible scholarship agree—the answer is 
absolutely contrary to what most who profess belief in Christ wrongly assume!  
 
Origin of the Health Laws  
 
The biblical health laws are usually referred to as the Laws of Moses. Many scholars 
assume that Moses collected primitive taboos to form a code of laws. Some claim 
that the reasons for clean and unclean foods are purely arbitrary, irrational or 
unexplainable. Some anthropological speculations suggest that unclean animals are 
imperfect members of their species—tell that to a pig and you will probably get a 
well-deserved snort of disgust! Educated scholars also claim that the biblical laws 
have nothing to do with health, but were merely rituals to separate the Israelites 
from their pagan neighbors, and that only Jews need to observe these laws today. 
However, all these attempts to explain the biblical health laws are inadequate, as 
we will see in this article. In Leviticus 11–20, where these laws are first outlined in 
detail, we find that "the Lord spoke to Moses and Aaron, saying to them, 'Speak to 
the children of Israel, saying, "These are the animals which you may eat"'" 
(Leviticus 11:1–2). This same introductory statement precedes the enumeration of 
other health laws in the book of Leviticus. According to the Bible, the author of 
the biblical health laws was not Moses—but God Himself! God explained to the 
Israelites that if they obeyed His commandments they would experience "none of 
the diseases" that plagued other nations (Exodus 15:26). God gave these laws to 
His chosen people so they could be an example to the world! God wanted their 
better health to be noticed by surrounding nations who could then inquire how 
they, too, could gain the same results (see Deuteronomy 4:1–8).  
 
While some theologians have naively suggested that these "regulations" were given 
to Israelites to punish them for their disobedience, these laws were actually given 
by a God of love to show human beings a better way to live. The health laws were 
to be taught by the priests, because of their fundamental importance! It is quite 
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instructive to read what Bible reference books have to say about the health laws. 
Halley's Bible Handbook states: "Moses' Law… [including] its Health and Food 
regulations, was far purer, more rational, humane and democratic than, and 
showed a wisdom far in advance of, anything in ancient legislation, Babylonian, 
Egyptian or any other" (24th edition, p. 138). Eerdmans' Handbook of the Bible 
states: "Today we are able to understand and appreciate the sound principles of 
diet, hygiene and medicine which these laws express\ (p. 176). The Expositor's 
Bible Commentary, commenting on Leviticus 11, states that \the Levitical laws of 
cleanness have no known extensive parallels in surrounding cultures," so the idea 
of Moses borrowing primitive taboos does not hold up, because "surrounding 
cultures exhibit little of this sort of law." While some scholars assert that the 
biblical laws were not given for reasons of health, this same commentary states 
that "the spiritual and hygienic reasons for the laws may still be affirmed. They are 
remarkably valuable in the area of public health… These laws protected Israel from 
bad diet, dangerous vermin and communicable diseases... These were rule-of-
thumb laws that God gave in His wisdom to a people who could not know the 
reason for the provision" (ibid.). Thus, the idea that these biblical laws are 
outdated and old-fashioned and have nothing to do with health is simply nonsense!  
 
Dietary Laws  
 
The most familiar biblical health laws define clean and unclean meats—creatures 
that are acceptable to eat and those that are not—yet most people (even 
theologians!) have little or no understanding of the medically sound reasons behind 
these instructions! The scientific wisdom behind the biblical dietary laws is seldom 
taught today; instead, these laws are commonly viewed as Old Testament 
regulations that are no longer applicable. However, as Eerdmans' Handbook of the 
Bible comments: "These lists [of clean and unclean creatures] have a significance 
often ignored. Far from being based on fad or fancy, these lists emphasize a fact 
not discovered until late in the last century… that animals carry diseases 
dangerous to man" (p. 176). In fact, the same animals labeled unclean in Scripture 
still carry parasitic diseases that are still dangerous to human beings today! "Clean" 
land animals are ruminants—grazing animals such as cattle, sheep, deer and elk—
whose digestive tracts are designed to turn grass that human beings cannot digest 
into meat that we can digest. Most unclean animals are carnivores or scavengers 
that can transmit dangerous diseases to human beings. Pigs eat roots and grains, 
rather than grass, and thus are ecological competitors to human beings. Clean fish 
have fins and scales. Unclean aquatic organisms like clams and oysters are filter 
feeders that purify water, and that concentrate poisonous chemicals and 
pathologic bacteria and viruses in their tissues. Eating an oyster is like eating your 
vacuum cleaner bag—yet modern connoisseurs do not like to think about this! 
Crabs and lobsters are scavengers that eat dead things on the bottom of bodies of 
water. Most unclean birds are carnivores or scavengers.  
 
God in His wisdom inspired laws that protect humans from contracting dangerous 
diseases, but also protect "nature's clean up crew" by making them "off limits" as 
food for mankind (for more information on this subject, request our free reprint 
article, Do You Really Want to Eat That?). These biological principles still operate 
today. As a point of illustration: the SARS outbreak was traced to an area in 
southern China where civet cats (an unclean animal) are eaten as a delicacy! 
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However, the laws of clean and unclean meats are not the only biblical 
instructions that concern diet. In Leviticus 3:17, we read that "you shall eat 
neither fat nor blood" (cf. Leviticus 7:23–27). One of the most significant 
discoveries in the last century was that high fat diets are linked to increased levels 
of heart disease, stroke, cancer of the colon and breast and a host of other 
pathologies—including obesity—that bring additional complications. Our challenge 
is to learn to recognize major sources of fat in our diet (visible fats on meat, fatty 
cuts of meat—like bacon, generous amounts of heavy dressings, spoonfuls of oil, 
etc.), and reduce our intake of fats that are high in calories and often high in 
saturated fats. It has also become painfully obvious in recent decades that 
contaminated blood and blood products can transmit AIDS and hepatitis. The 
simple principle of avoiding fat and blood is a powerful principle of prevention—if 
it is followed—because it still works today! Biblical principles also cover the use of 
plant foods—carbohydrates. Ezekiel was instructed to make a nutritious bread from 
"wheat, barley, beans, lentils, millet and spelt" (Ezekiel 4:9). This was a multigrain 
bread containing complex carbohydrates for energy, different kinds of fiber and 
multiple amino acids for proteins and bodybuilding. It was not a highly refined 
product like today's common breads that have most of their nutrients removed, 
then are misleadingly called "enriched" when a few nutrients are added back. The 
Bible advises us to use sweets like honey or other simple sugars sparingly (Proverbs 
25:16; 27). We are warned against overeating—gluttony (Proverbs 28:7). Modern 
books on health give the same advice! The biblical dietary guidelines are not old-
fashioned, burdensome regulations—they are divinely inspired guidelines that have 
taken mankind's science thousands of years to understand!  
 
Moral Laws  
 
Many of the moral laws of the Bible also have definite health implications. 
Adultery and fornication are clearly forbidden in Scripture (Exodus 20:14; Leviticus 
18:20; 1 Corinthians 6:9) because they threaten not only the stability of the family 
and society, but also the health of the individual. One of the most easily 
demonstrated facts of medical history is that promiscuity spreads diseases—often 
dangerous and deadly diseases of which AIDS is only the latest and most notorious. 
Sexually transmitted diseases bring suffering, disfigurement, infertility and death. 
This is one reason why Paul advises us to "flee sexual immorality," and warns that 
the person "who commits sexual immorality sins against his own body" (1 
Corinthians 6:18). One reason why prostitution is labeled a sin in the Bible is that it 
spreads disease. Serious health risks are among the reasons why the Bible prohibits 
homosexuality (Leviticus 18:22) and bestiality (Leviticus 18:23–30). Sexually active 
homosexual men have a much shorter life span than the average man, and a much 
higher risk of contracting—and dying from—a serious disease. The Bible warns that 
people practicing immoral sexual activity "lack understanding," because they do 
not grasp the serious risks they are taking—healthwise or otherwise (Proverbs 
6:32). These health-related moral laws—and the consequences of breaking them—
are still very much in force today! God is the author of the biblical health laws.  
 
The Bible reveals that God does not change (Malachi 3:6), which means that His 
fundamental laws do not change. The laws of biology did not suddenly change, or 
stop operating, when Jesus died on the cross! The same factors that caused or 
prevented disease in the days of Moses still operate today. Most ancient cultures 
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had extensive lists of medicines and procedures for treating disease. The health 
laws that God gave to Moses, however, did not focus on treating disease, but 
instead focused on preventing disease and promoting health! This is why medical 
historian Ralph Major describes Moses as "the greatest sanitary engineer that the 
world has ever seen" because "Moses recognized the great principle that the 
prevention of disease is usually simpler and invariably more far reaching than the 
cure of disease… His doctrines [in the book of Leviticus] could be summed up by 
the objects of sanitation today—pure food, pure water, pure air, pure bodies and 
pure dwellings" (A History of Medicine, vol. 1, pp. 62–64). The biblical health laws 
are timeless! They were valid in the days of Moses, and they are just as valid—and 
applicable—today. The Bible reveals that when Jesus Christ returns to establish the 
Kingdom of God on this earth, the laws of God will be proclaimed to the world 
from Jerusalem (Isaiah 2:2–4). As human beings around the globe learn to live by 
these simple yet fundamentally important laws, their health will improve—and the 
plague of disease will begin to disappear (Isaiah 35:5–7). This is part of the gospel! 
You can play a vital role in this incredible transformation (Isaiah 30:20–21)—if you 
learn the value of applying these biblical health laws in your own life today!  
 
Did Jesus Abolish the Bible Health Laws?  
 
Did Jesus do away with fundamentally important biblical laws concerning human 
health? Those who believe this usually cite Mark 7 and Acts 10. Some Bible 
translations of Mark 7:18–19 say: "Jesus declared all foods clean"—yet other 
translations render the verse differently. When you compare Mark 7 with a similar 
account in Matthew 15, you find that Jesus was not even addressing the subject of 
clean or unclean foods—the issue in question was eating without a ceremonial 
washing of the hands! Acts 10 describes Peter's vision of a sheet coming down from 
heaven containing unclean animals that he is told three times to kill and eat. 
Peter, who had been trained by Christ for more than three years, understood that 
this was wrong and resisted! While Peter pondered the meaning of the vision (Acts 
10:17), several Gentiles arrived at his home. On hearing their mission, Peter 
grasped the meaning of the vision: "God has shown me that I should not call any 
man common or unclean" (Acts 10:28). According to Scripture, Peter did not 
conclude from this vision that the laws of clean and unclean foods had been 
eliminated. This is confirmed by a prophecy that indicates when Christ returns He 
will bring judgment on idol worshipers and those who persist in eating unclean 
animals (Isaiah 66:15–17). - See more at: 
http://www.tomorrowsworld.org/magazines/2004/march-april/bible-health-
laws#sthash.iABvH5Po.dpuf  
 
Another approach - see http://www.ecclesia.org/truth/health.html 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.tomorrowsworld.org/magazines/2004/march-april/bible-health-laws#sthash.iABvH5Po.dpuf
http://www.tomorrowsworld.org/magazines/2004/march-april/bible-health-laws#sthash.iABvH5Po.dpuf
http://www.ecclesia.org/truth/health.html


 

158 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

COMMANDMENT – USE LEFT OVER FOOD FOR THE BENEFIT OF THE POOR 

 

LEVITICUS 19:9-10  
'Now when you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap to the very 
corners of your field, nor shall you gather the gleanings of your harvest. Nor shall 
you glean your vineyard, nor shall you gather the fallen fruit of your vineyard; 
you shall leave them for the needy and for the stranger. I am the LORD your God.’ 
 
LEVITICUS 23:22   
‘When you come to reap the harvest of the land, do not reap at the edge when 
you harvest the gleaning (1) but leave for the poor and the foreigner, I am 
Yahweh your God.’ 
 
(1) Gleaning (formerly 'leasing') is the act of collecting leftover crops from farmers' 
fields after they have been commercially harvested or on fields where it is not 
economically profitable to harvest. Some ancient cultures promoted gleaning as an 
early form of a welfare system.  The equivalent today is the operation of food 
banks, usually operated by local churches.  In the UK, there are over 200 of them. 
 
See the following for some thoughts on the subject - 
https://www.churchofengland.org/media/1982557/foodbanks%20190314br.docx  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://biblehub.com/hebrew/3808.htm
http://biblehub.com/hebrew/5953b.htm
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http://biblehub.com/hebrew/3808.htm
http://biblehub.com/hebrew/3950.htm
http://biblehub.com/hebrew/6528.htm
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http://biblehub.com/hebrew/3754.htm
http://biblehub.com/hebrew/5800a.htm
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COMMANDMENT – PRAISE YAHWEH FOR THE FOOD HE HAS PROVIDED FROM THE 
LAND 

 

DEUTERONOMY 8:10  
‘When you eat and are satisfied (ie had enough), then you are to praise (1) 
Yahweh your God for the good land He has given you.’ 
 
(1) Barak - bless God, adore with bended knees 
 
‘According to Deuteronomy, (the following reasons are as to) why God made 
humans to eat. (1) Food leads to a recognition of dependence on God (ch. 15). (2) 
It points to Yahweh’s provision for his people (ch. 8). (3) Food teaches Israelites 
to fear and trust Yahweh (chs. 6, 14). (4) It shows that true satisfaction is found 
in Yahweh’s word (ch. 8). (5) Food is a means of participating in joyful worship of 
Yahweh’s goodness and cultivating thankfulness (chs. 12, 16, 26).’ 
http://www.etsjets.org/files/JETS-PDFs/57/57-1/JETS_57-1_85-97_Day.pdf  

Basically, this command is a reminder that Yahweh provides our food, so we 
should give thanks that has real meaning behind it, not just a cursory thank-you. 
We should also give thanks for, and care about, the process that brought the food 
to the table eg the land, the farmer, the drivers, the shop – and the effect on the 
environment of each stage. 

But, for a number of reasons, many people go hungry each day: 

1.Waste 

2.Pestilance 

3.Mis-management of land 

4.Climate change 

http://www.etsjets.org/files/JETS-PDFs/57/57-1/JETS_57-1_85-97_Day.pdf
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5.Sustainability 

6.Water 

See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Food_security for a discussion on the issue and 
possible ways forward. 

LEVITICUS 25:14  
‘..you are to buy land on the basis of the number of years since the Jubilee and to 
sell on the basis of the number of years left for harvesting crops.  Where the 
years are many, you are to increase the price and when the years are few, you are 
to decrease the price, because what he really is selling you is number of crops.’ 
 
1 CORINTHIANS 10:31  
‘So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God.’ 
 
Land and Environment in the Creation Account 
 
The first chapter of Genesis pictures God as creating man’s environment, and 
home place, and taking great pleasure in doing so. Throughout the description, 
there is an ascending order of creation. In the first three days, the basic forms of 
the created order are established: light, firmament (separating the “waters 
above” from the “waters beneath”), and dry land. In the next three days, each of 
these forms is, in turn, filled with substance. Thus, on the fourth day, sun, moon, 
and stars appear in the sphere of light; on the fifth day, the sea and air are filled 
with life; and, on the sixth day, the land creatures are formed, culminating with 
the creation of humankind. Man is here clearly portrayed as the crowning act of 
creation, for whom this whole created order has come into being. Thus, he is given 
dominion over it, and over all it contains. Therefore, the creation account pictures 
God as being the great giver, from the very dawn of time. Man’s whole 
environment, the very setting, in which his life is to be lived, is something 
unmerited by his worthiness or achievements. Instead, it has been provided in an 
act of sheer generosity on God’s part. Thus, land and environment become potent 
symbols of God’s grace and love, proffered, not because of any attribute in the 
recipient, but solely because of the nature of the giver. In this way, the New 
Testament gospel of salvation, centring on the indescribable gift of Christ Jesus, 
and justification, apart from human merit, is anticipated in the gifts of land and 
environment. 
 
However, the gifts of land and environment are not autonomous gifts, for they 
cannot be separated from the giver. With them, God also gives himself. This 
concept becomes plain, when it is considered that the account of creation week 
does not finish with the creation of man, but with the record of God resting on the 
seventh day. Gen 1 illustrates how the world was made for man, while Gen 2:1-3 
illustrates how man, in turn, was made for God. The purpose of God’s rest needs 
to be clarified. Clearly, the rest is not for God’s own benefit, for God does not 
grow weary or faint (Is 40:28). Rather, the rest appears to be for man’s benefit. 
God is here indicating His desire to fellowship with man, and to enter into the 
stream of time to be with him. The gracious purpose of God, revealed in the 
incarnation, is thus anticipated. God is not the absentee landlord of the deists, but 
takes an active and ongoing interest in His creation. It must be remembered that 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Food_security
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the last day of creation week is pictured as man’s first full day of existence. Man 
has been placed in a perfect environment, but, from the start, he is to be shown 
that it can only truly satisfy, when relationship with God is given first priority.  
 
Hence, it is made plain that, while man has dominion over the created order, his 
dominion is a borrowed dominion. The land is given to him, and was, indeed, 
created for him, but it is not a final personal possession. Rather, it is a trust from 
God, to whom he remains accountable for its management. His dominion over the 
environment remains valid, insofar as he continues to acknowledge God’s dominion 
over him. Similarly, the corollary of man’s rebellion against God, is the natural 
world’s rebellion against man. Therefore, with the gifts of land and environment, 
there come responsibilities and commandments. Man must till and keep the soil, 
and he is commanded to “be fruitful, and increase in number; and to fill the earth, 
and subdue it”, and to “rule over the fish of the sea, and the birds of the air, and 
over every living creature that moves on the ground” (Gen 1:28). Likewise, man is 
commanded to show his acknowledgment of God’s ultimate ownership of the 
world, by not eating of the fruit of “the tree of the knowledge of good and evil” 
(Gen 2:16-17). When man transgresses this specific command, the created order is 
quickly disrupted. Man becomes aware of the shame of his nakedness, even before 
God encounters the guilty pair (Gen 3:10-12). Furthermore, when God does 
appear, the pain of childbirth increases, the woman is subjected to the man’s 
rulership, the ground is cursed with thorns (albeit for man’s sake), man is 
condemned to return to the dust, and he is driven out of the Garden of Eden (Gen 
3:16-23). Thus, while the land and the environment, in the creation story, are free 
gifts of grace, in order for man to retain them, there are certain obligations he 
must fulfil. Therefore, the gifts of land and environment not only anticipate God’s 
gift of grace in Jesus, they also anticipate the responsibilities, which that grace 
brings with it. 
 
Land and Environment in the Noahic and Abrahamic Covenants 
 
In the creation account, God’s covenant with man is directly linked with His gifts 
of land and environment, while man’s transgression of the covenant is directly 
linked to the defilement, and even loss, of the land. However, not only in the 
creation story, but right through the Old Testament, God’s covenant is repeatedly 
linked with the gifts of land and environment, just as transgression is, likewise, 
repeatedly linked with the defilement and loss of the land. Again, in later 
covenant settings, the language of the original creation is often borrowed to 
describe the new situation God is bringing to pass. These facts can be seen in 
Genesis, itself, in the settings of the Noahic and Abrahamic covenants. 
 
For instance, the flood comes because human evil and violence have corrupted the 
earth (Gen 6:5, 11-12). However, hope remains on the other side of the judgment 
because Noah has found favour, or grace, in the eyes of the Lord (Gen 6:8). The 
flood is, in many respects, a reversal of creation, as the ordained separation 
between the “water above” and the “waters beneath” is abrogated, along with the 
separation between land and sea (Gen 7:11). However, there is a new creation, as 
the wind moves over the earth – just as God’s Spirit did in the beginning – and the 
waters are once again separated, as are the land and the sea (Gen 8:2-3). 
Likewise, the original cycle of the days and seasons, established on the fourth day 
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of creation, is now restored, for as long as the earth shall endure (Gen 8:22). With 
this new creation, the command to “be fruitful, and increase in number, and fill 
the earth” is reiterated (Gen 9:2). 
 
Land and Environment in the New Testament 
 
In the person of Jesus Christ, God’s covenant reaches its climax, and the creation 
is again renewed. In Jesus’ resurrection and exaltation, the dominion, originally 
entrusted to man over the creation, has now been restored (Heb 2:5-9). He, as the 
second Adam, is the new head of the human race, and while we await the final 
consummation of glory, the eye of faith beholds Him, even now, as the victor.  
 
Matthew hints at the role of Jesus, as the beginning of a new creation, in His 
opening words, which may be rendered most literally as “a book of the genesis of 
Jesus Christ”, while Luke’s description of the Holy Spirit coming upon Mary, and 
“the power of the Most High” overshadowing her, is curiously reminiscent of the 
Spirit’s hovering over the deep in the first creation (Luke 1:35). 
 
However, it is John, in his gospel, who most plainly develops the theme of the new 
creation. His opening words are identical to those of Genesis: “in the beginning”, 
and God is central to the first sentence of both. Early in the first chapter of 
Genesis, we have the creation of light (John 1:3-5), while early in the first chapter 
of John, the theme of Jesus, as light, is central (John 1:4-5). Adam is placed in a 
garden, while Jesus, as the second Adam, is crucified in a garden (John 19:41). 
Adam falls into a slumber, and has his side opened, that he might have a bride, 
while Jesus’ side is opened, that He might have a bride, the church (John 19:34). 
In the beginning, God makes the world in six days, and rests on the seventh, while, 
in passion week, Christ, having completed His work of atonement on the sixth day, 
cried out, “it is finished” (19:20), and rested in the tomb on the seventh day, 
before rising again on the first. Finally, Jesus’ supremacy over the forces of 
nature, illustrated in Peter’s miraculous catch of fish after the resurrection, points 
to Him as the one to whom Adam’s lost dominion is now being restored (John 21:5-
7). 
 
In the New Testament, the promise of grace is, of course, perceived to include 
much more than simply the possession of the land, per se. For instance, the writer 
of Hebrews argues, from Ps 95, the typology of the primordial Sabbath, and the 
experience of Israel in Joshua’s day, that the promise always was meant to point 
to something deeper than just land, even, ultimately, to the rest of the gospel of 
Jesus Christ (Heb 3:7-4:11). This broader understanding is, thus, not seen as 
contradictory to the Old Testament, but rather as implicit in it. For this reason, 
the writer of Hebrews can identify the hope of the faithful of the Old Testament, 
for a promised land, with the hope of the faithful of the Christian age (Heb 11:13-
16, 40). Hence also, Jesus can reiterate the promise of Ps 37:11 that the “meek 
shall inherit the earth” (Matt 5:5). 
 
The place for the land and the environment, then, is as important in the New 
Testament hope as in that of the Old Testament. For instance, the thrust of the 
description of the new heavens and the new earth in Rev 21 and 22 seems to be 
that all of which was lost of the Edenic land and environment has now been 
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restored. The chief difference between the Old Testament and the New Testament 
perspectives seems to be in the way that the renewal of the land and the 
environment is to be achieved. In the New Testament, there seems, no longer, to 
be any realistic hope of a gradual transformation of the old order into the new, in 
contrast to much of the Old Testament. Instead, a sharp apocalyptic division of the 
ages is envisaged, with this world destroyed by fire, that a new one might be 
created from the ashes (e.g., 2 Pet 3:7-13; cf. Is 65:17-20 and Rev 21:1-8). 
 
Of course, the new age is a present reality in Jesus Christ, in whom the “not yet” 
of future hope is anticipated in the “now” of faith. The present is, therefore, most 
definitely not devoid of meaning. However, present physical possession of land, 
down here in this world, is no longer as central to the present experience of the 
covenant as it seems to have been in the Old Testament. For the church, hope is 
focused on the Jerusalem above, rather than on the present city of Jerusalem (Gal 
4:25-26). Genuine worship is a matter of truth and spirit, rather than of holy 
places (John 4:21-24), and the presence of Christ is the source of rest (Matt 11:28-
30). It might be tempting to conclude, therefore, that the New Testament 
apocalyptic perspective diminishes the importance of stewardship of the land and 
the environment – and, indeed, many Christian groups, with an apocalyptic 
emphasis, have seemed to pay scant regard to such issues. 
 
However, the truth is that such a viewpoint ignores the very rationale behind some 
of the most apocalyptic portions of the New Testament. Rev 11:18, for instance, 
speaks of the time coming for “destroying those who destroy the earth”. It is the 
defilement of the land and the environment – whether through sin, in general, or 
through direct neglect of the resources entrusted to us – which is to bring down the 
wrath of heaven upon the world. This fact becomes even plainer if the unfolding of 
the mysterious apocalyptic scroll of Rev. 5 is understood in terms of a kinsman’s 
redemption of a forfeited inheritance (cf. Jer 32:6-16).2 As the scroll is opened, 
the covenant curses of war, famine, plague, and beasts are fulfilled anew, with 
perhaps the same intention as in parallel Old Testament prophecies and narrative: 
namely, the casting out of those who, through transgression of the covenant, can 
no longer legally claim a share of the land (Rev 6:3-8; Lev 26:14-26; Ezek 14:21). 
This action is taken so that the rightful heirs may rule over the earth instead (Rev 
5:9-10). So it is, that the meek, who alone can be trusted to care for the land and 
its resources, shall indeed inherit the earth. 
 
Conclusions 
 
Throughout the Old Testament, land and the environment are both viewed as 
divine gifts, which, fittingly, represent the gracious nature of God’s covenant. 
However, they are always gifts, given only on trust, and so, as freely as they might 
be received, continued retention of them always entails the fulfilment of certain 
basic responsibilities. Therefore, they represent both the privileges and 
responsibilities inherent in grace. In the New Testament, the hope of a restored 
land and environment is, ultimately, as central to the covenant as in the Old 
Testament. However, the present possession of land, here on earth, today, is not 
considered as important as in the Old Testament, for the new earth is no longer 
conceived of as coming about by the gradual transformation of the old. Instead, it 
comes about by a fiery apocalyptic sweeping away of the old, to make way for the 
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new. The heavenly Jerusalem and land, where the future victory is already now 
enshrined, in the person of Christ, is the focus of present attention. Nevertheless, 
this fact does not diminish the importance of continued faithful stewardship of 
land and the environment, here and now. On the contrary, one of the chief reasons 
for the coming destruction of the world is human defilement of the land. 
Therefore, it remains vital for Christians today to continue to seek contemporary 
ways of expressing the divine concern for land and the environment. 
http://biblicalstudies.org.uk/pdf/mjt/06-2_42.pdf  
http://eprints.mdx.ac.uk/13711/1/MIsaac_thesis.pdf  
http://www.jri.org.uk/brief/basis.pdf  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

COMMANDMENT – DO NOT GET DRUNK 

 

EPHESIANS 5:18  
‘And do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery, but be filled with the 
Spirit’ 
 
GALATIANS 5:21  
‘Envy, drunkenness, orgies, and things like these. I warn you, as I warned you 
before, that those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God.’ (Also 
Romans 1;13, 1 Corinthians 5:11, 6:10) 
 
1 TIMOTHY 5:23  
‘No longer drink only water, but use a little wine for the sake of your stomach 
and your frequent ailments.’ 

http://biblicalstudies.org.uk/pdf/mjt/06-2_42.pdf
http://eprints.mdx.ac.uk/13711/1/MIsaac_thesis.pdf
http://www.jri.org.uk/brief/basis.pdf
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Scripture has much to say regarding the drinking of alcohol (Leviticus 10:9; 
Numbers 6:3; Deuteronomy 29:6; Judges 13:4, 7, 14; Proverbs 20:1; 31:4; Isaiah 
5:11, 22; 24:9; 28:7; 29:9; 56:12). However, Scripture does not necessarily forbid a 
Christian from drinking beer, wine, or any other drink containing alcohol. In fact, 
some Scriptures discuss alcohol in positive terms. Ecclesiastes 9:7 instructs, “Drink 
your wine with a merry heart.” Psalm 104:14-15 states that God gives wine “that 
makes glad the heart of men.” Amos 9:14 discusses drinking wine from your own 
vineyard as a sign of God’s blessing. Isaiah 55:1 encourages, “Yes, come buy wine 
and milk…” 
 
What God commands Christians regarding alcohol is to avoid drunkenness 
(Ephesians 5:18). The Bible condemns drunkenness and its effects (Proverbs 23:29-
35). Christians are also commanded to not allow their bodies to be “mastered” by 
anything (1 Corinthians 6:12; 2 Peter 2:19). Drinking alcohol in excess is undeniably 
addictive. Scripture also forbids a Christian from doing anything that might offend 
other Christians or encourage them to sin against their conscience (1 Corinthians 
8:9-13). In light of these principles, it would be extremely difficult for any 
Christian to say he is drinking alcohol in excess to the glory of God (1 Corinthians 
10:31). 
 
Jesus changed water into wine. It even seems that Jesus drank wine on occasion 
(John 2:1-11; Matthew 26:29). In New Testament times, the water was not very 
clean. Without modern sanitation, the water was often filled with bacteria, 
viruses, and all kinds of contaminants. The same is true in many third-world 
countries today. As a result, people often drank wine (or grape juice) because it 
was far less likely to be contaminated. In 1 Timothy 5:23, Paul was instructing 
Timothy to stop drinking the water (which was probably causing his stomach 
problems) and instead drink wine. In that day, wine was fermented (containing 
alcohol), but not necessarily to the degree it is today. It is incorrect to say that it 
was grape juice, but it is also incorrect to say that it was the same thing as the 
wine commonly used today. Again, Scripture does not forbid Christians from 
drinking beer, wine, or any other drink containing alcohol. Alcohol is not, in and of 
itself, tainted by sin. It is drunkenness and addiction to alcohol that a Christian 
must absolutely refrain from (Ephesians 5:18; 1 Corinthians 6:12). 
 
Alcohol, consumed in small quantities, is neither harmful nor addictive. In fact, 
some doctors advocate drinking small amounts of red wine for its health benefits, 
especially for the heart. Consumption of small quantities of alcohol is a matter of 
Christian freedom. Drunkenness and addiction are sin. However, due to the biblical 
concerns regarding alcohol and its effects, due to the easy temptation to consume 
alcohol in excess, and due to the possibility of causing offense and/or stumbling of 
others, it is often best for a Christian to abstain from drinking alcohol. 
http://www.gotquestions.org/sin-alcohol.html  

"How should a Christian view alcoholics? What does the Bible say about 
drunkards?" 
 
Answer: Alcoholism is just one of many addictions that can take control of 
someone’s life. Because its effects are obvious, drunkenness can appear to be a 
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worse sin than others. However, the Bible makes no such distinctions. It often 
equates the sin of drunkenness with sins we would consider “less important,” such 
as envy and selfish ambition (Galatians 5:19; 1 Corinthians 6:10). It is easy to pass 
judgment on someone who is falling-down drunk, while secretly excusing sins of 
the heart that God considers equally repulsive. The right response is to view 
people as God sees them and agree with Him that we are all sinners in need of 
saving. 
 
The Bible is clear that drunkenness is sin (Isaiah 5:11; Proverbs 23:20–21; Habakkuk 
2:15). Proverbs 20:1 says, “Wine is a mocker, strong drink a brawler, and whoever 
is intoxicated by it is not wise.” Ephesians 5:18 says, “Do not be drunk with wine, 
but be filled with the Holy Spirit.” It is interesting that this verse contrasts the 
power of alcohol with the power of the Holy Spirit. It is saying that if we want to 
be controlled by the Spirit of God we cannot also be controlled by alcohol. The 
two cannot simultaneously hold sway. When we choose one, we eliminate the 
influence of the other. As Christians, we are to always “walk in the Spirit” 
(Galatians 5:16, 25; Romans 8:1, 14). So drunkenness for a Christian is never an 
option on any occasion because there is no occasion when we should not be 
walking in the Spirit. 
 
Alcoholism is a form of idolatry, as is any addiction. Anything we are using besides 
God to meet or medicate deep heart needs is an idol. When we rely on ourselves, 
someone else, or something else to meet our needs for value, worth, or 
significance, we have erected an idol that takes the place of the real God in our 
lives. God views it as such and has strong words for idol worshipers (Exodus 20:3; 
34:14; 1 John 5:21; 1 Corinthians 12:2). Alcoholism is not a disease; it is a choice. 
God holds us accountable for our choices (Romans 14:12; Ecclesiastes 11:9; 
Hebrews 4:13). 
 
Followers of Christ should strive to love their neighbors as themselves, regardless 
of the problems or addictions those neighbors may have (Matthew 22:29). But 
contrary to our modern idea that equates love with tolerance, real love does not 
tolerate or excuse the very sin that is destroying someone (James 5:20). To enable 
or excuse alcohol addiction in someone we love is to tacitly participate in their sin. 
 
There are several ways Christians can respond in Christlike love to alcoholics: 
 
1. We can encourage the alcoholics in our lives to get help. A person caught in the 
trap of addiction needs help and accountability. There are many Christ-centered 
recovery programs such as Celebrate Recovery that are helping thousands of 
people break free from the chains of addiction. 
 
2. We can set boundaries in order not to in any way condone the drunkenness. 
Minimizing the consequences that alcohol abuse brings is not helping. Sometimes 
the only way addicts will seek help is when they reach the end of their options. 
 
3. We can be careful not to cause others to stumble by limiting our own alcohol 
use while in the presence of those struggling with it (1 Corinthians 8:9–13). It is for 
this reason that many Christians choose to abstain from all alcohol consumption in 
order to avoid any appearance of evil (1 Thessalonians 5:22, KJV) and to not put a 
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stumbling block in a brother’s way. Since alcohol in its many forms has such a 
negative association in our culture, the potential for causing offense in weaker 
Christians is great. We must weigh our freedom against the possibility of causing 
others to sin or confusing unbelievers who associate alcohol with their own sinful 
lifestyles. 
 
We must show compassion to everyone, including those whose choices have led 
them into strong addiction. However, we do alcoholics no favors by excusing or 
justifying their addiction. Jesus said we cannot serve two masters (Luke 16:13). 
Even though the context of His statement is money, the same principle applies to 
anything that controls us other than God. We must do everything we can to help 
people break free of whatever sin stronghold binds them so that they can serve 
and worship God with their whole heart. 
http://www.gotquestions.org/alcoholics-drunkards.html  

Applies to other addictions – food, drugs, etc 
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COMMANDMENT – LOOK AFTER THE ENVIRONMENT 

 

GENESIS 1:28-29 –  
‘And God blessed them and God said to them be fruitful, multiply, populate, 
control and rule over the fish, birds and over every animal that lives.  And then 
Yahweh said I give you every seed-bearing plant as well as every tree bearing 
fruit which will be for food.’ 
 

 We are to manage the Earth such that every fish, bird and animal will be: 

- fruitful – helped to produce their maximum yield 

- multiply/increase – will be able to reproduce and increase as humanity increases 

- populate – will be put evenly over the Earth so everyone benefits 

- control – taken care of by us humans in terms of their welfare 

- rule – managed well by us humans – only animals mentioned 
 
PSALM 24:1 

‘The earth is the Lord’s, and everything in it…’ 

 
Summary 
 
God created a world which he pronounced was very good and delegated to 
humankind the responsibility for its care. But human sinfulness has marred God’s 
creation and our profligate abuse of the environment is causing global climate 
change. If left unchecked global warming will cause global economic loss, 
widespread suffering and death, particularly among the poor and marginalised who 
are least able to cope with rapid change. Our response is a test both of our 
obedience to our creator and of our commitment to care for our neighbour. 
 
Introduction 
 
If the earth will one day, maybe quite soon, be burnt to a frazzle, is it appropriate 
to put resources into long-term environmental policies? Environmental issues have 
become prominent in public discourse. Tony Blair announced that climate change 
is ‘the world’s greatest environmental challenge’, that it is ‘so far-reaching in its 
impact and irreversible in its destructive power, that it alters radically human 
existence.’1 Richard Chartres, the Bishop of London, captured headlines by 
suggesting that ‘making selfish choices such as flying on holiday or buying a large 
car are a symptom of sin’.2 James Lovelock believes that we are fast approaching 
a ‘tipping point’ on climate change from which there is no return.3 Sir David King, 
the government’s chief scientist, has described climate change as a bigger threat 
than terrorism, and Sir John Houghton, formerly head of the Meteorological Office, 
says it is a ‘weapon of mass destruction’.4 When church and secular leaders, 
scientists and politicians all speak similarly, Christians ought to take note and 
consider how their faith affects their response to such issues. Over the last 
century, Christians have been lukewarm about addressing environmental matters. 
This was not always the case: there is a long history of Christian engagement with 
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the environment, starting with the early church Fathers such as Benedict, the 
sixth-century founder of monasticism who propounded a gentle attitude to nature 
and to animals.5 Calvin in 1563 wrote ‘let every one regard himself as the steward 
of God in all things which he possesses’.6 Opposition from churches to the 
prevalent cruelty to animals in early modern England was effective in changing 
attitudes in society.7 In the twentieth century the founders of the London 
Missionary Society were committed to using science to improve the lot of 
humankind.8 So why is contemporary Christian environmental concern more 
muted? Maybe some have considered that it is secondary to more important 
matters of evangelism. Some Christians have felt a need to distance themselves 
from the Green agenda, because they considered it had overtones of pagan nature-
worship or of New Age spirituality. As a result, throughout the late twentieth 
century the environmental flag was flown by the largely secular Green movement. 
Yet from a scriptural perspective, Christians should have been leading the 
environmental agenda.9 The very existence of this universe is the result of God’s 
creative activity – a world that he said was ‘very good’ and which he commanded 
humankind to subdue and tend.10 God shows his commitment to the material 
world not only by upholding it moment by moment,11 but by becoming incarnate 
in it, taking a human body with all its limitations in the person of Jesus.12 The 
ultimate destination of this world, redeemed by Christ’s sacrifice on the cross, is 
to be renewed along with all believers to the eternal glory of God.13 God’s initial 
creation and his eventual re-creation of the new heavens and new earth provide a 
framework for how we should live as temporary residents in a world that still 
displays the creator’s glory and purposes, though marred by the effects of sin; a 
world with the certain hope of a renewed and perfected future; a world in which 
we are called to work to God’s praise and glory. 
 
The creation ethic 
 
The biblical narrative proclaims that God existed before the universe did, and is 
separate from it. He was not beholden to anyone or anything, and the entire 
natural order is, and remains, his possession. The first verse of the Bible makes 
this clear: ‘In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.’ John’s gospel 
echoes the same truth: ‘Through him [Jesus] all things were made’ – and in case 
we didn’t get the message, John continues: ‘without him nothing was made that 
has been made’.14 The picture in the early chapters of Genesis is of a workman 
labouring hard: of honest days’ work and rest at the end of the week: of 
satisfaction at a job well done, with the repeated affirmation that ‘God saw that it 
was good’. God gloried in his creation, and his creation in turn reflected something 
of his character. ‘The heavens declare the glory of God’, says the psalmist,15 and 
Paul comments that ‘since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities – his 
eternal power and divine nature – have been clearly seen, being understood from 
what has been made…’16 This stands in stark contrast, for example, to those 
Eastern religions that downplay the importance of the material world in favour of 
the spiritual. God created a world that is good and beautiful independently of our 
presence in it. The sun, moon, stars, waters, mountains, hills, weather, 
vegetation, animals, birds and sea creatures all praise the Lord, says Psalm 148. 
The Lord asks Job rhetorically ‘Who…waters a land where no man lives, a desert 
with no-one in it, to satisfy a desolate wasteland and make it sprout with grass.’17 
In Job 38–39 God lists a large range of ways in which God cares for his creation 
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independently of any human agency or presence. This material world is one which 
God sustains all the time. Without him it would fall apart into chaos. ‘He is before 
all things, and in him all things hold together.’18 As God makes clear in his 
covenant with Noah, he has a commitment to the earth and all life on it.19 If the 
physical world matters this much to God, it should matter to Christians. Although 
humans are part of the created order, the Bible asserts that there is something 
special about us: we are made ‘in God’s image’.20 We are more than animals, 
even though we share our material make-up with animals. Being made in God’s 
image includes the ability to relate to God in a personal way, and to exhibit and 
experience, albeit in a greatly attenuated way, some of his characteristics such as 
love, justice, creativity and care. At the beginning of human history, God gave 
humans the command to rule over and to take care of both the living and non-
living creation.21 We are not to be passive spectators, but are to work at ruling 
and ordering creation without abusing the earth for our own selfish ends. Our care 
for creation should be consistent with God’s care for it, enabling it to be fruitful in 
providing food and resources and allowing it to play its intended part in giving 
glory to God. 
 
Living in a fallen world 
 
If the relationship between humans and God had remained as it was in the Garden 
of Eden, life would have been a lot more straightforward. Yet it didn’t. Humans 
rebelled against their creator. The consequences of this sinfulness were made 
clear by God: living in the land became more dangerous, both from wild animals 
and from other people;22 the joy of procreation was scarred by an increase of pain 
in childbirth;23 even producing food became difficult toil.24 The current travails 
of this world, so much of its pain and its suffering, are a direct result of human 
sinfulness. Yet the earth is still innately fruitful, even though it labours under the 
dissonance of human sinfulness. The orderliness of the created order and our God-
given ability to understand it and to make use of it through science and technology 
ought to allow us to work for the good of all. And God mandates us to do so. There 
is sufficient food in the world to feed everyone, yet we allow food mountains to 
grow in one part of the world while people starve in another. People in one 
country die for lack of common medicines while medical resources are poured into 
needless cosmetic surgery in another. Abuse of the natural environment is a 
consequence of human sinfulness. It is a symptom of disobedience of God’s 
command to humankind to care for his world, and marring the created order 
prevents it from giving glory to God. That is why the ‘whole of creation is groaning 
as in the pains of childbirth’ but will be liberated, along with all believers, to fulfil 
its God-given function of reflecting God’s glory in the new creation.25 In caring for 
the non-human created order we are worshipping God by allowing it to give glory 
to God as he intended. 
 
New heavens and new earth 
 
But in his mercy, God has not left us stuck for ever in a world that is out of kilter. 
God himself became incarnate as the man Jesus, and by his crucifixion at the 
hands of humans he took upon himself the punishment that justice demanded as a 
result of our rebellion against the creator God. The consequences of this are 
cosmic: the death of Jesus Christ made possible redemption from the effects of 
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human sinfulness, not only of humanity but of all the created order.26 We are 
currently living in that in-between state between the first coming and the final 
return of Jesus at the end of time. The kingdom of heaven is near, said Jesus,27 
but the full consummation of God’s redeeming act will not occur until the new 
heavens and new earth are created. That will bring the fullness of life that he 
always intended and purposed for his creation:28 a place where his redeemed 
people will worship him and the whole of creation will give him glory. In symmetry 
with the initial creation when God walked with Adam, it will be a place restored to 
order where God himself will dwell with his people.29 As well as the discontinuity 
implicit in re-creation, there is also a sense in Scripture of continuity between this 
world and the next. It is as if the new creation will be the full realisation of the 
present order.30 Although the Bible writers struggle to describe it in our earth-
bound, limited terms, they paint a picture of a place where we will be completely 
at home, where we will have recognisable physical bodies, where we will know one 
another, will love and be loved, and will praise and worship God unreservedly. We 
may already experience aspects of this in a transient sense; in the new creation it 
will be the steady, settled reality. The populist view of heaven as a place where 
disembodied spirits float around in a nebulous, spiritual realm is unbiblical. The 
decisions we make in this world, the things we do and say, our personalities, will 
all in some sense carry forward to the world to come. They will be purified ‘as if 
by fire’,31 and transformed: how we behave in this world has a bearing on the 
next. So how we treat the environment now ought to be a preview, a practice run, 
of what we will do in the new creation when we shall rule with righteousness.32 
Furthermore, the new heavens and earth are represented in the Bible not only by a 
recreated ‘natural order’, but also by a city. The city is a place of human 
community, of relational intensity, of creativity and technology – and the ‘glory 
and honour of the nations will be brought into it’.33 The biblical authors are clear 
that although this world is flawed by human sinfulness, we need to work at using it 
for good. The certain hope of a renewed future creation is not a licence to 
abandon care for this one. Rather, the opposite is the case: because there is some 
continuity between this world and the next, because it will be the fulfilment of 
God the creator’s plans for this universe, there is every incentive to foster and to 
use the innate underlying goodness and fruitfulness of this material world to do 
what is pleasing to God in our time and place. So how might Christians use this 
understanding of the place of humanity in God’s created order, and of the 
certainty of coming judgement and re-creation of the world? Christians are called 
to be salt and light in a needy world.34 They should show by example what God 
requires. God has created a world where following his precepts and 
commandments is the best and safest way for us to live. Although those who ignore 
God may prosper in the short term, and we may even envy them, in the long run 
they are on the path to destruction, to be swept away with no more substance 
than fantasy dreams.35 I will consider one topical environmental issue, global 
climate change, and outline principles for responding to it. This is of course just 
one of many pressing environmental problems including, for example, the 
extinction of species at a rate about 100 times higher than the normal background 
level. 
 
Global climate change 
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The average global temperature is increasing at a rate and by an amount 
unprecedented in the history of humankind. Nine of the ten warmest years on 
record were in the last decade. There is now little doubt that it is caused by 
injecting carbon dioxide into the atmosphere from burning fossil fuels – oil, gas and 
coal.36 A consequence is the likely increase in extreme weather events – 
hurricanes and floods at one extreme, droughts and heat waves at the other. The 
effects fall disproportionately on the very young and very old, on the poor and the 
marginalised in places such as sub-Saharan Africa. One quarter of the world’s 
population live in poverty, with a marginal lifestyle that is vulnerable to changes 
caused by drought or flooding, by the failure of agricultural crops, or by rising sea 
levels. Already the number of environmental refugees is estimated as 20 million, 
exceeding those from war and political repression combined.37 Yet the main cause 
of global warming is greenhouse gases produced by high-income countries in North 
America and Europe. More than half the global emissions of greenhouse gases are 
produced by less than one sixth of the world population. Human activity over the 
past two centuries has already committed the earth to future climate change 
about which we can do nothing at this stage. Yet all is not gloom. We could put in 
place measures to mitigate its worst effects, and to prevent future excesses. This 
could be achieved by a mixture of changing lifestyles, of using energy resources 
more carefully, of developing alternative sustainable energy sources, and of 
moving towards a more equitable distribution of carbon pollution, both by 
individuals and nations. For the Christian, there are strong reasons for such 
behaviour out of obedience to our creation mandate. But even without this 
motivation, there are sound economic and even self-interest reasons to amend our 
ways.  
 
International perspective 
 
We live on a planet of finite size and resources: what I do in my own backyard 
(especially if it involves a patio heater and propane-fuelled barbecue!) has a global 
impact. Yet those who suffer most from the consequences of climate change had 
no say in my contributing activities. If the nations of the world could work together 
on equitable ways of reducing global warming – as indeed they have already come 
to scientific agreement, through the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 
on its reality and causes38 – that would be an enormous step forward for the good 
of humankind, not only in the practical consequences but also in fostering co-
operative behaviour in our global village. There are already successful models of 
international co-operation on environmental issues, such as the Montreal Protocol 
of 1987 which drastically reduced the emission of ozone-destroying substances.39 
But even if not everyone joins in, that does not absolve us from the responsibility 
of playing our part in adopting sustainable lifestyles. More to the point, Christians 
in high-income countries can hardly claim to be loving their (global) neighbour 
when the consequences of their actions may lead to suffering and an increased 
probability of an early death elsewhere. To refuse to do so when the consequences 
of our actions are already clear is not only reckless but sinful. The high-income 
countries of the industrialised West have largely attained their standard of living 
through the profligate use of natural resources, and particularly of fossil fuels. 
Those countries can hardly deny the right of less industrialised nations such as 
China and India to pull themselves up to similar standards of living. Yet if the low-
income countries simply emulate the industrialised nations in their use of fossil 
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fuels,40 the problem of global warming will quickly escalate. One equitable 
solution which Christians could well endorse is to press for all nations to move 
towards a position where each is allowed to produce the same amount of polluting 
gases per capita. Such ‘contraction and convergence’ could in principle be 
achieved if there is the political will and international unity required to do so.41 
 
National perspective 
 
National policies, especially ones that require sacrifice by the populace, can only 
be implemented if there is broad acceptance of them by the electorate. This is 
where Christians can play their part in lobbying for change. That radical change is 
possible is illustrated by history: slavery was abolished largely due to a campaign 
by committed Christians.42 Government could lead by adjusting the distribution of 
taxation to change behaviour and improve our living environment, for example by 
penalising the most polluting cars and encouraging less damaging energy sources. 
Legislation to improve building codes could save 60 per cent of domestic energy 
use, while providing more services.43 The sequestration of carbon dioxide 
produced as a by-product of electricity generation from coal or hydrocarbons is 
technologically within reach.44 The Stern review of the economics of climate 
change concluded that the risk of disruption makes the reduction of emissions now 
a prudent investment for the future.45 If the nation were on a war footing such 
changes could be achieved in short order. The challenge is to see our actions that 
cause global pollution as equivalent to global genocide, requiring a response 
analogous to that of a nation at war. 
 
Community perspective 
 
In a secular context, there are already projects that take seriously the sharing of 
resources to create a low energy footprint. For example, the Beddington Zero 
Energy Development saves approximately 90 per cent on heating compared to 
conventional housing.46 Faith communities ought to provide a ready-made 
platform for such co-operative behaviour. Of all people Christians ought to 
understand that the resources entrusted to them are only on loan from God, that 
they are to be used for the good of all, and thus for the worship of God. It is a 
challenge for fellowships to model this in practice, both in congregational sharing 
of resources and in ensuring that heating, lighting and use of buildings and other 
activities use resources in a way that takes account of impact on others.47 
 
Individual perspective 
 
It is at the individual level that decisions about our energy usage hit home most 
sharply. Some of the decisions are costly. Should we jet off several times a year 
for skiing holidays, to top up our tan on the beach, for a break in a foreign 
country? Does the unseen cost to the marginalised elsewhere come into our 
considerations? Christians are called to live counter culturally, and here is an 
opportunity to do so. Paul writes that Christians should ‘not conform any longer to 
the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.’48 It 
is a profoundly Christian perspective to be prepared to give up some of our 
privileges for the sake of others, modelling Christ’s ultimate sacrifice for us.49 
Many of the practical things we can do are not difficult, and indeed are often 
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personally beneficial.50 Walking or cycling is usually healthier than driving. 
Changing to low-energy light bulbs, switching off the stand-by on the TV and 
stereo and insulating our roofs and walls will all save us money. So why are they 
often so difficult for us? Partly it is because we live in an intensely individualistic 
and materialistic society; partly it is because we are prone to put to the back of 
our minds the impact of our actions on those we can’t see; and perhaps mainly it is 
because we are by nature sinful – self-centred in our thoughts and our actions. But 
once we are aware that our decision to drive a big car, to fly to Paris for the 
weekend, to turn up the heating rather than to put on a sweater, will all have a 
direct impact on someone already living on the edge, then how can we ignore it? 
 
Conclusion 
 
Christians as individuals, as members of a fellowship of believers, as citizens of a 
nation, and living as part of a global community should model the creation–
kingdom ethic for unbelievers. And they should steward the earth as part of their 
worship of God. Christians should care for the stranger and the foreigner even, or 
perhaps especially, if they happen to live on the other side of the world but are 
affected by our actions. Those of us who live in the high-income industrialised 
nations with standards of living purchased through profligate use of natural 
resources have a particular responsibility in our stewardship, an imperative to care 
for those elsewhere in the world marginalised by global climate change. ‘From 
everyone who has been given much, much will be demanded; and from the one 
who has been entrusted with much, much more will be asked.’51 
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CLIMATE CHANGE – AN EVANGELICAL CALL TO ACTION 
 
Preamble  
 
As American evangelical Christian leaders, we recognize both our opportunity and 
our responsibility to offer a biblically based moral witness that can help shape 
public policy in the most powerful nation on earth, and therefore contribute to the 
well-being of the entire world.1 Whether we will enter the public square and offer 
our witness there is no longer an open question. We are in that square, and we will 
not withdraw.  
We are proud of the evangelical community’s long-standing commitment to the 
sanctity of human life. But we also offer moral witness in many venues and on 
many issues. Sometimes the issues that we have taken on, such as sex trafficking, 
genocide in the Sudan, and the AIDS epidemic in Africa, have surprised outside 
observers. While individuals and organizations can be called to concentrate on 
certain issues, we are not a single-issue movement. We seek to be true to our 
calling as Christian leaders, and above all faithful to Jesus Christ our Lord. Our 
attention, therefore, goes to whatever issues our faith requires us to address.  
Over the last several years many of us have engaged in study, reflection, and 
prayer related to the issue of climate change (often called “global warming”). For 
most of us, until recently this has not been treated as a pressing issue or major 
priority. Indeed, many of us have required considerable convincing before 
becoming persuaded that climate change is a real problem and that it ought to 
matter to us as Christians. But now we have seen and heard enough to offer the 
following moral argument related to the matter of human-induced climate change. 
We commend the four simple but urgent claims offered in this document to all who 
will listen, beginning with our brothers and sisters in the Christian community, and 
urge all to take the appropriate actions that follow from them.  
 
Claim 1: Human-Induced Climate Change is Real  
 
Since 1995 there has been general agreement among those in the scientific 
community most seriously engaged with this issue that climate change is happening 
and is being caused mainly by human activities, especially the burning of fossil 
fuels. Evidence gathered since 1995 has only strengthened this conclusion.  

http://www.sd-commission.org.uk/communitiessummit/show_case_study.php/00035.html
http://www.sd-commission.org.uk/communitiessummit/show_case_study.php/00035.html
http://www.ecocongregation.org/
http://www.tearfund.org/
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Because all religious/moral claims about climate change are relevant only if 
climate change is real and is mainly human-induced, everything hinges on the 
scientific data. As evangelicals we have hesitated to speak on this issue until we 
could be more certain of the science of climate change, but the signatories now 
believe that the evidence demands action:  
• The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), the world’s most 
authoritative body of scientists and policy experts on the issue of global warming, 
has been studying this issue since the late 1980s. (From 1988-2002 the IPCC’s 
assessment of the climate science was Chaired by Sir John Houghton, a devout 
evangelical Christian.) It has documented the steady rise in global temperatures 
over the last fifty years, projects that the average global temperature will 
continue to rise in the coming decades, and attributes “most of the warming” to 
human activities.  
• The U.S. National Academy of Sciences, as well as all other G8 country scientific 
Academies (Great Britain, France, Germany, Japan, Canada, Italy, and Russia), has 
concurred with these judgments.  
1 Cf. “For the Health of the Nation: An Evangelical Call to Civic Responsibility,” 
approved by National Association of Evangelicals, October 8, 2004. 2  
• In a 2004 report, and at the 2005 G8 summit, the Bush Administration has also 
acknowledged the reality of climate change and the likelihood that human activity 
is the cause of at least some of it.2  
 
In the face of the breadth and depth of this scientific and governmental concern, 
only a small percentage of which is noted here, we are convinced that evangelicals 
must engage this issue without any further lingering over the basic reality of the 
problem or humanity’s responsibility to address it.  
 
Claim 2: The Consequences of Climate Change Will Be Significant, and Will Hit 
the Poor the Hardest  
 
The earth’s natural systems are resilient but not infinitely so, and human 
civilizations are remarkably dependent on ecological stability and well-being. It is 
easy to forget this until that stability and well-being are threatened.  
Even small rises in global temperatures will have such likely impacts as: sea level 
rise; more frequent heat waves, droughts, and extreme weather events such as 
torrential rains and floods; increased tropical diseases in now-temperate regions; 
and hurricanes that are more intense. It could lead to significant reduction in 
agricultural output, especially in poor countries. Low-lying regions, indeed entire 
islands, could find themselves under water. (This is not to mention the various 
negative impacts climate change could have on God’s other creatures.)  
Each of these impacts increases the likelihood of refugees from flooding or famine, 
violent conflicts, and international instability, which could lead to more security 
threats to our nation.  
Poor nations and poor individuals have fewer resources available to cope with 
major challenges and threats. The consequences of global warming will therefore 
hit the poor the hardest, in part because those areas likely to be significantly 
affected first are in the poorest regions of the world. Millions of people could die 
in this century because of climate change, most of them our poorest global 
neighbors.  
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Claim 3: Christian Moral Convictions Demand Our Response to the Climate 
Change Problem  
 
While we cannot here review the full range of relevant biblical convictions related 
to care of the creation, we emphasize the following points:  
• Christians must care about climate change because we love God the Creator and 
Jesus our Lord, through whom and for whom the creation was made. This is God’s 
world, and any damage that we do to God’s world is an offense against God 
Himself (Gen. 1; Ps. 24; Col. 1:16).  
• Christians must care about climate change because we are called to love our 
neighbors, to do unto others as we would have them do unto us, and to protect 
and care for the least of these as though each was Jesus Christ himself (Mt. 22:34-
40; Mt. 7:12; Mt. 25:31-46).  
2 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 2001, Summary for Policymakers; 
http://www.grida.no/climate/ipcc_tar/wg1/007.htm. (See also the main IPCC 
website, www.ipcc.ch.) For the confirmation of the IPCC’s findings from the U.S. 
National Academy of Sciences, see, Climate Change Science: An Analysis of Some 
Key Questions (2001); http://books.nap.edu/html/climatechange/summary.html. 
For the statement by the G8 Academies (plus those of Brazil, India, and China) see 
Joint Science Academies Statement: Global Response to Climate Change, (June 
2005): http://nationalacademies.org/onpi/06072005.pdf. Another major 
international report that confirms the IPCC’s conclusions comes from the Arctic 
Climate Impact Assessment. See their Impacts of a Warming Climate, Cambridge 
University Press, November 2004, p.2; http://amap.no/acia/. Another important 
statement is from the American Geophysical Union, “Human Impacts on Climate,” 
December 2003, 
http://www.agu.org/sci_soc/policy/climate_change_position.html. For the Bush 
Administration’s perspective, see Our Changing Planet: The U.S. Climate Change 
Science Program for Fiscal Years 2004 and 2005, p.47; 
http://www.usgcrp.gov/usgcrp/Library/ocp2004-5/default.htm. For the 2005 G8 
statement, see http://www.number-10.gov.uk/output/Page7881.asp. 3  
 
• Christians, noting the fact that most of the climate change problem is human 
induced, are reminded that when God made humanity he commissioned us to 
exercise stewardship over the earth and its creatures. Climate change is the latest 
evidence of our failure to exercise proper stewardship, and constitutes a critical 
opportunity for us to do better (Gen. 1:26-28).  
 
Love of God, love of neighbor, and the demands of stewardship are more than 
enough reason for evangelical Christians to respond to the climate change problem 
with moral passion and concrete action.  
 
Claim 4: The need to act now is urgent. Governments, businesses, churches, 
and individuals all have a role to play in addressing climate change -- starting 
now.  
 
The basic task for all of the world’s inhabitants is to find ways now to begin to 
reduce the carbon dioxide emissions from the burning of fossil fuels that are the 
primary cause of human-induced climate change.  There are several reasons for 
urgency. First, deadly impacts are being experienced now. Second, the oceans only 
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warm slowly, creating a lag in experiencing the consequences. Much of the climate 
change to which we are already committed will not be realized for several 
decades. The consequences of the pollution we create now will be visited upon our 
children and grandchildren. Third, as individuals and as a society we are making 
long-term decisions today that will determine how much carbon dioxide we will 
emit in the future, such as whether to purchase energy efficient vehicles and 
appliances that will last for 10-20 years, or whether to build more coal-burning 
power plants that last for 50 years rather than investing more in energy efficiency 
and renewable energy.  
 
In the United States, the most important immediate step that can be taken at the 
federal level is to pass and implement national legislation requiring sufficient 
economy-wide reductions in carbon dioxide emissions through cost-effective, 
market-based mechanisms such as a cap-and-trade program. On June 22, 2005 the 
Senate passed the Domenici-Bingaman resolution affirming this approach, and a 
number of major energy companies now acknowledge that this method is best both 
for the environment and for business.  
 
We commend the Senators who have taken this stand and encourage them to fulfill 
their pledge. We also applaud the steps taken by such companies as BP, Shell, 
General Electric, Cinergy, Duke Energy, and DuPont, all of which have moved 
ahead of the pace of government action through innovative measures implemented 
within their companies in the U.S. and around the world. In so doing they have 
offered timely leadership.  
 
Numerous positive actions to prevent and mitigate climate change are being 
implemented across our society by state and local governments, churches, smaller 
businesses, and individuals. These commendable efforts focus on such matters as 
energy efficiency, the use of renewable energy, low CO2 emitting technologies, 
and the purchase of hybrid vehicles. These efforts can easily be shown to save 
money, save energy, reduce global warming pollution as well as air pollution that 
harm human health, and eventually pay for themselves. There is much more to be 
done, but these pioneers are already helping to show the way forward.  
Finally, while we must reduce our global warming pollution to help mitigate the 
impacts of climate change, as a society and as individuals we must also help the 
poor adapt to the significant harm that global warming will cause.  
 
Conclusion 
  
We the undersigned pledge to act on the basis of the claims made in this 
document. We will not only teach the truths communicated here but also seek 
ways to implement the actions that follow from them. In the name of Jesus Christ 
our Lord, we urge all who read this declaration to join us in this effort.  
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CLOTHING 
 

LEVITICUS 19:19  
‘Do not wear clothing woven of two kinds of material.’ 
 
Does not apply today because it relates to ceremonial laws, but the principles 
behind it are helpful if we follow them. 
 
In addition to His eternal spiritual commandments, God gave Israel various statutes 
and judgments as part of its civil code or national law. Most aren’t binding laws for 
Christians today, but Christians should consider and learn from the principles 
contained in all of them. Is there any principle in these laws or in their intended 
purpose that can guide Christians in everyday life? 
In its introductory notes on Leviticus, Expositor’s Bible Dictionary points out: “The 
weaving of two kinds of material (wool and linen in Deuteronomy 
22:11Deuteronomy 22:11) may be a rule that would prevent loss by unequal 
shrinkage.” There is no apparent application today for two reasons: (1) Most 
Christians do not make their own fabric or clothing today, and (2) clothing 
manufacturers do not mix these materials. 
However, the broader principle of the several statutes that forbid “mixing” in 
various ways is that God wanted His people to pursue purity and quality. Similarly, 
Christians are to pursue pure and godly character. The Jamieson, Fausset and 
Brown Commentary offers the following explanation for Leviticus 19:19: 
“Neither shall a garment mingled of linen and woollen come upon thee—Although 
this precept, like the other two with which it is associated, was in all probability 
designed to root out some superstition, it seems to have had a further meaning. 
The law, it is to be observed, did not prohibit the Israelites wearing many different 
kinds of cloths together, but only the two specified; and the observations and 
researches of modern science have proved that ‘wool, when combined with linen, 
increases its power of passing off the electricity from the body. In hot climates, it 
brings on malignant fevers and exhausts the strength; and when passing off from 
the body, it meets with the heated air, inflames and excoriates like a blister’ 
[Whitlaw]. (See Ezekiel 44:17-18.)”  
http://www.ucg.org/bible-study-tools/bible-questions-and-answers/mixed-fabrics-
does-leviticus-1919-and-deuteronomy-2211  
 
In its ancient context, though, the law had a perfectly logical reasoning. Both the 
priestly garments and the tabernacle weavings were a combination of wool and 
linen.  The priest’s white undergarment was linen, and the brightly colored 
vestment was wool. So it was prohibited for laypersons to dress in the same way. 
Other prohibited mixtures had the same rationale. For instance, no one but the 
priests could blend together aromatic spices to make the combination used in 
anointing oil (Exodus 30:33). The distinctive fragrance would mark whatever it 
anointed as holy, set apart for God’s special purposes. 
http://ourrabbijesus.com/articles/whats-so-wrong-with-mixing-wool-linen/  

 
TATTOOS 
 

http://www.ucg.org/bible-study-tools/bible-questions-and-answers/mixed-fabrics-does-leviticus-1919-and-deuteronomy-2211
http://www.ucg.org/bible-study-tools/bible-questions-and-answers/mixed-fabrics-does-leviticus-1919-and-deuteronomy-2211
http://ourrabbijesus.com/articles/whats-so-wrong-with-mixing-wool-linen/
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Christians with tattoos, Christian tattoos and Christian tattooists, what does the 
Bible teach about the current style of body décor?   If the Scriptures tell us that 
tattooing is a behavior that God says is wrong in any  way, then it's certainly off 
limits for God's followers. But does  the Bible teach that God forbids tattoos and 
other cosmetic body modifications?  
 
The main scripture that concerns many people with regards to tattooing is this 
verse from the remarkable Old Testament book of Leviticus  
 
LEVITICUS 19:28  
‘You shall not make any cuts in your body for the dead nor make any tattoo marks 
on yourselves: I am the LORD.’  
 
At first glance this passage seems to indicate that tattoo is forbidden for 
Christians. To comprehend the Scripture correctly, we must always examine the 
whole of Scripture and look at the particular context  of a given passage. If we 
neglect deep study we will never truly understand the intent of the author.   We 
need to look at the word(s) of the above passage in full connection with the 
surrounding verses, and in context with the historic setting at the time of its 
writing. When we study below the surface of this text, we then will see more 
clearly what God says about tattoo. The verse quoted above is part of a larger 
passage of scripture seen here. 
 
LEVITICUS 19:26-31 
‘You shall not eat anything with the blood, nor practice divination or soothsaying. 
You shall not round off the side-growth of your heads nor harm the edges of your 
beard. 28 ‘You shall not make any cuts in your body for the dead nor make any 
tattoo marks on yourselves: I am the LORD. ‘Do not profane your daughter by 
making her a harlot, so that the land will not fall to harlotry and the land become 
full of lewdness. ‘You shall keep My sabbaths and revere My sanctuary; I am the 
LORD. 31 ‘Do not turn to mediums or spiritists; do not seek them out to be defiled 
by them. I am the LORD your God.’ 
 
In this passage God is speaking to his covenant people Israel. He is specifically 
telling them to stay far from the religious practices of the surrounding people 
groups. The prohibited religious practices in these verses include eating bloody 
meat, fortune telling, certain hair cuts related to the priests of false cults, cutting 
or marking the body for dead relatives, cultic prostitution and consulting psychics. 
All these practices would lead God's beloved people away from Him and toward 
false gods that were not Gods at all. In the midst of this context we find the word 
translated “tattoo marks” in verse 28. It is important to note here that the context 
of this passage is not one of body décor but one of marking one's self in connection 
with cultic religious worship. Bible commentaries tell us much about the eastern 
religious practices that God was warning His people to shun.  
 
These prohibitions seem to relate to pagan religious customs which should be 
avoided, including pagan mourning rites (vv. 27-28)  
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Walvoord, J. F., Zuck, R. B., & Dallas Theological Seminary. (1983–c1985). The 
Bible knowledge commentary: An exposition of the scriptures. Wheaton, IL: Victor 
Books. 
 
The practice of making deep gashes on the face and arms and legs, in time of 
bereavement, was universal among the heathen, and it was deemed a becoming 
mark of respect for the dead, as well as a sort of propitiatory offering to the 
deities who presided over death and the grave. The Jews learned this custom in 
Egypt, and though weaned from it, relapsed in a later and degenerate age into this 
old superstition (Is 15:2; Je 16:6; 41:5). “nor print any marks upon you” (v:28 )—by 
tattooing, imprinting figures of flowers, leaves, stars, and other fanciful devices on 
various parts of their person. The impression was made sometimes by means of a 
hot iron, sometimes by ink or paint, as is done by the Arab females of the present 
day and the different castes of the Hindus. It it probable that a strong propensity 
to adopt such marks in honor of some idol gave occasion to the prohibition in this 
verse; and they were wisely forbidden.  
Jamieson, R., Fausset, A. R., Fausset, A. R., Brown, D., & Brown, D. (1997). A 
commentary, critical and explanatory, on the Old and New Testaments. On spine: 
Critical and explanatory commentary. (Le 19:28). Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research 
Systems, Inc. 
 
“Make any cuttings in your flesh” (v:28): the reference here is to the practice of 
making deep gashes in the skin while mourning the death of a relative. This was 
done to provide life blood for the spirit of the dead person rather than to express 
sorrow. On account of the dead: as indicated above, this describes the purpose of 
all the actions in verse 27 as well as verse 28.  
Péter-Contesse, R., & Ellington. (1992). A handbook on Leviticus. UBS handbooks; 
Helps for translating (Page 296). New York: United Bible Societies. 
 
The “tattoo” marks described in Leviticus 19:28 were clearly related to false 
religious practices. The word translated tattoo in our English Bibles is the Hebrew 
word “qa aqa”, this word appears only one time in the Bible, here in this passage 
Leviticus. The word “qa aqa” means literally “to cut” but taken with the 
surrounding words indicates a cutting that left a mark imprinted in the skin. This 
could have been a form of branding, scarring, cutting or a process where ink was 
inlaid into the skin; there is not enough data to fully define exactly what this word 
meant. However we translate the word “qa aqa” though, in this passage, it is 
certainly used in the context of cultic religious worship. The prohibition against 
“qa aqa”, (translated tattoo) was to keep the Israelites from being involved or 
affiliated with cultic worship practices. 
 
The tattoo of today is much different than it was for those who originally received 
the Pentateuch. Today tattoo is a decorative means of self expression and personal 
decoration. In our current culture people modify their appearance for beauty in 
many ways such as clothing choice, makeup, plastic surgery, haircutting and 
coloring, weight loss, body-building, and ear piercing.   Some of these practices 
have a history in ancient ritual and false religion, but in our cultural context they 
do not denote a connection with evil or false faith. In the same way tattoos today 
do not link the wearer to cultic worship practices and is not generally practiced for 
ancient religious purposes, tattoos today are for ornamentation. 



 

183 

 

 
As New Testament followers of Jesus we are not under restriction in the area of 
personal décor. 
 
Tattoo of today can describe images that merely please the wearer, or have 
deeper meaning to the owner. Many Christians today are tattooing themselves not 
in tribute to a false idol or anti-Christian deity, but with love for the one true God 
and Creator. Many today utilize this permanent marking a way of giving glory to 
God. Some find that Christian tattoos attract questions about faith and provide 
opportunities to give God glory by allowing the story-telling of His Love to those 
who aren’t convinced yet. See, hear, and experience the testimonies of Tattooed 
followers of Jesus. 
 
A parting thought about tattoo and younger people 
 
Tattoo is a significant life-choice and should be only entered into with a great deal 
of forethought. Some questions to ask yourself if you are young and considering a 
tattoo are: 
•Am I legally of an age to get a tattoo? 
•If I live with my parents, would my parents support my decision? 
•Would I be defying the authority God gave my parents over me at my current age? 
•Would I still want this particular image when I get older? 
•What if my future mate wouldn't like having to see this image for a lifetime? 
•Would this tattoo be in an area of my body that would be plainly visible? – Many 
people do unfairly judge people with tattoos as being “second-class.” 
•Would this image bring God glory? 
•Do I feel fully convinced that tattoos are allowable for Christians? 
 
Tattoo is not for everyone, and is certainly not for a Christian who feels 
unconvinced that getting a tattoo is completely Biblical. In this and many areas of 
the Christian life there are many truly excellent believers who have varying 
degrees of agreement and disagreement about Christians with tattoos. In whatever 
you believe about this issue I hope that you will leave gracious space for others 
who might feel differently. May ALL things bring Glory to our great God and 
Sovereign Lord, Jesus the Christ. 
http://www.sacredink.net/tattoo_and_the_bible/  
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COMMANDMENT – DRESS MODESTLY 

 

1 TIMOTHY 2:9-10  
‘I also want the women to dress modestly, with decency and propriety, adorning 
themselves, not with elaborate hairstyles or gold or pearls or expensive clothes, 
but with good deeds, appropriate for women who profess to worship God.’ 
 
In describing the mode of dress appropriate for women in church, the apostle Paul 
exhorts them to dress “modestly” with “decency and propriety” then goes on to 
contrast immodest dress with the good deeds which are appropriate for those who 
profess to be true worshipers of God (1 Timothy 2:9–10). While the Bible only 
specifically addresses the need for women to dress modestly, the same teaching 
would apply to men in principle. Both men and women should bring glory to God in 
their manner of dress. 
 
Modesty in the way we dress is not just for church; it is to be the standard for all 
Christians at all times. The key to understanding what constitutes modesty in dress 
is to examine the attitudes and intents of the heart. Those whose hearts are 
inclined toward God will make every effort to dress modestly, decently, and 
appropriately. Those whose hearts are inclined toward self will dress in a manner 
designed to draw attention to themselves with little or no regard for the 
consequences to themselves or others. 
 
A godly woman endeavours to do everything with a “God-ward” perspective. She 
knows that God wants His people to be concerned for His glory and the spiritual 
state of their brothers and sisters in Christ. If a woman professes to be a Christian 
yet she dresses in a way that will unduly draw attention to her body, she is a poor 
witness of the One who bought her soul by dying for her on the cross. She is 
forgetting that her body has been redeemed by Christ and is now the temple of the 
Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians 6:19–20). She is telling the world that she determines her 
own worth on a purely physical basis and that her attractiveness depends on how 
much of her body she reveals to them. Further, by dressing in an immodest 
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fashion, displaying her body for men to lust after, she causes her brothers in Christ 
to sin, something condemned by God (Matthew 5:27–29). Proverbs 7:10 mentions a 
woman “dressed like a prostitute and with crafty intent”—here, the woman’s heart 
condition is displayed by her manner of dress. 
 
The Scripture says that we are to dress modestly, but what exactly does that mean 
in modern society? Does a woman have to be covered from head to toe? There are 
cults and religions in the world that demand this of women. But is that the biblical 
meaning of modesty? Again, we have to go back to the matter of the attitudes of 
the heart. If a woman’s heart is inclined toward godliness, she will wear clothing 
that is neither provocative nor revealing in public, clothing that does not reflect 
negatively upon her personal testimony as a child of God. Everyone else in her 
circle may be dressing immodestly, but she resists the temptation to go along with 
the crowd. She avoids clothing designed to draw attention to her body and cause 
men to lust, for she is wise enough to know that type of attention only cheapens 
her. The idea of causing men to sin against God because of her dress is abhorrent 
to her because she seeks to love and honor God and wants others to do the same. 
 
Modesty in dress reveals a modesty and godliness of the heart, attitudes that 
should be the desire of all women (and men) who live to please and honor God. 
http://www.gotquestions.org/dress-modestly.html  
See also https://www.gotquestions.org/women-wear-pants.html  
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War and Peace 
 
WAR AND PEACE 
 

Old Testament 
 
In early Old Testament times war was often seen as a holy war, a conflict initiated 
and led by God. Such a war was declared by God, Himself (Exodus 17:16; Numbers 
31:1-3, 1 Samuel 15:1-3), and every facet of war had religious significance.  
 
Sacrificial rites were performed to ensure God's continued support (1 Samuel 7:8-
10; 13:9). The sacred ark of the covenant, symbolizing the presence of God, was 
often taken into battle (1 Samuel 4:3).  
 
Later in Israel's history, the prophets began to see the terror of war as God's 
judgment against his people for their sins, and the glory of war faded (Habakkuk 
1:5-11, Jeremiah 21:3-7).  
 
Israel began to look to the day when the endless cycle of war would be broken: 
The law will go out from Zion, the word of the LORD from Jerusalem. He will judge 
between the nations and will settle disputes for many peoples. They will beat their 
swords into ploughshares and their spears into pruning hooks. Nation will not take 
up sword against nation, nor will they train for war anymore. (NIV, Isaiah 2:3-4)  
 
New Testament 
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In the New Testament, war is universally seen as evil and Jesus emphasized peace 
instead. He advised us to avoid retaliation and revenge and to extend our love 
even to our enemies.  
 
"You have heard that it was said, 'Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.' But I tell you, 
‘Do not resist an evil person. If someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him 
the other also. And if someone wants to sue you and take your tunic, let him have 
your cloak as well. If someone forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles. 
Give to the one who asks you, and do not turn away from the one who wants to 
borrow from you.  
 
You have heard that it was said, 'Love your neighbour and hate your enemy.' But I 
tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may 
be sons of your Father in heaven. (NIV, Matthew 5:38-45) The apostle Paul and 
other New Testament writers echoed Jesus' sentiment and expanded on it. Never 
pay back evil for evil to anyone. Respect what is right in the sight of all men.  
 
If possible, so far as it depends on you, be at peace with all men. Never take your 
own revenge, beloved, but leave room for the wrath of God, for it is written, 
"Vengeance is Mine, I will repay," says the Lord. "But if your enemy is hungry, feed 
him, and if he is thirsty, give him a drink; for in so doing you will heap burning 
coals upon his head." Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 
(NAS, Romans 12:17-21)  
 
Despite the immense evil of war, Jesus said it is inevitable that wars will continue 
until He returns (Mark 13:7-8), and He did not oppose earthly governments or their 
right to maintain armies (Matthew 8:5-10). Other New Testament passages accept 
the necessity of maintaining armies and the worthiness of military occupations 
(Luke 3:14, Acts 10:1-6) 
 
Just War Theory 
 
Clearly, the Christian ideal is total elimination of war and brotherly love among all 
people. However, in this imperfect world, war may be forced on those who do not 
desire it. Christian theologians St. Augustine of Hippo (354 - 430) and St. Thomas 
Aquinas (1225-1274) are primarily responsible for formulating the theory of the 
Just War which has remained the majority Christian approach to war to this day. 
There are many variations on the just war theory, but these are the basics: 
  
•There must be a just cause for the war.  
 
◦War must be waged only in response to certain, grave and lasting damage inflicted 
by an aggressor.  
 
◦The motive for war must be advancement of good or avoidance of evil.  
 
◦The ultimate objective of war must be to bring peace. ◦Revenge, revolt, a desire 
to harm, dominate, or exploit and similar things are not justification for war.  
 
•Every possible means of peacefully settling the conflict must be exhausted first.  



 

188 

 

 
•There must be serious prospects of success; bloodshed without hope of victory 
cannot be justified.  
 
•The war must be declared by a legitimate authority. Private individuals or groups 
should seek redress of their rights through their governments, not by acts of war.  
 
•The war must not cause greater evil than the evil to be eliminated. •Non-
combatants (civilians) must not be intentionally harmed. •Prisoners and conquered 
peoples must be treated justly.  
 
Christian Pacifism 
 
Pacifism, the opposition to all war, is a minority view throughout Christianity, but 
is the dominant belief in some denominations such as Mennonite and Society of 
Friends (Quakers). Pacifists take their example from Jesus who never resisted His 
persecutors. When the mob came to arrest Jesus, one of His followers tried to 
defend Him with a sword. But Jesus said, "Put your sword back into its place; for 
all those who take up the sword shall perish by the sword." (NAS, Matthew 26:52-
53  )Many of Jesus' apostles and other followers were also martyred for their faith, 
but never used violence to resist their fate.Another justification for pacifism is the 
belief that the kingdom of God is set apart from the world (Matthew 5:20, 7:13-14, 
John 18:36). The world will continue in sin of all kinds, including war (Matthew 
24:6-7, Mark 13:7-8), but those who truly belong to the kingdom of God are called 
to put their total trust in God (Matthew 10:28, John 14:1) and to obey all of Jesus' 
teachings (Matthew 7:21, 28:18-20, Luke 6:46, John 14:15, 15:10), including His 
teachings against violence.A number of other Bible passages are cited in favour of 
the pacifist position, including Matthew 5:9, Romans 12:18-19, 2 Corinthians 10:3-
4, 1 Peter 2:21-23, 3:8-11, 13-17, and Hebrews 10:32-34. 
 
A frequent criticism of pacifism is that it amounts to surrender to aggression, and 
the evil which results could be much worse than the evil of a war. Another 
criticism is that pacifism is utopian, and pacifists unfairly reap the benefits of 
freedom earned by those willing to sacrifice their lives in war. However, pacifists 
reply that pacifism does not mean being passive; it is active peacemaking through 
nonviolent means. They point to the success of nonviolent resistance movements 
such as the Swedish and Danish resistance to Nazism in World War II, Gandhi's 
independence movement in India, the civil rights movement of Martin Luther King 
in the United States, and the Solidarity labour movement in Poland. Many Christian 
pacifists see nonviolence as the only way to alleviate the vicious cycles of 
oppression, hatred, war and revenge that have dominated human 
history.http://www.christianbiblereference.org/faq_war.htm  
 
Just Peacemaking: Ten Practices for Abolishing War 
 
Part One: PEACEMAKING INITIATIVES 
 
1. Support nonviolent direct action. 
 

http://www.christianbiblereference.org/faq_war.htm
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Nonviolent Direct Action is spreading widely, ending dictatorship in the Philippines, 
ending rule by the Shah in Iran, bringing about nonviolent revolutions in Poland, 
East Germany, and Central Europe, transforming injustice into democratic change 
in human rights movements in Guatemala, Argentina, and 
elsewhere in Latin America, in South Africa.... Governments and people have the 
obligation to make room for and to support nonviolent direct action. 
 
2. Take independent initiatives to reduce threat. 
 
Independent initiatives: 1) are independent of the slow process of negotiation; 2) 
decrease threat perception and distrust but do not leave the initiator weak; 3) are 
verifiable actions; 4) and carried out at the announced time regardless of the 
other side's bluster; 5) have their purpose clearly announced--to shift toward de-
escalation and to invite reciprocation; 6) come in a series; initiatives should 
continue in order to keep inviting reciprocation. This new practice has been crucial 
in several recent breakthroughs. 
 
3. Use cooperative conflict resolution. 
 
1) Active partnership in developing solutions, not merely passive cooperation. 2) 
Adversaries listen to each other and experience each others' perspectives, 
including culture, spirituality, story, history and emotion. 3) Seek longterm 
solutions which help prevent future conflict. 4) Seek justice as a core component 
for sustainable peace. 
 
4. Acknowledge responsibility for conflict and injustice and seek 
repentance and forgiveness. 
 
Until recently, it was widely agreed that nations would not express regret, 
acknowledge responsibility, or give forgiveness. But Germany since World War II, 
Japan and Korea, Clinton in Africa, the U.S. finally toward Japanese-Americans 
during World War II, the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission, and 
other actions described by Shriver, An Ethic for Enemies and Wink, When Powers 
Fall, show a crucial new practice is emerging that can heal longstanding 
bitternesses. 
 
Part Two: JUSTICE 
 
5. Advance democracy, human rights, and religious liberty. 
 
Extensive empirical evidence shows that the spreading of democracy and respect 
for human rights, including religious liberty, is widening the zones of peace. 
Democracies fought no wars against one another during the entire twentieth 
century. They had fewer civil wars. And they generally devoted lower shares of 
their national products to military expenditures, which decreases threats to other 
countries. Ties of economic interdependence by trade and investment also 
decrease the incidence of war. Engagement in international organizations like the 
UN and regional institutions is a clear predictive factor that they will be much less 
likely to engage in war. 
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6. Foster just and sustainable economic development. 
 
Sustainable development occurs where the needs of today are met without 
threatening the needs of tomorrow--where those who lack adequate material and 
economic resources gain access, and those who have learn to control resource use 
and prevent future exhaustion. A key to economic development in East Asian 
countries, especially Korea and Taiwan, has been land reform that made wealth 
more equitable and thus created a sizable local market for developing firms. By 
contrast, Latin America lacks real land reform and equality, and therefore local 
consumers cannot afford to buy products produced by local industries. 
 
Part Three: LOVE AND COMMUNITY 
 
7. Work with emerging cooperative forces in the international system. 
Four trends have so altered the conditions and practices of international relations 
as to make it possible now, where it was not possible before, to form and sustain 
voluntary associations for peace and other valuable common purposes that are in 
fact working: the decline in the utility of war; the priority of trade and the 
economy over war; the strength of international exchanges, communications, 
transactions, and networks; and the gradual ascendancy of liberal representative 
democracy and a mixture of welfare-state and laissez-faire market economy. We 
should act so as to strengthen these trends and the international associations that 
they make possible. 
 
8. Strengthen the United Nations and international efforts for cooperation 
and human rights. 
 
Acting alone, states cannot solve problems of trade, debt, interest rates; of 
pollution, ozone depletion, acid rain, depletion of fish stocks, global warming; of 
migrations and refugees seeking asylum; of military security when weapons rapidly 
penetrate borders. Therefore, collective action is increasingly necessary. U.S. 
citizens should press their government to pay its UN dues and to act in ways that 
strengthen the effectiveness of the United Nations, of regional organizations, and 
of multilateral peacemaking, peacekeeping, and peace building. They resolve 
conflicts, monitor, nurture, and even enforce truces. They meet human needs for 
food, hygiene, medicine, education, and economic interaction. Most wars now 
happen within states, not between states; therefore, collective action needs to 
include UN-approved humanitarian intervention in cases like the former 
Yugoslavia, Haiti, Somalia, and Rwanda "when a state's condition or behavior 
results in... grave and massive violations of human rights." 
 
9. Reduce offensive weapons and weapons trade. 
 
A key factor in the decrease of war between nations is that weapons have become 
so destructive that war is not worth the price. Reducing offensive weapons and 
shifting toward defensive force structures strengthens that equation. Banning 
chemical and biological weapons, and reducing strategic (long-range) nuclear 
warheads from 3,500 to 1,000 each, are key steps. Arms imports by developing 
nations in 1995 dropped to one-quarter of their peak in 1988. But the power of 
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money invested by arms manufacturers in politicians' campaigns is a major 
obstacle to reductions. 
 
10. Encourage grassroots peacemaking groups and voluntary associations. 
 
The existence of a growing worldwide people's movement constitutes one more 
historical force that makes just peacemaking theory possible. They learn 
peacemaking practices and press governments to employ these practices; 
governments should protect such associations in law, and give them accurate 
information. Each practice is recent in its widespread use, and is causing 
significant change. Together they exert strong influence, decreasing wars. Each is 
empirically happening and being effective in abolishing some wars. 
 
Each faces significant obstacles and blocking forces that are named in the 
chapters. We contend that just peacemaking practices are ethically obligatory for 
persons, groups, and governments to strengthen them and help overcome the 
blocking forces. 
http://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/unitedchurchofchrist/legacy_url/6534/Jus
t-Peacemaking-practices.pdf?1418431403  
See also https://www.sbl-site.org/assets/pdfs/Stassen_Transforming.pdf  

 
OLD TESTAMENT MASS KILLINGS 
 

Introduction: The Problem 
 
A number of cases of mass killings of people, apparently at God’s behest, are 
recorded in the Old Testament: 
 
1. The Flood (Genesis 6-8) 
2. The cities of the plain, including Sodom and Gomorrah (Genesis 18-19)  
3. The Egyptian firstborn sons during the Passover (Exodus 11-12)  
4. The Canaanites under Moses and Joshua (Numbers 21:2-3; Deuteronomy 20:17; 
Joshua 6:17, 21)  
5. The Amalekites annihilated by Saul (1 Samuel 15) 
 
The first three examples are similar in that there was no human agent involved – in 
each case it was God, or an angel of God, who carried out the mass killings 
directly. The mass killing of the Canaanites is the first of two cases in which the 
text claims that God’s people, the nation of Israel, were commanded by Him to 
attack other nations. For this reason, this case will be the focus of this study. 
The problem many people have with these stories of mass killings is that they do 
not seem to fit the popular conception of the Christian God. In particular, the 
question is asked how a God of love could allow or even command such brutality. 
Furthermore, it is suggested that the God described in these Old Testament books 
is a different character from the God described in the New Testament. The former 
is supposedly angry, vindictive and ruthless, the latter loving, patient and 
forgiving. Even for people who are convinced that the Bible is true and represents 
God’s revelation of Himself these accounts can be deeply troubling, especially 
when one thinks about the death of innocent children. 

http://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/unitedchurchofchrist/legacy_url/6534/Just-Peacemaking-practices.pdf?1418431403
http://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/unitedchurchofchrist/legacy_url/6534/Just-Peacemaking-practices.pdf?1418431403
https://www.sbl-site.org/assets/pdfs/Stassen_Transforming.pdf
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Num%2021.2-3
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Deut%2020.17
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Josh%206.17
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Joshua%206.21
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Did God Command the Mass Killing of the Canaanites? 
 
One way in which biblical scholars have attempted to resolve the problem of the 
mass killing of the Canaanites is to suggest that God never commanded it. This 
argument is advanced in one of two ways: 
 
a. The Israelites carried out mass killings but were mistaken in believing that 
God had commanded it 
 
This argument suggests that the mass killings were a carryover from a pagan way 
of understanding God. It was not uncommon for kings in the Near East of Old 
Testament times to annihilate the populations of whole cities as an offering to 
their gods. For example, the 9th Century BC Moabite Stone records King Mesha's 
boast that he had destroyed all the inhabitants of Ataroth as a sacrifice to his god. 
The suggestion is made that Israel at the time of Joshua had a limited 
understanding of God and that they wrongly thought that their God, Yahweh, 
expected the same kind of sacrifice. This line of reasoning raises serious questions 
about the nature of God, in particular whether or not He is able to make Himself 
clearly understood and whether or not He would allow such blatant disobedience 
to go unchallenged. One attempt to overcome this difficulty is the suggestion that 
God allowed His name to be associated with these mass killings because His love 
for Israel was so great that He was willing to have His reputation tarnished for the 
sake of His relationship with them. This view, however, does not find any support 
in the relevant Old Testament texts, which clearly state that God commanded the 
mass killings (Joshua 6:17, 21; Deuteronomy 20:16-17). Later texts even criticise 
the Israelites for their failure to obey the command (Psalm 106:34-42). The only 
way to reconcile the Old Testament accounts with this view is to regard the Old 
Testament as simply Israel’s record of their perception of their unfolding 
relationship with Yahweh. The Old Testament is reduced to being a human account 
of the evolution of monotheistic religion rather than a divine revelation of God’s 
actions in history. 
 
b. The mass killings never actually happened 
 
Proponents of this view suggest that the accounts of mass killings are not 
contemporaneous to the events themselves but were written later in the history of 
Israel, during the period of the kings, by scribes who were witnessing the ill effects 
on the nation of idolatry involving Canaanite deities. These scribes supposedly 
concluded that it would have been better if Israel had eradicated the Canaanites 
when they first settled among them and so included commands from God in their 
‘official history’ of Israel. This view also necessitates an understanding of Scripture 
as the opinion of human beings rather than the true word of God or even an 
accurate record of historical events. In addition, it says little for the honesty of 
the authors of the Old Testament, who become little more than ‘spin doctors’, and 
raises the question how God’s people could have been so mistaken in their view of 
God. It actually creates greater problems in one sense than the preceding view 
since it places the concocted accounts of mass killings at a later stage in Israel’s 
history when an evolutionary view of their religion should expect a more 
enlightened concept of God. 

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Josh%206.17
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Joshua%206.21
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Deut%2020.16-17
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Ps%20106.34-42
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Therefore, the issue boils down to our view of the authority of Scripture. We 
cannot examine here the different views of Scripture among professing Christians 
or the arguments for the view of this author, which is that Scripture is the 
authoritative word of God, free from error as originally written and useful in its 
entirety to teach and challenge us. I do not argue for a mechanistic view of 
inspiration (as if God dictated the words of every Bible book verbatim), but I 
accept the view of New Testament authors that God guided the authors of the Old 
Testament so that their words were also God’s words (2 Peter 1:20-21) and the 
resulting written Scriptures in their entirety (including the book of Joshua) can be 
described as God-breathed and useful for instruction and correction of false ideas 
(2 Timothy 3:16-17). The only way to explain away the problem of the Old 
Testament mass killings is to have a low view of Scriptural authority, whereas this 
study assumes a high view. This article, therefore, will attempt to take Scripture 
at face value and consider exactly how the mass killing of the Canaanites fits with 
our understanding of God as love. 
 
Why Did God Command the Mass Killing of the Canaanites? 
 
1. God’s judgement on a culture that was utterly pervaded by detestable 
religious practices 
 
Passages like Deuteronomy 9:4-6 (“it is on account of the wickedness of these 
nations that the LORD is going to drive them out before you”), Deuteronomy 18:12 
(“because of these detestable practices the LORD your God will drive out those 
nations before you”) and Leviticus 18:24-25 (“Even the land was defiled; so I 
punished it for its sin, and the land vomited out its inhabitants”) clearly claim 
that God was judging the Canaanites. The wrath of God against sin and His 
righteous judgement of sinners are important biblical principles. Without 
understanding that God must judge sin we cannot understand the wonder of God’s 
forgiveness and grace or the amazing truth of the cross, where Christ endured the 
wrath of God for our sin. 
 
Although the ultimate judgement of God against human sin is reserved for the 
future day “when he will judge the world with justice by the man he has 
appointed” (Acts 17:31), there are instances in Scripture where God intervenes in 
judgement during the lifetime of individuals (e.g. Ananias and Sapphira in Acts 5), 
groups of people (e.g. Korah and his followers in Numbers 16) and even, as in the 
case of the Canaanites, against entire nations. Faced with another case of 
annihilation, God’s judgement on Sodom and Gomorrah, Abraham said, “will not 
the Judge of all the earth do right?” (Genesis 18:25). Abraham correctly 
understood that the key issue in judgement is the character of God, and his 
question expressed confidence in God’s righteousness. Scripture consistently 
maintains that God is fair in His judgements, as Paul explains in Romans 2:1-16. 
The culture of the Canaanites was deeply sinful, to a degree that God decided to 
act in judgement against them. 
 
We must be careful to say that no individual or church today has the right to 
condemn an entire culture, although it is important in an age where the prevailing 
view is that all cultures are equally valid (philosophical pluralism) that we learn to 

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/2%20Pet%201.20-21
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/2%20Tim%203.16-17
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Deut%209.4-6
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Deut%2018.12
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Lev%2018.24-25
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Acts%2017.31
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Gen%2018.25
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Rom%202.1-16
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be discerning about the differing values inherent in different cultures (including 
our own) and to be able to see their deficiencies when judged against the standard 
of God’s righteousness. No culture is entirely righteous and no society completely 
sinful, but it is possible to distinguish between cultures and societies that reflect 
more of God’s intention for humanity and those that are more distant from it. The 
extreme sin of the Canaanites was connected with their religious practices. 
Deuteronomy 12:31 says: “You must not worship the LORD your God in their way, 
because in worshipping their gods, they do all kinds of detestable things the LORD 
hates”. Leviticus 18 gives details of many of the sinful religious practices of the 
Canaanites, which included child sacrifice to the god Molech, incest, bestiality, 
homosexuality and cultic prostitution. 
 
2. God’s desire to preserve Israel from the religions of the Canaanites 
 
In Deuteronomy 20:16-18, when God commands the Israelites to kill everyone in 
the cities of the Canaanites, the reason He gives is that, “Otherwise they will 
teach you to follow all the detestable things they do in worshipping their gods, 
and you will sin against the LORD your God”. The religious purity of Israel was not 
only important for their own sake, but because of God’s intention that they would 
function as a witness to His power and goodness to other nations (see Genesis 
18:18). This is why it was so vital to God that Israel start off their life in the Land 
without the influence of false religions that would lead them away from Him. 
Sadly, because of the failure of the Israelites to obey God’s command they were 
indeed influenced to follow the false religions of the Canaanites. This involvement 
in Canaanite religions is already evident in the book of Judges, but reaches its 
peak in the period of the kings. Although there were times when Israel was 
effective as a witness to God’s power and goodness (examples include Rahab in 
Joshua 2 and the Queen of Sheba in the time of Solomon in 1 Kings 10), they 
ultimately failed in this responsibility for two reasons: 
 
a. Because of their lack of faithfulness to God, which meant that they lost their 
distinctiveness 
 
b. Because they developed a nationalistic sense of their own superiority, which led 
them to be disinterested in bringing truth about God to other cultures on the basis 
that God and His blessings should belong only to them. The book of Jonah provides 
a classic example of this. 
 
Perhaps the church today can learn a lesson from these twin dangers that may lead 
to a failure to be effective in mission. We must ensure that we are distinctive but 
also that we do not retreat into a ‘holy huddle’ in which we are isolated from 
those who need to know about Christ. Effective mission depends both on 
distinctiveness and cultural engagement. 
 
Did the Canaanites Have a Chance? 
 
An obvious objection to the idea that God was judging the Canaanites is that it 
would be unfair for Him to do so if they had no opportunity to repent and be 
saved. Based on the Biblical evidence, however, this objection dissolves away for 
two reasons: 

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Deut%2012.31
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Deut%2020.16-18
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Gen%2018.18
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1. God was patient with the Canaanites 
 
This was no ‘spur of the moment’ decision by God. In Genesis 15:13-16, God tells 
Abraham that his descendants will be slaves in a foreign country for 400 years but 
that they will return to the land of Canaan after “four generations”. The reason 
given for this delay is because “the sin of the Amorites has not yet reached its full 
measure”. At the time of Abraham there is evidence that the Canaanites had some 
knowledge of the true God: 
 
● The judgement of Sodom and Gomorrah, which were close to Canaanite 
territory, and the deliverance of Lot were evidence of God’s judgement against sin 
(Genesis 18-19). 
 
● Abraham lived among them and was a wealthy and powerful man (he was even 
able to rescue Lot from the united forces of four kings according to Genesis 14). 
His faith in God should have been a witness to the Canaanites. 
 
● The mysterious Melchizedek was king of Jerusalem and also “priest of God Most 
High” (Genesis 14:18). He must surely have taught his people about the true 
Creator God (Genesis 14:19). 
 
It seems that over the period from Abraham to Joshua, the Canaanites had 
gradually rejected what they knew about God and moved deeper into sin. It was 
only when their sin reached a certain level of severity that God decided to use the 
Israelites to bring judgement on them. However, even at the time of Joshua, the 
Canaanites had heard about what God had done for the Israelites in delivering 
them from Egypt and giving them victory over the Amorite kings east of the Jordan 
(Joshua 2:8-12), yet they did not repent and turn to God. 
 
2. There was salvation for those who converted to faith in God 
 
Rahab the prostitute (whose story is told in Joshua 2) was able to discern from 
what she and other Canaanites had heard about Israel’s deliverance from Egypt 
and victories over other Amorite kings, that God was giving the land of Canaan to 
the Israelites and, because of her faith in God demonstrated in her statement and 
her rescue of the Israelite spies, she was saved from destruction and included in 
the nation of Israel. She even became an ancestor of king David and, eventually, 
Jesus Christ! Sadly, she is the only Canaanite we read of coming to faith in God, 
although surely others had the opportunity. 
 
What Exactly Did God Command? 
 
This question comes to the heart of the matter by asking exactly what God 
commanded. Often the mass killing of the Canaanites is described as ‘genocide’ or 
a 'massacre', and critics of the Old Testament describe the Israelites as blood-
thirsty, jingoistic psychopaths who were completely out of control. The Biblical 
accounts are quite different, however, both in terms of how God’s command is 
framed and exactly what happened. 
 

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Gen%2015.13-16
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1. The command to annihilate was limited only to inhabitants of Canaan 
 
Often the mass killing of the Canaanites is described as ‘genocide’ or a 
'massacre'... The Biblical accounts are quite different. In Deuteronomy 20 God 
makes it very clear that annihilation is only to be used in the case of inhabitants of 
the ‘Promised Land’ of Canaan. God gave the Israelites strict rules about proper 
conduct in war against other enemies who did not live in Canaan, including: 
 
● That the priests were to bless the army before the battle (verse 3) 
 
● That they were to trust God for victory (verse 4) 
 
● That soldiers were to be excused for personal reasons if they had new land, a 
new house or a new fiancée, or if they were afraid (verses 5-8) 
 
● That enemy cities must be offered the chance to make peace before being 
besieged (verses 10-12) 
 
● That when a city was captured only the men were to be executed – the women 
and children were to be absorbed into Israel and the possessions to be kept (verses 
13-15) 
 
● That they were not to use a ’scorched earth’ policy in siege warfare. They must 
leave the fruit trees belonging to the city standing (verses 19-20) 
 
The restraint embodied in this code of conduct is remarkable for that period of 
history, and against this background the command to wipe out the Canaanites 
stands out as a special case. It was a focused, targeted campaign, not an 
uncontrolled rampage. 
 
2. The judgement was intended to be expulsion from the land rather than 
genocide 
 
There is a range of verbs used in the commands to Israel concerning how they 
should treat the Canaanites. Some of these clearly speak of extermination, but 
others speak of driving them out (see Deuteronomy 7).  Deuteronomy 9:3 brings 
these two ideas together succinctly: “you will drive them out and annihilate them 
quickly, as the LORD has promised you”. It seems from a careful reading of the 
related passages that God’s intention was that the Canaanites would have a 
possibility of fleeing the land as the Israelites advanced. In the case of those kings 
and cities that refused to do so, there was no option but annihilation. There is no 
suggestion that Canaanites who left the land must be pursued; rather the 
commands to annihilate are connected only with people in the cities of the land. 
Presumably if Canaanites had left Canaan they would then have been treated like 
all other nations and the Israelites could have made treaties with them and would 
have been bound by the more general codes of conduct in warfare given in 
Deuteronomy 20 (see 1. above). 
 
So, this was not so much a case of genocide (the extermination of an ethnic group) 
but rather forced removal from the land of Canaan. God’s judgement was primarily 

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Deut%209.3
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that the Canaanites would lose the land because of their detestable religious 
practices and in order to preserve the purity of Israel’s worship of Him. As we read 
through Joshua and Judges this appears to be born out, as the extermination of the 
Canaanites is never fully implemented. 
 
This understanding that the primary nature of the judgement was expulsion from 
the land helps us to understand Leviticus 18:24-29, where God says that, “the land 
vomited out its inhabitants” and that if the Israelites copy the religions of Canaan, 
the land, “will vomit you out as it vomited out the nations that were before you”. 
The judgement against Israel, when it came, was not annihilation but exile from 
the land. Joshua 12 lists 31 kings who were defeated by Joshua and whose cities 
were therefore wiped out (at this time the Canaanites lived largely in independent 
walled city-states). 
 
The average population of each walled city at the time was probably around 1000-
3000, with many cities having no more than around 700 people. The 31 cities 
conquered by Joshua probably had a combined population of around 70,000. Many 
of these people may have fled before the Israelites attacked, but even if we 
assume they were all killed, this is only around 3.5 per cent of the likely 
population of Canaan (the Canaanites were more populous than Israel according to 
Deuteronomy 7:1-7, and the Israelites numbered around 1.6 million, so we can 
assume that there must have been at least two million Canaanites). The remaining 
96.5 per cent either fled or were conquered after the time Joshua 12. 
 
1. God is not ‘racist’ –  
 
He later judged Israel by removing them from the land 
As already mentioned, when the Israelites adopted the religious practices of the 
Canaanites, God judged them just as He had done the Canaanites. He exiled them 
from the land to purify them, so that those who returned under Zerubabbel, Ezra 
and Nehemiah would be a remnant of people who would worship only Him. God’s 
judgement was not based on the ethnicity of the Canaanites, but on their religious 
practices and the extent to which sin pervaded their culture. 
 
Undoubtedly these points are unlikely to remove concerns from the mind of the 
modern reader – after all is ‘religious cleansing’ any better than genocide and is it 
really justified to condemn a whole culture and wipe out a whole community based 
on their religion? At this point it is vital to say that this case in Scripture is quite 
unique and that there is absolutely no Scriptural basis for any justification of 
similar actions today. Christians are not promised an earthly kingdom or a land and 
Christ commanded mission to all nations rather than judgement on some. We are, 
however, still left with the unavoidable fact that according to the Old Testament 
texts the God of Israel ordered the annihilation of a whole culture. Three further 
questions arise: Why did God use people as the agent of His judgement? What 
about the innocent Canaanites (especially children)? Is this God of Israel really the 
God Christians worship? 
 
Why in This Case Did God Use the Israelites as Agents of His Judgement? 
 

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Lev%2018.24-29
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Deut%207.1-7
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In the cases of the Flood, Sodom and Gomorrah and the Egyptian firstborns, God 
acted directly or through the agency of an angel to bring judgement. Some people 
struggle with how He could have used sinful people to judge other sinful people 
and with how he could have expected people to be able to carry out an act of 
brutality, especially against innocent children. Were the Israelites somehow 
morally superior in God’s mind? Deuteronomy 9, where God commands the 
annihilation, is helpful in this regard. In that chapter, God makes it absolutely 
clear that the Israelites are not being used because they are better than the 
Canaanites or morally superior, but simply as agents of His judgement. In fact, He 
repeats twice that it is “not because of your righteousness”. Perhaps God wanted 
to use the Israelites in this way so that they would learn the seriousness of sin, the 
detestability to God of the Canaanite religions and the reality of God’s judgement. 
These truths would be burned deeply on their consciousness as they remembered 
the annihilation they had been involved in. 
 
This problem of how God could use sinful people as agents of judgement of other 
sinful people arises again later in the Old Testament. The book of Habakkuk 
focuses on this concern in the context of the impending invasion of Judah by the 
Babylonians. The prophet struggles with the fact that God’s people, sinful as they 
were, are about to be defeated by an even more sinful nation (Habakkuk 1:13). 
Chapter 2 details God’s response to Habakkuk as He vindicates Himself and assures 
the prophet that in due time he will judge the Babylonians by the same righteous 
standard that He was now holding against Judah. The book ends with a declaration 
of Habakkuk’s faith as he praises God and expresses his trust in Him (Chapter 3). 
 
What About the Innocent Canaanites? 
 
Even if we accept that God was judging the Canaanites through the Israelites, the 
objection may be raised that some of the Canaanites were innocent victims since 
they were not involved in the detestable practices of the Canaanite religions. In 
particular, the thought of young children being killed is troubling. There are two 
things to say about this: 
 
1. The means of judgement was merciful to the weak and young 
 
Although the killing of children by the sword seems brutal to us, it was relatively 
merciful compared with the alternatives of abandonment and starvation. The 
sword is actually a quick and relatively painless means of execution. 
 
2. Death is not the final judgement or destiny of people 
 
It is always important to remember that death is not the end. In fact, the 
judgement faced after death (Hebrews 9:27) is much more serious than any 
judgement resulting in physical death because it determines the eternal destiny of 
the person. We can trust God to deal fairly with the innocent children who died in 
the invasion of Canaan, who could not be held responsible for the sin of their 
culture or religion. 
 
Once again these points are unlikely to remove every concern from the mind of the 
modern reader, but we must add another dimension to this issue. If we ask 

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Hab%201.13
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whether it would be better for God to allow children to grow up in such a 
perverted culture and religious system or to bring their young lives to an end and 
gather them to Himself, we begin to see that what happened to them may not 
have been the worst option. Even as we consider this, however, we are on 
dangerous ground. Only God can make this kind of judgement, since He alone 
possesses all knowledge and wisdom. Our finite minds are incapable of 
understanding every dimension of such a dilemma. Like Paul, we must 
acknowledge that God’s judgements are unsearchable and His paths are “beyond 
tracing out” (Romans 11:33). 
 
Is the God of the New Testament the Same as the God of the Old Testament? 
 
Having considered the various questions above and seen what the Old Testament 
mass killings teach us about God’s judgement we can now turn to the fundamental 
question of whether it is possible to reconcile the picture of God in the Old 
Testament with what the New Testament reveals about Him. Old Testament 
passages like those under consideration in this study even led some people in 
church history, such as Marcion of Sinope in the second century, to conclude that 
the Old Testament Yahweh was a different deity from the Father of Jesus Christ 
depicted in the New Testament. Although few professing Christians today would go 
that far, these parts of the Old Testament surely cause significant discomfort and 
embarrassment to many. We maintain, however, that there is no genuine conflict 
between the Old and New Testaments in terms of their understanding of God, and 
that the suggestion that there is reflects a bad reading of both Testaments. 
the ultimate challenge of the Old Testament mass killings is to realise that God’s 
judgement on sin is a reality. 
 
It is true that the revelation of God in the Bible is progressive, and our 
understanding of the nature of God becomes clearer as the grand-narrative of 
Scripture unfolds. This is particularly obvious when we look at the concept of God 
as three in one, commonly referred to as the doctrine of the Trinity. In the Old 
Testament the idea that God is three persons yet one is barely hinted at. In the 
New Testament, however, it becomes clear, although it remains a mystery that 
cannot be neatly explained or formulated. It was only with the coming of Christ 
that a profound truth like this could finally be made clear and that God’s character 
and the extent of His love could fully be revealed. 
 
The key point to realise is that although progressive revelation means that the 
exact meaning of God’s love and truth become increasingly clear and, most 
importantly, the cross of Christ reveals how these two qualities which appear so 
often to be in tension can actually be held together (how a holy God can make 
sinners right with Himself without acting unjustly by leaving sin unpunished), the 
Old and New Testaments consistently bear witness both to God’s love and truth (or 
holiness). To suggest that God’s love is unknown in the Old Testament would be 
completely false. In fact, God’s love to Israel is a major theme of the Old 
Testament and His judgement of their enemies can even be seen as an expression 
of this love. Likewise, it would be equally wrong to suggest that the God of the 
New Testament is not capable of righteous judgement. 
 

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Rom%2011.33
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The Old Testament presents God as the One who is both just and loving (see 
Exodus 34:6, Psalm 85:10 and Psalm 86:15 for example), and this perfect balance 
is also seen in the character of God as revealed in Christ (John 1:14). Even in the 
accounts of mass killings in the Old Testament we see both the justice and grace 
of God as His judgement falls on the rebellious but those who have faith are saved. 
This same pattern is continued in the teaching of Jesus, who spoke both of 
salvation and of judgement (see the story of the rich man and Lazarus in Luke 16 
for example). Throughout the New Testament epistles this perfect unity of justice 
and love in the character of God is consistently seen, so that John could say in his 
first epistle that God is both light (meaning truth) and love (see 1 John 1:5 and 
4:16). Neither Christ nor His apostles seemed to have any concerns about the 
veracity of the Old Testament accounts of these mass killings, showing that they 
firmly believed that the God of the Old Testament was the same God in whom they 
trusted. In fact the teaching of Jesus and the apostles makes no sense at all 
without the background of the Old Testament – we cannot understand the 
significance of Christ’s life, death and resurrection except “according to the 
Scriptures” (1 Corinthians 15:3-4). 
 
Jesus and the apostles taught that a future day of judgement is coming when sin 
would finally be judged by God’s standard of righteousness. Until we understand 
the wrath of God against sin (Romans 1:18) and the fact that this wrath must find 
expression in judgement (Romans 2:5), we cannot appreciate the wonder of God’s 
love displayed in the cross of Christ (Romans 5:8) or why His death was necessary 
to demonstrate God’s justice and avert God’s wrath from us (Romans 3:25).  
 
Without an understanding of God’s wrath the cross becomes meaningless and grace 
becomes a weak and insipid thing. The mass killings of the Old Testament can 
teach us much about God’s judgement. 
 
Lessons From the Old Testament Mass Killings about God’s Judgement 
 
The mass killings recorded in the Old Testament are exceptional cases, and have 
certain factors in common, as the following table shows: 

 

  Judgement 
(agent) 

Time to repent God’s 
witness 

Salvation through 
faith 

Flood Genesis 6:5-7 
(the Flood) 

While the ark 
was being built 
(1 Peter 3:20) 

Noah 
  

Noah and family 
built and entered 
the ark (Genesis 6:9; 
7:8) 

Sodom & 
Gomorrah 

Genesis 18:20-
21 (fire from 
heaven) 

Abraham pleads 
with God 
(Genesis 18) 

Righteous 
Lot (2 
Peter 2:7) 
and 
Abraham 

Lot and family fled 
Sodom (Genesis 
19:12-13) 

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Exod%2034.6
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Ps%2085.10
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Egyptian 
firstborn 

Exodus 12:12 
(angel) 

Previous 
plagues, Moses 
speaking to 
Pharaoh (Exodus 
7-10) 

Moses and 
Aaron 

Israelites marked by 
the lamb’s blood 
(Exodus 12:12-13) 

Canaanites Deuteronomy 
9:4-6, 18:12; 
Leviticus 18:24-
25 (Israelite 
armies under 
Joshua) 

Israel’s 40 years 
in the desert 
(news reached 
Canaanites – 
Joshua 2:10) 

Israel led 
by Moses 
and Joshua 

Rahab and family – 
she tied a scarlet 
thread outside 
window (Joshua 2) 

Amalekites 1 Samuel 15:2-3 
(Saul’s armies) 

c.350 years 
since their sin 
against Israel 
(Exodus 17) 

Nation of 
Israel 

NONE RECORDED 

 

The four common features of these accounts are, then: 
 
1. Divine judgement – they are all judgements of God against extreme sin. 
2. Time to repent – they are all preceded by long periods of opportunity to repent. 
3. Witness to God – during the time of opportunity there was knowledge available 
to the people that enabled them to know about God. 
4. Salvation through faith – people who had faith in God and were innocent before 
Him were always provided with a means of salvation. Their families were saved 
with them just as the children of those who were judged died with them. Someone 
is saved in each case except (apparently) the Amalekites. 
 
These same principles also apply to what the New Testament says about the final 
judgement: 
 
a. God will judge fairly – once again God initiates the judgement, but in this case 
the outcome will be more than physical death. The consequences will be either 
eternal punishment or eternal blessing (Revelation 20:11-15). 
b. Time to repent – God is now patiently waiting, giving people an opportunity to 
repent (2 Peter 3:9). When Christ returns, God’s judgement will come and no one 
will be able to escape from it. 
c. God’s witness – Christians are present now in the world as witnesses to God’s 
truth and love (2 Corinthians 2:14-16). 
d. Salvation through faith – There is salvation for any who will repent and trust in 
Christ for salvation (Acts 2:21). 
 
Conclusion: Why Are We Troubled? 
 
Despite all that has been said in this article, many readers are likely to remain 
deeply troubled by the thought of the mass killing of the Canaanites, as in fact this 
author is. The very thought seems so foreign to our experience of life in Western 
Europe in the early 21st Century, and reports of massacres in recent decades in 
countries including Sudan and Bosnia are abhorrent to us. It is always worthwhile 

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Exod%2012.12
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pausing when we feel such revulsion to ask why we feel it. Is it wrong for us to feel 
this way? Does it reflect a lack of faith in God? There would appear to be two 
possible origins of the concern that we feel, and that these two origins will lead to 
very different results: 
a) Faith in God – for some the struggle comes from a deep conviction that God is 
good and that He loves all people. For those who have come to know Him and to 
trust in Him through Jesus Christ this is an indisputable fact. If this is the origin of 
our disquiet then it will lead us to a deep concern for those who do not know God 
and a commitment to mission both at home and abroad. As we reflect on the 
judgement of God against the Canaanites in the time of Joshua, we will realise 
that a greater judgement is yet to come and that those who have not come to faith 
in God will face a worse fate than the Canaanites. How can we rest easy in our 
confidence in God’s salvation while others have never heard of Christ? In the 
meantime we can bring our discomfort to God and confess that we cannot lay it to 
rest, confident that He does not reject our questions so long as they are motivated 
by a genuine desire to know Him more fully (again Habakkuk serves as a helpful 
example). 
b) Rebellion against God – for others, the struggle arises from a fundamental 
objection to the very idea that God can or should judge sinful people. According to 
Scripture, all sin must be judged and every person deserves death and eternal 
punishment. If we refuse to accept this truth then we are in grave danger, because 
we too are rejecting God and we will face His judgement. We must repent of our 
stubbornness and pride and call out to God for mercy. If we do, we will find it 
because of Christ. 
 
So, then, the ultimate challenge of the Old Testament mass killings is to realise 
that God’s judgement on sin is a reality, and that we are now in a period where 
the opportunity to repent and be saved is open to us. God’s salvation has been 
made ready – Christ accomplished it on the cross and He rose again and is alive to 
save people. We would do well to heed the warning of the writer of Hebrews: 
How shall we escape if we ignore such a great salvation? (Hebrews 2:3) 
http://www.bethinking.org/bible/old-testament-mass-killings  

 
IS RELIGION THE CAUSE OF MOST WARS 
 

On Sunday, I returned home from another Berkeley Mission trip, where I 
intentionally exposed high school students to some of my atheist friends in the Bay 
Area. For the last six months, we’ve taught apologetics to these high schoolers 
from Upland Christian Academy. Now it was time for them to “get off the sidelines 
and into the game” and engage non-Christians with the truth. Of course, my 
atheist friends are more than happy to oblige, so they meet with our missions 
teams, challenge them with a short lecture, and then dive into some rigorous 
dialogue. 
 
Without fail, a couple of our atheist guests will contend, “Religion is the cause of 
most wars.” This cultural mantra has been uttered so often and with so much 
force, it has come to be accepted as an undeniable declaration. Prominent atheists 
like Sam Harris contribute to the chorus of voices, arguing religion is “the most 
prolific source of violence in our history” (The End of Faith page 27). Richard 

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Heb%202.3
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Dawkins claims, “There’s no doubt that throughout history religious faith has been 
a major motivator for war and for destruction.” 
 
But as we trained students for this trip, we equipped them with a simple question 
to expose such claims: “How did you come to that conclusion?” (also known as 
Columbo Question #2). We simply taught students to recognize when someone 
makes a claim and then to request their supporting reasons. When our atheist 
presenters were challenged to provide justification, they could only offer up the 
Crusades, the Inquisition, 9-11, or vague references to Islamic terrorism. Certainly, 
we recognize religion’s role in these examples, but three or four references cannot 
support the claim that most wars are caused by religion. 
 
Not only were students able to demonstrate the paucity of evidence for this claim, 
but we helped them discover that the facts of history show the opposite: religion is 
the cause of a very small minority of wars. Phillips and Axelrod’s three-volume 
Encyclopedia of Wars lays out the simple facts. In 5 millennia worth of wars—1,763 
total—only 123 (or about 7%) were religious in nature (according to author Vox Day 
in the book The Irrational Atheist). If you remove the 66 wars waged in the name 
of Islam, it cuts the number down to a little more than 3%. A second scholarly 
source, The Encyclopedia of War edited by Gordon Martel, confirms this data, 
concluding that only 6% of the wars listed in its pages can be labelled religious 
wars. Thirdly, William Cavanaugh’s book, The Myth of Religious Violence, exposes 
the “wars of religion” claim. And finally, a recent report (2014) from the Institute 
for Economics and Peace further debunks this myth. 
 
We didn’t stop there. We showed students it gets worse for the atheists’ claim. A 
strong case can be made that atheism, not religion, and certainly not Christianity, 
is responsible for a far greater degree of bloodshed. Indeed, R.J. Rummel’s work in 
Lethal Politics and Death by Government has the secular body count at more than 
100 million...in the 20th century alone. 
 
Our students were able to see that a simple examination of the facts relieves 
religion from blame for most of the world’s wars. In addition, we were able to help 
cultivate in students a healthy skepticism of atheistic claims. If the skeptic will 
shout such an unsubstantiated claim so loudly and with so much force, what other 
skeptical claims might quickly fall apart under rational scrutiny? 
https://www.str.org/blog/is-religion-the-cause-of-most-wars#.WGa-BGxvg08  

 
CARRYING OF PERSONAL WEAPONS 
 

1. The apostle Paul called Christians not to avenge ourselves, but to leave it to 
the wrath of God, and instead to return good for evil. And then he said that 
God gave the sword (the gun) into the hand of governmental rulers to express 
that wrath in the pursuit of justice in this world. 
 
The movement from Romans 12:17–21, laying out the mindset of the Christian 
toward his enemies, to Romans 13:1–4, laying out the rights and duties of 
government, is crucial. God intends to reveal his justice in the common grace of 
police and military (Romans 13:1–4). And he intends to reveal the supreme worth 
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of his Son and his salvation in the special grace of a Christian people who have the 
miraculous power to entrust themselves to his care while suffering unjustly. 
 

ROMANS 12:17–21 
‘Repay no one evil for evil, but give thought to do what is honorable in the sight 
of all. If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. Beloved, 
never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, 
“Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.” To the contrary, “if your enemy 
is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink; for by so doing 
you will heap burning coals on his head.” Do not be overcome by evil, but 
overcome evil with good.’ 
 
ROMANS 13:1–4 
‘Let every person be subject to the governing authorities. For there is no 
authority except from God, and those that exist have been instituted by God. 
Therefore whoever resists the authorities resists what God has appointed, and 
those who resist will incur judgment. For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, 
but to bad. Would you have no fear of the one who is in authority? Then do what 
is good, and you will receive his approval, for he is God’s servant for your good. 
But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword in vain. For he is 
the servant of God, an avenger who carries out God’s wrath on the 
wrongdoer.Pray for grace to suffer well and show that your treasure is in heaven, 
not self-preservation.’  
 
To be sure there are ambiguities in the way Christian mercy and civic justice 
intersect. But neither can be absorbed into the other. Any exaltation, or 
Christianization, of the sword that silences Romans 12:19–20 has lost its way. 
  
For example, any claim that in a democracy the citizens are the government, and 
therefore may assume the role of the sword-bearing ruler in Romans 13, is 
elevating political extrapolation over biblical revelation. When Paul says, “[The 
ruler] does not bear the sword in vain” (Romans 13:4), he does not mean that 
Christian citizens should all carry swords so the enemy doesn’t get any bright 
ideas. 
 
2. The apostle Peter teaches us that Christians will often find themselves in 
societies where we should expect and accept unjust mistreatment without 
retaliation. 
 
Before we fire back our objections and exceptions to this truth, let us do our best 
to hear and embrace and be transformed in our self-protecting hearts by these 
texts from 1 Peter. 
 
This is a gracious thing, when, mindful of God, one endures sorrows while suffering 
unjustly. (2:19) 
If when you do good and suffer for it you endure, this is a gracious thing in the 
sight of God. (2:20)  
Do not repay evil for evil or reviling for reviling, but on the contrary, bless. (3:9)  
If you should suffer for righteousness’ sake, you will be blessed. (3:14)  

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Rom%2012.19%E2%80%9320
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It is better to suffer for doing good, if that should be God’s will, than for doing 
evil. (3:17)  
Rejoice insofar as you share Christ’s sufferings, that you may also rejoice and be 
glad when his glory is revealed. (4:13)  
If you are insulted for the name of Christ, you are blessed. (4:14)  
If anyone suffers as a Christian, let him not be ashamed, but let him glorify God in 
that name. (4:16)  
Let those who suffer according to God’s will entrust their souls to a faithful 
Creator while doing good. (4:19)  
 
Few messages are more needed among American Christians today than 1 Peter 
4:12: “Do not be surprised at the fiery trial when it comes upon you to test you, as 
though something strange were happening to you.” Fiery trials are not strange. 
And the trials in view are hostilities from unbelievers, as the next verse shows: 
“But rejoice insofar as you share Christ’s sufferings” (1 Peter 4:13). These trials 
are normal. That may not be American experience, but it is biblical truth.  
 
Peter’s aim for Christians as “sojourners and exiles” on the earth is not that we 
put our hope in the self-protecting rights of the second amendment, but in the 
revelation of Jesus Christ in glory (1 Peter 1:7, 13; 2:11; 4:13; 5:1). His aim is that 
we suffer well and show that our treasure is in heaven, not in self-preservation. 
 
3. Jesus promised that violent hostility will come; and the whole tenor of his 
counsel was how to handle it with suffering and testimony, not with armed 
defense. 
 
“They will lay their hands on you and persecute you, delivering you up to the 
synagogues and prisons, and you will be brought before kings and governors for my 
name’s sake. This will be your opportunity to bear witness. . . . You will be 
delivered up even by parents and brothers and relatives and friends, and some of 
you they will put to death. You will be hated by all for my name’s sake. But not a 
hair of your head will perish. By your endurance you will gain your lives.” (Luke 
21:12–13, 16–19)  
“Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather fear him who 
can destroy both soul and body in hell.” (Matthew 10:28) 
“Behold, I am sending you out as sheep in the midst of wolves, so be wise as 
serpents and innocent as doves. Beware of men, for they will deliver you over to 
courts and flog you in their synagogues, and you will be dragged before governors 
and kings for my sake, to bear witness before them and the Gentiles. . . . Brother 
will deliver brother over to death, and the father his child, and children will rise 
against parents and have them put to death, and you will be hated by all for my 
name’s sake. But the one who endures to the end will be saved.” (Matthew 10:16–
18; 21–22) 
 
What is the moment of life-threatening danger for? Is it for showing how powerful 
and preemptive we have been? Is it to show our shrewdness — that we have a gun 
in our back pocket and we can show you something? That is a response learned 
from Jason Bourne, not Jesus and the Bible. That response appeals to everything 
earthly in us, and requires no miracle of the new birth. It is as common and as easy 
as eating from the tree of knowledge of good and evil. 
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Jesus says that the moment of life-threatening danger “will be your opportunity to 
bear witness” (Luke 21:13). It will be a moment for fearless stepping into heaven 
(Matthew 10:28). A moment for enduring to the end and being saved (Matthew 
10:22). 
 
If we teach our students that they should carry guns, and then challenge them, 
“Let’s teach them a lesson if they ever show up here,” do we really think that 
when the opportunity to lay down their lives comes, they will do what Jim Elliott 
and his friends did in Ecuador, and refuse to fire their pistols at their killers, while 
the spears plunged through their chests? 
 
4. Jesus set the stage for a life of sojourning in this world where we bear 
witness that this world is not our home, and not our kingdom, by renouncing 
the establishment or the advancement of our Christian cause with the sword. 
 
Jesus answered, “My kingdom is not of this world. If my kingdom were of this 
world, my servants would have been fighting, that I might not be delivered over to 
the Jews. But my kingdom is not from the world.” (John 18:36)  
Jesus said to [Peter], “Put your sword back into its place. For all who take the 
sword will perish by the sword.” (Matthew 26:52)  
“Finding our security in concealed weapons will cause no one to ask a reason for 
the hope that is in us.”  
 
To be sure, there are many ambiguities about being exiles on this earth with our 
citizenship in heaven (Philippians 3:20), while at the same time being called to 
serve in the structures of society (1 Peter 2:13). But no book of the Bible wrestles 
with this more directly than 1 Peter, and the overwhelming thrust of that book is 
this: As you suffer patiently and even joyfully for your faith, do so much good that 
people will ask a reason for the hope that is in you (1 Peter 3:15).  
 
I think I can say with complete confidence that the identification of Christian 
security with concealed weapons will cause no one to ask a reason for the hope 
that is in us. They will know perfectly well where our hope is. It’s in our pocket. 
 
5. Jesus strikes the note that the dominant (not the only) way Christians will 
show the supreme value of our treasure in heaven is by being so freed from the 
love of this world and so satisfied with the hope of glory that we are able to 
love our enemies and not return evil for evil, even as we expect to be wronged 
in this world. 
 
“You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’ But I 
say to you, Do not resist the one who is evil. But if anyone slaps you on the right 
cheek, turn to him the other also.” (Matthew 5:38–39)  
“Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be sons 
of your Father who is in heaven. For he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the 
good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust.” (Matthew 5:44–45)  
“Blessed are you when others revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of 
evil against you falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is 
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great in heaven, for so they persecuted the prophets who were before you.” 
(Matthew 5:11–12)  
 
The point of Matthew 5:11–12 is that Christians are freed to rejoice in persecution 
because our hearts have been so changed that we are more satisfied in the hope of 
heaven than in the hope of self-defense. This is the root of turning the other cheek 
and loving the enemy. The steadfast love of the Lord is better than life (Psalm 
63:3). Or as Paul put it, “Whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of 
Christ. Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of 
knowing Christ Jesus my Lord” (Philippians 3:7–8). 
 
Jesus struck the note that the way his disciples demonstrate most forcefully the 
supreme value of knowing him is by “letting goods and kindred go, this mortal life 
also,” and calling it “gain” (Philippians 1:21). 
 
6. The early church, as we see her in Acts, expected and endured persecution 
without armed resistance, but rather with joyful suffering, prayer, and the 
word of God. 
 
“Lord, look upon their threats and grant to your servants to continue to speak your 
word with all boldness, while you stretch out your hand to heal, and signs and 
wonders are performed through the name of your holy servant Jesus.” And when 
they had prayed, the place in which they were gathered together was shaken, and 
they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and continued to speak the word of God 
with boldness. (Acts 4:29–31)  
When they had called in the apostles, they beat them and charged them not to 
speak in the name of Jesus, and let them go. Then they left the presence of the 
council, rejoicing that they were counted worthy to suffer dishonor for the name. 
(Acts 5:40–41)  
Saul approved of his [Stephen’s] execution. And there arose on that day a great 
persecution against the church in Jerusalem, and they were all scattered 
throughout the regions of Judea and Samaria, except the apostles. Devout men 
buried Stephen and made great lamentation over him. But Saul was ravaging the 
church, and entering house after house, he dragged off men and women and 
committed them to prison. (Acts 8:1–3; see Acts 9:1–2; 12:1–5)  
 
In all the dangers Paul faced in the book of Acts, there is not a hint that he ever 
planned to carry or use a weapon for his defense against his adversaries. He was 
willing to appeal to the authorities in Philippi (Acts 16:37) and Jerusalem (Acts 
22:25). But he never used a weapon to defend himself against persecution. 
 
7. When Jesus told the apostles to buy a sword, he was not telling them to use 
it to escape the very thing he promised they should endure to the death. 
 
LUKE 22:35-38 
‘[Jesus] said to them, “When I sent you out with no moneybag or knapsack or 
sandals, did you lack anything?” They said, “Nothing.” He said to them, “But now 
let the one who has a moneybag take it, and likewise a knapsack. And let the one 
who has no sword sell his cloak and buy one. For I tell you that this Scripture must 
be fulfilled in me: ‘And he was numbered with the transgressors.’ For what is 
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written about me has its fulfillment.” And they said, “Look, Lord, here are two 
swords.” And he said to them, “It is enough [that’s plenty].”’  
 
I do not think that Jesus meant in verse 36 that his disciples were to henceforth be 
an armed band of preachers ready to use violence to defend themselves from 
persecution. Jerry Falwell, Jr. said in his clarifying remarks on December 9, ‘It just 
boggles my mind that anybody would be against what Jesus told his disciples in 
Luke 22:36. He told them if they had to sell their coat to buy a sword to do it 
because he knew danger was coming, and he wanted them to defend themselves.’ 
 
“Be satisfied in the sure hope of heaven, not the shaky hope of self-defense.”  
 
If that is the correct interpretation of this text, my question is, “Why did none of 
his disciples in the New Testament ever do that — or commend that?” The 
probable answer is that Jesus did not mean for them to think in terms of armed 
defense for the rest of their ministry. Jesus’s abrupt words, at the end of the 
paragraph, when the disciples produced two swords, were not, “Well, you need to 
get nine more.” He said, “It is enough!” or “That’s plenty!” This may well signify 
that the disciples have given a mistaken literal meaning to a figurative intention. 
Darrell Bock concludes,  
 
‘Two events [are] commentary on this verse : Jesus’ rebuke of the use of a sword 
against the high priest’s servant (22:49–51) and the church’s nonviolent response 
to persecution in the Book of Acts (4:25–31; 8:1–3; 9:1–2; 12:1–5). In fact, Acts 
4:25–31 shows the church armed only with prayer and faith in God. Luke 22:36 sees 
the sword as only a symbol of preparation for pressure, since Jesus’ rebuke of a 
literal interpretation (22:38) shows that a symbol is meant (Fitzmyer 1985: 1432; 
Marshall 1978: 825). It points to readiness and self-sufficiency, not revenge 
(Nolland 1993b: 1076). (Luke, volume 2, page 1,747)’ 
 
What seems plain to me is that the uncertainty of this text (which I share) should 
not be used to silence the others I have cited. 
 
8. A natural instinct is to boil this issue down to the question, “Can I shoot my 
wife’s assailant?” 
 
My answer is sevenfold. 
 
1) This instinct is understandable. But it seems to me that the New Testament 
resists this kind of ethical reduction, and does not satisfy our demand for a yes or 
no on that question. We don’t like this kind of ambiguity, but I can’t escape it. 
There is, as I have tried to show, a pervasive thrust in the New Testament pushing 
us toward blessing and doing good to those who hate, curse, and abuse us (Luke 
6:27–28). And there is no direct dealing with the situation of using lethal force to 
save family and friend, except in regards to police and military. This is remarkable 
when you think about it, since I cannot help but think this precise situation 
presented itself, since we read that Saul drug men and women bound to Jerusalem 
(Acts 9:1–2). 
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2) Our primary aim in life is to show that Christ is more precious than life. So when 
presented with this threat to my wife or daughter or friend, my heart should 
incline toward doing good in a way that would accomplish this great aim. There 
are hundreds of variables in every crisis that might affect how that happens. 
 
3) Jesus died to keep that assailant from sinning against my family. That is, Jesus’s 
personal strategy for overcoming crimes was to overcome sinful inclinations by 
giving his life to pay debts and change hearts. It is no small thing that Peter based 
non-retaliatory suffering from unjust treatment on the atoning work of Christ as 
exemplary: “To this you have been called, because Christ also suffered for you, 
leaving you an example, so that you might follow in his steps” (1 Peter 2:21).  
 
4) I realize that even to call the police when threatened — which, in general, it 
seems right to do in view of Romans 13:1–4 — may come from a heart that is out of 
step with the mind of Christ. If one’s heart is controlled mainly by fear, or anger, 
or revenge, that sinful disposition may be expressed by using the police as well as 
taking up arms yourself. 
 
5) I live in the inner city of Minneapolis, and I would personally counsel a Christian 
not to have a firearm available for such circumstances. 
 
6) I do not know what I would do before this situation presents itself with all its 
innumerable variations of factors. And I would be very slow to condemn a person 
who chose differently from me.  
 
7) Back to the first point, it seems to me that the New Testament does not aim to 
make this clear for us. Its aim is a radically transformed heart that lives with its 
treasure in another world, longs to show Jesus to be more satisfying than life, 
trusts in the help of God in every situation, and desires the salvation of our 
enemies. 
 
9. Even though the Lord ordains for us to use ordinary means of providing for 
life (work to earn; plant and harvest; take food, drink, sleep, and medicine; 
save for future needs; provide governments with police and military forces for 
society), nevertheless, the unique calling of the church is to live in such 
reliance on heavenly protection and heavenly reward that the world will ask 
about our hope (1 Peter 3:15), not about the ingenuity of our armed defenses. 
God is our refuge and strength. (Psalm 46:1) 
My God will supply every need of yours according to his riches in glory in Christ 
Jesus. (Philippians 4:19) 
“You will be hated by all for my name’s sake. But not a hair of your head will 
perish.” (Luke 21:17–18)  
 
“Our primary aim in life is to show that Christ is more precious than life.”  
Once more let me say that God ordains the use of the sword by the state in 
upholding justice (1 Peter 2:13–17; Romans 13:1–4). Therefore, this article is not a 
position paper on governmental policy regarding ISIS. Nor is it about the policies of 
how police should be enlisted to protect private institutions. 
This article is about the people whom the Bible calls “refugees and exiles” on 
earth; namely, Christians. It’s about the fact that our weapons are not material, 
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but spiritual (2 Corinthians 10:4). It is an argument that the overwhelming focus 
and thrust of the New Testament is that Christians are sent into the world — 
religious and nonreligious — “as lambs in the midst of wolves” (Luke 10:3). And 
that exhorting the lambs to carry concealed weapons with which to shoot the 
wolves does not advance the countercultural, self-sacrificing, soul-saving cause of 
Christ. 
http://www.desiringgod.org/articles/should-christians-be-encouraged-to-arm-
themselves  
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Law and Punishment 

 

COMMANDMENT – DEFINE WHAT IS CRIMINAL BY GOD’S RULES 

 

It is probably safe to state categorically that no true Christian would deny the 
necessity of loving the Lord our God. It is so emphatically stated and restated 
throughout the entire Bible as to be readily recognized. No one would question the 
necessity of personal piety and purity as being necessary before the Lord. Our 
personal and public conduct is to be beyond reproach. Our affections are to be 
pre-eminently set upon Him. We are to subject our attitudes and actions entirely 
to His revealed will. No Christian would debate these basic assertions. None would 
argue in order to justify lying, beating our wives, or stealing the neighbour's car. 
All would agree that these actions are strictly prohibited by the Word of God.  
 
However, what happens when we begin to move from a discussion of personal 
discipline to public policy in dealing with such infractions is quite another matter. 
If you want to get involved in a very stimulating discussion, bring up the topic of 
crime and punishment. It will become apparent very quickly how Bible-oriented 
those involved in the discussion really are. There are three basic principles 
involved in the debate of crime and punishment from a biblical perspective.  
 
First, we should not define something as criminal which the Law of God does not. 
One of my favourite examples in illustrating this is the contemporary propensity to 
legislate concerning so-called "hate crimes." While hate is certainly a sin which will 
be adjudicated by the Supreme Judge Himself, it is not in and of itself a criminal 
act subject to divinely prescribed civil punishments. However, once a person acts 
out their hatred by committing some action against the object of their hatred, 
evidenced by tangible harm, they have indeed committed a crime. It is the deed 
which is punishable, and the case must then be brought before the court for the 
just sentence to be carried out. This is only one example of many that might be 
cited to show that our culture has exceeded the mandates and definitions of the 
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Bible in determining what is actually criminal, and what is not. Again, I believe 
that we must be very careful not to define some act as criminal, and bring civil 
sanctions against a person, which is not clearly shown to be such by 
commandment, statute, or principals derived from the Scriptures.  
 
Second, we must also be sure that the parameters of punishment are those 
advocated by God. How otherwise are we to determine whether the punishment 
fits the criminal act or not? If we do not appeal to the objective standard of God's 
laws, then the entire discussion devolves into a disagreement over differing 
parties' opinions. Here are a few examples of misguided punishment that I hear 
frequently. One is the example of some Muslim countries which cut off a person's 
hand for stealing. This is frequently cited as an application of law which 
discourages theft. While the effect may be desirable, the question remains as to 
whether it is in fact just. What about the caning of Michael Faye in Singapore? 
Many people reacted strongly either for or against the punishment carried out by 
the government for his vandalism. It is obvious that neither of these punishments is 
derived from the Bible as the one is an unwarranted mutilation, while the beating 
is not that which is prescribed in the Law. In both cases, the perpetrator should be 
required to repay the victim according to the proportion of the crime (theft or 
damage) committed.  While the biblical principle of "eye for an eye" is commonly 
misconstrued and ridiculed, it is the basic principle to be applied in determining 
punishments which are not expressly enumerated in the Law itself. Again, we must 
be sure to adequately punish criminals, but, just as certain, we must be sure not 
to exceed the level of punishment prescribed by God. Are we wiser than He? I also 
notice a complete absence in the Law of God of any institution which could be 
likened to our present prison system. This, I believe, is because punishment is to 
be suffered by the criminal, not the law-keepers. Under our current penal system, 
the law-abiding citizens are punished by requiring them to financially support 
those who are incarcerated.  
 
Third, we are to be faithful in seeing divine justice implemented in our civil 
affairs. Note the content of the passages cited at the beginning of this article. If 
we are to be faithful, and truly demonstrate our love for God, then we must keep 
all of His commandments. This necessarily includes administering His judgments 
(punishments). This may make us uncomfortable at certain points. Though this be 
the case, we are in no wise excused from obeying God's commandments based on 
our feelings. We are to advocate and implement God's judgments where we are 
able, despite our emotions concerning them. While this may seem to us to be an 
unusual manner in which to love God, it is precisely what we are commanded to 
do.  
 
What are the dangers if we are negligent in obeying God in these matters?  
 
First, any action (or perhaps thought or opinion) may be arbitrarily determined to 
be criminal. Remember, it becomes a battle between your opinion and mine if we 
do not accept the objective standard of the Law of God. This requires us to 
consent that murder, adultery, sodomy, and the like are criminal, and must be 
addressed by the appropriate divinely ordained punishment. If we fail in this area 
of obedience, we will soon find ourselves (as we presently do to some degree in 
this country) rewarding criminals, and punishing the innocent.  
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Second, we must insist on the application of the punishment ordained by God, and 
not diminish or add to it. This requires that we humble ourselves before the Lord, 
confess that He is right, and abandon our own feelings and opinions. We should not 
be willing to condone punishments which exceed those levied in the Bible. This 
results in cruelty, abuse, and tyrannical terror. Likewise, we should not advocate 
punishments, which would diminish the biblical punishments, as this would only 
encourage the unlawful. We should reject all unbiblical forms of punishment, 
regardless of their alleged effectiveness. Only those proven guilty should be 
punished, not the innocent.  
 
Third, if we fail in these matters, we will witness a slide into anarchy or 
totalitarianism. If we abandon the biblical precepts, it will result either in a 
contorted, inconsistent application of justice, or give whatever faction is able to 
procure adequate political power the opportunity to formulate law based on the 
current sentiment of their coalition.  Moreover, it is not our prerogative to 
determine if the punishments indicated in the Law of God are acceptable or not. 
This is merely because God is God, and we are not. We cannot sit in judgment of 
His decrees. Neither is He obligated to justify them to us. If He has determined 
that a certain act is to be punishable in a certain manner, then it is our obligation 
to see it accomplished consistently, without partiality, and without a moralistic 
pity. We must not rely on our own feelings or opinions regarding these matters. 
http://www.ecclesia.org/TRUTH/crime.html  
The key to punishment is about restoring the person who has committed the crime 
through reconciliation with the person who is the victim of the crime.  It is about 
restitution (repayment) and relationship building.  

See http://restorativejustice.org/we-do/restorative-justice-week-bible-studies/  
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COMMANDMENT – DO NOT MURDER 

 

EXODUS 20:13  
‘You shall not murder.’ 
 
DEUTERONOMY 27:24  
‘Cursed is the man who kills his neighbour secretly. And all the people shall say, 
'Amen’.’ 
 
DEUTERONOMY 27:25  
‘Cursed is the man accepts a bribe to kill an innocent man. And all the people 
shall say, 'Amen’.’ 

 
LEVITICUS 19:16 

‘…do not stand against the blood of your neighbour, I am Yahweh.’ 
 
If we see any one in danger of his life, i.e., drowning, attacked by robbers or wild 
beasts, &c., we are not to stand still by it whilst his blood is being shed, but are to 
render him assistance at the peril of our own life.  
 
ROMANS 13:9  
For the commandments, “You shall not commit adultery, you shall not murder, 
you shall not steal, you shall not covet,” and any other commandment, are 
summed up in this word: “You shall love your neighbour as yourself.”  

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans+13%3A9&version=ESV
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LUKE 6:31   
And as you wish that others would do to you, do so to them. 
 
‘I occasionally present a talk on the nature of truth, and as part of this 
presentation, I discuss the existence of objective moral truth claims. I often ask 
my attendees if it is ever “OK” to kill someone. Every group typically contains a 
large number of people who believe the Christian worldview condemns the use of 
deadly force unilaterally. But the Scripture delineates a distinction between killing 
and murdering.  “You shall not kill” is actually not a command found in the Ten 
Commandments. The command from scripture in the original language actually 
says “You shall not murder” (Exodus 20:13). The Hebrew word for “murder” 
literally means “the intentional, premeditated killing of another person with 
malice.”  Interestingly, most of us are familiar with this definition of murder, 
because it is reflected in the Penal Codes of our country (USA). In my home state 
of California, the Penal Code provides this definition of murder: 187. (a) Murder is 
the unlawful killing of a human being, or a fetus, with malice aforethought.  Malice 
is a form of evil intent that separates “murder” from “killing”. Even today there 
are acceptable forms of killing that lack this kind of evil intent, and these forms of 
killing exist as exceptions in the murder laws of the United States. In California, 
for example, a homicide is justified (according to Penal Code sections 187, 196 and 
197) if one of the following conditions is met: 
 

 A person kills someone accidentally 

 A person is trying to defend him or herself and prevent his or her own murder 
(self-defense) 

 A person is trying to prevent someone from entering his or her house to commit 
some violent felony 

 A person is trying to prevent the murder of someone else (protecting an 
innocent) 

 
In all these situations, killing is actually legal and justifiable, and exceptions of 
this nature exist in the Penal Codes of every state in America. Even those who 
don’t accept the existence of God or the authority of the Bible recognize the 
necessity for laws like these; laws that allow for deadly force to be used to 
accomplish some greater good.  It’s interesting to note, however, these exceptions 
are not the invention of modern humans; they are simply a reflection of ancient 
Biblical Law. The Bible is the source for these modern laws and the exceptions 
come straight from the pages of scripture: 
 
An accidental killing is not murder: 
 
EXODUS 21:12-13 
‘Anyone who strikes a man and kills him shall surely be put to death. However, if 
he does not do it intentionally, but God lets it happen, he is to flee to a place I 
will designate.’ 
 
NUMBERS 35:22-25 
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‘But if without hostility someone suddenly shoves another or throws something at 
him unintentionally or, without seeing him, drops a stone on him that could kill 
him, and he dies, then since he was not his enemy and he did not intend to harm 
him, the assembly must judge between him and the avenger of blood according to 
these regulations. The assembly must protect the one accused of murder from the 
avenger of blood and send him back to the city of refuge to which he fled.’ 
 
A killing performed in self-defence (or in defence of one’s home) is not murder: 
 
EXODUS 22:2 
‘If a thief is caught breaking in and is struck so that he dies, the defender is not 
guilty of bloodshed.’ 
 
A killing performed in an attempt to save the life of an innocent person is not 
murder: 
 
EXODUS 2:11-12 
‘One day, after Moses had grown up, he went out to where his own people were 
and watched them at their hard labour. He saw an Egyptian beating a Hebrew, 
one of his own people. Glancing this way and that and seeing no one, he killed the 
Egyptian and hid him in the sand. (God did not judge Moses as a murderer because 
he was protecting the life of the slave).’ 
 
GENESIS 14:14-16 
When Abram heard that his relative had been taken captive, he called out the 318 
trained men born in his household and went in pursuit as far as Dan. During the 
night Abram divided his men to attack them and he routed them, pursuing them 
as far as Hobah, north of Damascus. He recovered all the goods and brought back 
his relative Lot and his possessions, together with the women and the other 
people.’  
 
God did not judge Abram as a murderer because he was protecting the life of Lot. 
 
Killing becomes murder when (and only when) it is not properly justified, and the 
justifications are clear: you can use whatever force necessary to protect your own 
life from a hostile aggressor, or to save the life of an innocent from such 
imminent, life-threatening danger. The difference between the legal or illegal use 
of deadly force is really a matter of motive, intent and justification, and these 
distinctions come straight from the pages of Scripture.’   
See more at: http://coldcasechristianity.com/2013/the-difference-between-
killing-and-murdering/#sthash.K7ohHtwu.dpuf 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://coldcasechristianity.com/2013/the-difference-between-killing-and-murdering/#sthash.K7ohHtwu.dpuf
http://coldcasechristianity.com/2013/the-difference-between-killing-and-murdering/#sthash.K7ohHtwu.dpuf
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COMMANDMENT – DO NOT PUNISH PEOPLE THROUGH THE DEATH PENALTY 

 

Exodus 21:20 - On beheading transgressors of certain commandments  
Leviticus 20:14 - On burning transgressors of certain commandments 
Deuteronomy 22:24 - On stoning transgressors of certain commandments – 
adultery 
Deuteronomy 21:22 - Hang after execution, violators of certain commandments 
Deuteronomy 21:23 - On burial on the same day of execution 
 
Capital Punishment – if we are to allow capital punishment, then it should applied 
to more ‘crimes’ than just simply murder.  For example, stoning was obligatory for 
adultery as well as not honouring one’s parents.  Jesus came to fulfil the Law and 
thus He died for all our sins, thus making the death penalty obsolete.  But, crimes 
still require punishment and thus there is restorative justice, with the addition of 
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‘cities of refuge’ being prisons for those who have committed violent crimes such 
as murder.  See above for more on the subject. The different views are explained 
below. 
 
Not Definitively - David P. Gushee is a professor of Christian ethics and director of 
the Center for Theology and Public Life at Mercer University. 
 
It is plausible for a Christian to be both pro-death penalty and pro-life, if that term 
means "anti-abortion." But ultimately, both the gospel and human experience 
ought to incline Christians to oppose the death penalty. The most plausible biblical 
support for the death penalty is Genesis 9:5-6. This pivotal text, framed as part of 
God's covenant with Noah after the Flood, says that God requires a "reckoning" for 
human life (ESV), that this divine reckoning shall be undertaken by humans as if on 
behalf of God, and that this reckoning is a corollary of human beings having been 
made in the image of God. This is a short passage, and a somewhat cryptic one. It 
is possible to interpret 9:6 as an observation or proverb rather than a command. 
But when linked to 9:5, and especially when considered in the context of a flood 
sent as divine judgment in large part because of human violence (Gen. 6:11), it is 
hard not to read it as divine institution of the death penalty against murderers to 
protect humans made in the image of God. When a community takes the life of a 
murderer, it intends to punish the murderer for committing the ultimate violation 
of the image of God. The community also intends to deter anyone who might be 
tempted to take a human life, as if to say, "Here is a line you may not cross." 
Those who are opposed to abortion as the unjust theft of human life can favor the 
death penalty precisely as a way to prevent the unjust theft of human life. Thus 
one can plausibly be both pro-death penalty and pro-life, even if one understands 
the term "pro-life" more broadly to mean "pro-recognition and protection of the 
sacred worth of the human person.  
 
However, the Bible does not end with Genesis 9. Mosaic Law contains numerous 
death penalty provisions but rare evidence of their enforcement and plenty of 
evidence of divine mercy. And the New Testament heightens the depiction of 
divine mercy while also offering numerous tragic examples of government misuse 
of the power to kill. In the New Testament, the infinite mercy of the God we meet 
in Jesus Christ leavens the consciousness of Christians. Here is one who teaches us 
to forgive and make peace with our enemies rather than requite them with 
bloodshed. He teaches us of a God who comes after prodigal sinners with love 
rather than wrath. Prior to his unjust crucifixion, Jesus rebukes friends who would 
take the sword to protect him. The New Testament offers many stories of 
executions, almost none of them remotely just. These stories help us pay attention 
to serious abuses of and mistakes with the death penalty by states through the 
ages, including our own. It is plausible to support the death penalty from Genesis 
9. It is better to oppose it, as those being remade in the image of Christ, with their 
feet planted in the shadow of the Cross. 
 
Excruciatingly So - Richard Land is president of the Ethics and Religious Liberty 
Commission of the Southern Baptist Convention. 
 
It's excruciatingly biblical to be both pro-life and pro-death penalty. The Bible 
clearly reveals that life begins at conception (Ps. 51:5; Jer. 1:5; Ps. 139:13-16) and 
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also clearly teaches that capital punishment is one of the options available to the 
civil magistrate in punishing evildoers (Rom. 13:1-7).  That the Bible teaches the 
sacredness of human life and that life begins at conception are the reasons the 
Jews, alone among the civilizations of the Mediterranean Basin, did not practice 
abortion and infanticide routinely. It is also why the Didache, the first post-
apostolic teaching of the Christian faith, condemned abortion in the strongest 
language possible. It is also clear from the apostle Paul's epistle to the Romans 
that the civil magistrate "does not carry the sword for no reason" (Rom. 13:4, 
HCSB). The word sword, as pointed out by 19th-century scholar Charles Hodge and 
others, refers to the sword employed to execute Roman citizens found guilty of 
capital crimes. Consequently, most Christians who take biblical authority seriously 
in most eras have concluded that capital punishment is one biblically sanctioned 
option available to the civil magistrate to punish evildoers. This is excruciating 
because Western governments have too often applied capital punishment 
inequitably and unjustly. Historically, one is far more likely to be executed in the 
United States if a person of color rather than white, a man rather than a woman, 
or poor rather than wealthy. While governments have made substantial progress in 
addressing those inequities, it is still clear that the best protection against being 
executed in the United States is to be wealthy enough to hire the best defense 
attorneys to plead your case. The O. J. Simpson case is illustrative: Most people 
believe a guilty man got away with two murders. How does one resolve this 
dilemma we confront as contemporary Christians?  
 
For this Christian, it is imperative for me to "speak on behalf of the unborn and 
contend for the sanctity of all human life from conception to natural death," as 
stated in the Southern Baptist Convention's Baptist Faith and Message confessional 
statement.It is also imperative that I support capital punishment precisely because 
human life is sacred and God mandated to Noah that he would "require the life of 
each man's brother for a man's life" precisely because "God made man in his image" 
(Gen. 9:5-6, HCSB). Life is sacred, and when men wantonly take other men's lives, 
they have transgressed a divine prerogative and forfeit their own right to life.It is 
also imperative that I, as a Christian and a citizen, be as committed to the just 
application of capital punishment as I am to the retention of capital punishment as 
an option to punish evil. 
 
Not at all - Glen Stassen is a professor of Christian ethics at Fuller Theological 
Seminary and coauthor with David Gushee of Kingdom Ethics: Following Jesus in 
Contemporary Context (IVP, 2003). 
 
Some Christians who are pro-life naturally say life imprisonment without parole 
protects society without taking yet another human life. Others argue for killing 
murderers by citing Genesis 9:6: "Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall 
his blood be shed" (ESV). In his highly respected commentary on Genesis, scholar 
Claus Westermann says this is a proverb, not a command: In that day without 
government, whoever killed someone would be killed in revenge. And Donald 
Hagner's commentary on Matthew says Jesus interprets Genesis 9:6 as a proverb, 
not a command, in Matthew 26:52: "all who draw the sword will die by the sword." 
In the Old Testament, God wills that the first murderer, Cain, and Moses and 
David, who were guilty of murder, and Tamar, who committed adultery, not be 
killed. In the story of the woman caught in adultery, Jesus was confronted with the 
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death penalty. Instead of stoning her, he told the Pharisees, "Let any one of you 
who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her. "Some claim that killing 
murderers is justice. But killing murderers perpetrates permanent injustice. In the 
United States, since 1976, 15 white people have been executed for killing a black 
person and 283 black people for killing a white person. Law expert Walter Berns 
noted that in U.S. history, no affluent person has ever been given the death 
penalty. With dna evidence, we are learning that many persons were wrongly 
convicted of murder. Former Gov. Ryan of Illinois learned that half of those on 
death row were falsely convicted, and abolished the death penalty. New Jersey 
has done likewise. No jury is without sin.  
 
Some think the death penalty is the just way to "pay back" the murderer. But such 
payback is revenge. When Jesus teaches on revenge in Matthew 5:38-42, he omits 
"life for life," names vengeful retaliation as an evil, and commands us instead to 
take four transforming initiatives that deliver us from the vicious cycle of 
retaliation. The Greek behind "do not resist evil," me antistenai, refers to 
retaliating for wrongs. Paul uses the same root in Romans 12:17-21: "Beloved, 
never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God" (ESV). Jesus resisted 
Satan and Pharisees, but never with revenge. The practice of capital punishment in 
the New Testament was unjust: beheading John the Baptist; crucifying Jesus; 
stoning Stephen and others; Herod killing James; the threatened death penalty for 
Paul; and the persecution of Christians in the Book of Revelation. Some defend 
killing murderers by saying it deters murders. But states that abolish the death 
penalty tend to see murders decrease; states that adopt the death penalty tend to 
see murders increase. When states kill a person, it sets an example that human life 
is not sacred and should be taken. This perpetuates a cycle of killing, as others 
have argued. It is ineffective and inconsistent to support the death penalty as a 
way to protect life. It is more biblical to support life by opposing institutionalized 
killing of any kind. Copyright © 2012 Christianity Today. 
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2012/february/howbiblical.html?start=1  
 
5 Reasons Why Jesus People Ought Oppose The Death  
 
I believe that America’s justice system is broken and in need of desperate repair. 
One of those areas is the practice of putting our citizens to death, something I 
believe that all Jesus People should resoundingly oppose. When I was a 
conservative evangelical, I was a huge supporter of capital punishment for all of 
the standard reasons. I even had a quick response when folks correctly brought up 
the hypocrisy of being against abortion while simultaneously being pro-death 
penalty, a position I previously argued you can’t hold and still call yourself “pro-
life.” However, when I decided to follow Jesus instead of simply being a Christian 
who paid him hollow worship while conveniently ignoring the red words, I was 
forced to abandon my support of the death penalty (and abandon my support of 
violence in general) as part of Following Jesus 101.  
 
While America’s broken justice system is a complex issue, perhaps the first area 
we can fix is by abolishing the death penalty in all 50 states. Here’s why I think 
Jesus People should be leading the charge on this issue: 
 

http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2012/february/howbiblical.html?start=1
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1. Most attempts to make a biblical case for the support of capital punishment are 
arguments primarily based on Old Testament law, and that’s a poor way to do 
Christian theology. Get frustrated when someone challenges you on an argument 
you’re making from the Old Testament when they ask you if you eat shell fish, or 
are wearing a cotton and polyester blend? You should — they’re correctly pointing 
out that most theological arguments based on Old Testament verses require cherry 
picking and inconsistency. As Christians in 2014, we are part of the New Testament 
church, not ancient Israel. Lifting a few of the Laws of Moses while ignoring the 
vast majority of the rest is inconsistent at best and hypocritical at worst. Most who 
use this tactic also ignore the whole of OT teaching on the issue by conveniently 
forgetting that capital punishment could not be applied without two eye witnesses 
(Deut 17:6), and forgetting that even bankers were considered detestable and 
ordered to be put to death (Ez 18:13). However, if one insists on building a case 
for supporting executions from the Old Testament, we find an inconvenient truth 
(sorry, Al) in the teachings of Jesus: 
 
2. Jesus overturned the Old Testament law that allowed retributive violence. I 
remember learning about the death penalty as a child and the first thing I was 
taught was that the Bible says “an eye for an eye.” This principle of an eye for an 
eye (something that many scholars believe at the time was designed to reduce 
violence by limiting it to a proportional response) is called the “Lex Talionis.” 
What I find most peculiar with this argument, was that I was never taught that 
Jesus very explicitly went on the record in telling his followers to no longer obey 
the Lex Talionis:“You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye for eye, and tooth for 
tooth.’ But I tell you, do not resist an evil person. If anyone slaps you on the right 
cheek, turn to them the other cheek also. And if anyone wants to sue you and take 
your shirt, hand over your coat as well. If anyone forces you to go one mile, go 
with them two miles. Give to the one who asks you, and do not turn away from the 
one who wants to borrow from you.” Matthew 5:38-42So yes, it is true the Old 
Testament allowed capital punishment and retributive violence. Jesus however, 
weighed in as disagreeing with this principle — or at a minimum, instructing that it 
should no longer be observed. Therefore, it is not possible to argue a Christian 
case in support of the death penalty while citing passages from the Hebrew 
scriptures, because this will put one at odds with Jesus himself. 
 
3. During his ministry, Jesus publicly thwarted an execution. Let’s be honest: if 
you were to say “he who is without sin may cast the first stone” even the most 
ardent atheist would know what you were referencing: the fact that Jesus stopped 
an execution. Conservatives will break with literalism when it comes to this 
passage and will argue that it doesn’t mean what it seems to mean. But why not 
just take the teachings of Jesus at face value? The fact that Jesus stopped an 
execution is completely in line will all of his other prohibitions against the use of 
violence. When Jesus said “he who is without sin may cast the first stone” he was 
teaching that while death may seem just, and even at times be just, there isn’t 
anyone alive who is worthy to tie the noose around their neck. Therefore, even if 
siding with the rationale that death is a just punishment in some cases, we arrive 
at the difficult truth that — according to Jesus — neither you or I are perfect 
enough to serve in the role of executioner. 
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4. Jesus teaches that it is better to show mercy and compassion than to obey the 
law. Jesus was always getting himself in trouble with religious conservatives. One 
of the areas where he got himself in trouble more than once (and the act that I 
think ultimately led to his death) was appearing to violate the law against working 
on the Sabbath. During one of these occasions, Jesus and his disciples were 
plucking grain (work) because they were hungry. When confronted for violating the 
law, Jesus replied to the conservatives:“ If you had known what these words mean, 
‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice,’ you would not have condemned the innocent.” 
Matthew 12:7Another time Jesus uses this same quote to tell off the conservatives 
when they criticize him for having unsavory friends, telling them: “go and learn 
what this means — I desire mercy, not sacrifice.” In a variety of circumstances, we 
see that God values mercy and compassion above all else — which means we should 
be people who value mercy above all else. After all, mercy seems to be God’s love 
language. 
 
5. The application of the death penalty in America is unjustly used and applied. 
There are a variety of reasons why the death penalty in America is unjustly 
applied, and chief among them is race. In fact, Texas is preparing for the likely 
execution of a man named Duane Buck, who was literally sentenced to death for 
being black. At his sentencing hearing, prosecutors argued that he would be a 
further threat to society because he was black. Also, we know that poverty is a 
chief factor in ultimately receiving the death sentence since quality of defense 
plays a significant role in the outcome of a trial. This means that the death penalty 
is something that specifically targets poor people and minorities — the people 
groups Scripture calls us to defend and speak up for. Finally, with new 
technologies such as DNA testing we’ve found that our system of justice wasn’t as 
reliable as we thought: since 1973 there have been 122 death row inmates who 
have been freed after wrongful conviction.I am reminded of Jesus’ words above– 
had we understood what it means to love mercy and not sacrifice, we wouldn’t 
have condemned the innocent.As people of Jesus, we simply can’t embrace a 
practice and system that is literally killing innocent people and disproportionately 
affecting the weak and voiceless.Yes, the issue of capital punishment is a complex 
one, and there are many other arguments to be had. While this can be a complex 
debate if speaking only from our identities as American citizens, this issue should 
not be complex for Jesus followers. Jesus overturned the old laws that permitted 
the use of retributive (and all other forms) of violence. It simply is not possible to 
simultaneously follow the one who forbade violence while participating, 
condoning, or supporting it in any form.Now is the time for us to band together on 
this issue. Public support is waning. Drug companies are refusing to participate. 
States are abolishing the practice. And most importantly, evangelical Christians 
are beginning to wake up on the issue of violence and are being primed to become 
followers of the nonviolent Christ. But yet, as we speak, some states are moving in 
the opposite direction — trying to revive firing squads, gas chambers, and the 
electric chair.  
Now is the time to teach people that following Jesus means a life of nonviolence 
.And, if nothing else, remember that Jesus was the victim of an unjust trial and 
was unjustly executed as a result. For his followers to support this same system 
would be worthy of a mention by Alanis Morissette (’cause wouldn’t that be 
ironic?) 
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.https://sojo.net/articles/5-reasons-why-jesus-people-ought-oppose-death-
penalty  
 
The Old Testament Life was harsh for the Hebrews in early Old Testament history. 
They had just been freed from slavery in Egypt, and wandered in the desert for 40 
years. When they finally reached the promised land they had to fight almost 
constantly to take and hold it. There were few options for dealing with offenders 
in a society that moved frequently and struggled just to survive. The penalty for 
most crimes was either death, beating or banishment from the tribe. The Old 
Testament Law prescribed the death penalty for an extensive list of crimes 
including: 
•Murder (Exodus 21:12-14; Leviticus 24:17,21) •Attacking or cursing a parent 
(Exodus 21:15,17)• Disobedience to parents (Deuteronomy 21:18-21) •Kidnapping 
(Exodus 21:16) •Failure to confine a dangerous animal, resulting in death (Exodus 
21:28-29) •Witchcraft and sorcery (Exodus 22:18, Leviticus 20:27, Deuteronomy 
13:5, 1 Samuel 28:9)•Human sacrifice (Leviticus 20:2-5) •Sex with an animal 
(Exodus 22:19, Leviticus 20:16) •Doing work on the Sabbath (Exodus 31:14, 35:2, 
Numbers 15:32-36) •Incest (Leviticus 18:6-18, 20:11-12,14,17,19-21) •Adultery 
(Leviticus 20:10; Deuteronomy 22:22) •Homosexual acts (Leviticus 20:13) 
•Prostitution by a priest's daughter (Leviticus 21:9) •Blasphemy (Leviticus 
24:14,16, 23) •False prophecy (Deuteronomy 18:20) •Perjury in capital cases 
(Deuteronomy 19:16-19)•Refusing to obey a decision of a judge or priest 
(Deuteronomy 17:12)•False claim of a woman's virginity at time of marriage 
(Deuteronomy 22:13-21) •Sex between a woman pledged to be married and a man 
other than her betrothed (Deuteronomy 22:23-24)  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://sojo.net/articles/5-reasons-why-jesus-people-ought-oppose-death-penalty
https://sojo.net/articles/5-reasons-why-jesus-people-ought-oppose-death-penalty
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COMMANDMENT – BE A GOOD WITNESS IN COURT 

 
 

LEVITICUS 5:1  
'If anyone sins because they do not speak up when they hear a public charge to 
testify regarding something they have seen or learned about, they will be held 
responsible.’ 
 
DEUTERONOMY 19:15  
‘One witness is not enough to convict a man accused of any crime or offense he 
may have committed.  A matter must be established by the testimony of two or 
three witnesses.’ 
  
DEUTERONOMY 19:18-19  
‘The judges shall inquire diligently, and if the witness is a false witness and has 
accused his brother falsely, then you shall do to him as he had meant to do to his 
brother. So you shall purge the evil from your midst.’ 
 

This is all about being a person of integrity in a courtroom scenario – so see 
commandment about being a person of integrity. 
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COMMANDMENT – PUNISHMENT MUST BE APPROPRIATE AND RESTORATIVE 

 

The moral foundation of punishment is a problematic issue which has prompted 
several competing views. A biblical perspective is anchored in the principle of 
retribution: punishment is deserved in proportion to the seriousness of an offence. 
However, the biblical endorsement of retribution is qualified and carefully 
nuanced. The fundamental aim is not to inflict suffering on offenders but to 
reassert the existence of the moral order that governs human life. That moral 
order emphasises the connections between justice, right relationships and seeking 
after community well-being. For this reason, punishment should normally aim both 
at making reparation to victims and at restoring offenders into the community. 
Taken together these priorities highlight shortcomings in our criminal justice 
system and suggest directions for reform. 
 
Introduction 
 
Punishment is a universal phenomenon. No human society confronted with 
infringements of its laws or customs leaves itself powerless to impose sanctions. 
For all this accumulated experience of dealing with offenders, punishment remains 
a problematic matter under constant debate. 
 
At the turn of the century, the Gladstone Report of 1895 set the tone for penal 
policy, affirming that prison had a deterrent function and ushering in the 
‘rehabilitative ideal’. In 1910 the Home Secretary, Winston Churchill, expressed 
this ideal by encouraging ‘a desire and eagerness to rehabilitate … tireless efforts 
towards the discovery of curative and regenerating processes, and an unaltering 
faith that there is treasure, if only you can find it, in every man’. 
 
This ideal had its heyday in the 1950s and 1960s but, in time, collapsed under the 
weight of sustained critique and practical observation. As C.S. Lewis trenchantly 
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argued, the apparent benevolence of compulsory rehabilitation masked the 
potential for injustice.  How long must a petty thief be incarcerated before his 
habit of stealing has been ‘cured’? Reviews of the general efficacy of treatment 
programmes in penal settings reached negative conclusions: the phrase ‘nothing 
works’ summed up the collapse of penal confidence.  At the beginning of the 
1990s, in Punishment and Modern Society David Garland wrote: 
 
For nearly two decades now, those employed in prisons, probation, and penal 
administration have been engaged in an unsuccessful search to find a ‘new 
philosophy’ or a new ‘rationale’ for punishment. They have been forced to rethink 
what they do, and to reopen foundational questions about the justifications and 
purposes of penal sanctions, without so far having found a suitable set of terms 
upon which to rebuild an institutional identity. 
 
Why Punish? 
 
The philosophical debate has tended to focus on the issue of finding a moral 
justification for infliction of punishment by the state of individuals. This debate 
has been dominated by two broad schools of thought, the utilitarian and the 
retributive. 
 
Utilitarians 
 
The utilitarian tradition treats an act’s good and bad consequences as its only 
morally significant features. For classical utilitarians, consequences are assessed 
by reference to people’s mental state or happiness. Punishment is (normally) 
unpleasant for the offender and so, to quote Bentham, ‘in itself an evil’ only 
justified if out-weighed by its positive effects. The right approach is to maximise 
the net benefits of the penal system for society, typically understood in terms of 
reducing the future incidence of crime. The method might be incapacitation (e.g. 
imprisonment, removing a reckless driver’s licence); general deterrence (i.e. 
deterring others from criminal activity); individual deterrence (i.e. deterring the 
offender from repeat offending) or rehabilitation (e.g. probation orders or 
psychiatric care). For utilitarians, parsimony is an important principle: to achieve a 
given reduction in crime the minimum hardship should be imposed on the person 
punished. 
 
A utilitarian justification involves no essential link between crime and punishment. 
If our aim is to reduce crime, it is an open question whether a system of 
punishment should exist at all. Might not some other form of ‘social hygiene’ be 
more efficient? Furthermore, a strict utilitarian must contemplate the punishment 
of the innocent as an open moral option. After the commission of some heinous 
crime the punishment of an innocent scapegoat might be deemed necessary to 
maintain the deterrent effect of the law. Rawls’s rule-utilitarianism (under which, 
broadly, rules which nearly always produce the best result should always be 
followed) claims to overcome this problem but depends on diverging from strict 
utility-maximising criteria. 
 
The typical solution to these difficulties is a hybrid approach under which the 
pursuit of utilitarian aims provides the positive justification of a system of 
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punishment but independent values act as constraints. For example, punishment 
might only be imposed if deserved for some past wrongdoing. Guilt would be a 
necessary (but not sufficient) condition for punishment. However, H.L.A. Hart, the 
most famous proponent of this approach, based his constraints on a concern for 
fairness and the maximisation of freedom, making no recourse to retributivist 
principles. 
 
Retributivists 
 
A wide range of theories have been labelled retributivist, but all try to establish an 
essential link between punishment and wrongdoing. Punishment is the morally 
right response to an offence in the past. In its pure form, this view holds that 
punishment should be imposed, regardless of whether any beneficial consequences 
will ensue. For Kant, punishment was linked to the categorical imperative that we 
respect persons as persons and, accordingly, ought to treat them as ends, not 
means. Retribution owes its etymology to the Latin retribuo, ‘I pay back’, and 
conveys the idea that there should be an ‘equivalence’ between the punishment 
and the crime. However, given the conceptual problems associated with achieving 
such an equivalence, retributivists in practice argue that the severity of a penalty 
should merely be ‘proportional’ to the seriousness of the offence. By itself, this 
permits relative, but not absolute, degrees of punishment to be determined. 
 
The justification for punishment is often stated to be simply that offenders 
deserve to be punished. An assessment of desert will take into account both the 
harm done and the offender’s culpability. The focus on culpability is based, 
crucially, on the presupposition that people are morally responsible for their 
actions, and requires the court to take account of mitigating factors or excuses 
such as diminished responsibility, duress or provocation. Critics argue that, 
whatever its intuitive appeal, this approach merely asserts an unargued claim that 
offenders deserve to suffer and provides no justification for the stronger claim 
that the state should inflict such suffering. 
 
Retributivist theories can be traced to ancient times but have in the modern era 
tended to be viewed as morally and conceptually deficient by academic 
commentators on the ethics of punishment. However, since the 1970s there has 
been a revival of ‘modern retributivism’. An American report, Doing Justice: The 
Choice of Punishments: Report of the Committee for the Study of Incarceration 
(Hill andWang, 1976), launched ‘just deserts’ theory, in part as a reaction to 
excessive discretion over sentencing in the rehabilitative era: proportionality 
would limit punishment to the amount deserved and ensure that those guilty of 
similar crimes faced a similar punishment. In Doing Justice retribution was not the 
sole justification for punishment, deterrence being an aim, but retributivist 
thinking was placed firmly on the agenda. 
 
One approach adopted by modern retributivists is to justify punishment in terms of 
removing the unfair advantage an offender gains by his offence. The criminal law, 
by prohibiting anti-social acts, confers benefits on everyone in society but imposes 
the burden of compliance with the law. The offender gains an unfair advantage 
over law-abiding citizens by throwing off the burden of self-restraint. Punishment 
removes that unfair advantage and restores the equilibrium of benefits and 
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burdens. Whether this theory can justify punishment in contemporary societies, 
given their skewed distribution of benefits and burdens, is controversial: how can 
there be just deserts in an unjust society? In any case, this theory relies on an 
unconvincing account of crime and inchoate offences (i.e. crimes which are 
attempted but not completed). Many crimes are the result of unplanned violence, 
not a calculated attempt to secure a benefit; we do not envy child abusers for 
their illegal self-gratification but rather despise or perhaps pity them; attempted 
murder produces no unfair advantage and yet punishment seems appropriate. 
 
There is, however, a different version of the retributive approach, which sees 
punishment as the community’s way of repudiating or censuring the wrongdoer’s 
actions and upholding the values society wishes to defend. Andrew von Hirsch, in 
moving away from the benefits-and-burdens approach, writes: ‘Punishment 
connotes censure.' He anticipates that this will reinforce people’s desire to be law-
abiding. Even if it does not, ‘the sanction should still express blame as an 
embodiment of moral judgements about criminal conduct’. 
 
Communicators, Denouncers, Educators 
 
Punishment does indeed have an expressive function, communicating in a 
symbolical fashion messages to the offender (condemning their deed), the victim 
(assuring them that society disapproves of the offender’s deed and stands by the 
victim) and society at large (vindicating the law and reasserting the values it 
embodies).[8] Communication may be a defining characteristic of punishment, but 
why communicate these messages, and why communicate in this way? Lord 
Denning, commenting on capital punishment, stated that: ‘The ultimate 
justification of punishment is not that it is a deterrent, but that it is the emphatic 
denunciation by the community of a crime.'[9] Denunciation may be instrumental 
(e.g. intended to reduce crime by emphasising its wrongness and by fostering 
obedience to the law), or expressive (i.e. simply expressing society’s 
condemnation, regardless of any impact on crime). In other words, behind 
denunciation appears to lurk either an essentially utilitarian or retributivist 
justification. 
 
For others, punishment is intended to have an educative effect, either on the 
public or on the offender. In the Court of Appeal in R v Serjeant it was declared 
that the courts need not follow, could not ignore, but perhaps, above all, had a 
duty to lead public opinion. Alternatively, punishment is seen as an endeavour 
aiming to bring the offender to realise the wrongness of their crime, and to 
establish in them a proper respect for the law and its values. This differs from 
utilitarian rehabilitation which aims at obedience to the law by the humane 
methods most likely to succeed. Here, the offender is viewed as a responsible 
moral agent who should be persuaded to adopt a new moral outlook to undergird 
any change in behaviour. 
 
A Ceaseless Debate? 
 
There is, in short, a welter of differing views on the basic justification of 
punishment. Each has appealing elements; none is immune from telling criticisms. 
It is perhaps not surprising that traditionally the approach of the English judiciary 
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has been unashamedly eclectic. Our task is to uncover whether an examination of 
the Bible’s teaching on punishment can shed light on this debate, allowing us to 
discriminate between options and possibly leading us in new directions. 
 
An Eye for an Eye? 
 
It is not uncommon for Christians to cut the Gordian knot of this debate by 
affirming that the lex talionis (‘an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth’) expresses 
the biblical view of punishment. This principle supports the retributivist view: an 
offence calls for punishment and its severity should be determined by the offence 
committed, not by the criminal’s characteristics or social policy objectives. 
Nonetheless, the principle had from the outset a social function, serving to limit 
the revenge which might otherwise be extracted in a blood feud (cf. Genesis 4:24). 
An emphasis on desert, implicit in the lex talionis, is explicit elsewhere. If corporal 
punishment was to be administered, the guilty man was to receive ‘the number of 
lashes his crime deserves’ (Deuteronomy 25:3). 
 
Some objections can be defused by a sensitive reading of the basic texts. When 
first stated, the principle is immediately followed by a creative application. A 
person who injured his servant was to let him or her go free as compensation 
(Exodus 21:23-7). In other words, no charter for judicial mutilation was given: the 
aim was proportionate not imitative retribution, often by way of compensation or 
restitution. There are hints that the principle was flexible, as some passages forbid 
any reduction of the penalty (e.g. Deuteronomy 13:8; 19:13), suggesting that 
normally a certain latitude was available. Finally, it is anticipated that often 
punishment would have a deterrent effect: ‘never again will such an evil thing be 
done among you’ (e.g. Deuteronomy 13:11). 
 
From this material it appears that punishment should be imposed on an offender – 
normally and certainly no more than – in proportion to what their offence 
deserves. However, subject to this overriding principle, punishment may have 
other ends to serve, notably restitution and deterrence. Thus, for many Christians, 
the idea of retribution is the cornerstone of justice in punishment. Not a few, 
however, consider that retribution springs from a desire for revenge, that it 
sanctions state cruelty and is morally unacceptable. 
 
Howard Zehr in Changing Lenses (Herald Press, 1990) argues that a biblical 
conception of justice calls for a paradigm shift from ‘retributive justice’ to 
‘restorative justice’. Crime should be seen as a violation of people, not rules; 
social factors should be given greater weight in assessing individual responsibility; 
the administration of justice should focus not on ‘inquiry into guilt’ but on ‘a 
search for solutions’; sentencing should aim not at ‘infliction of pain’ but on 
‘making right’; justice should be based not on desert but on need; our aim should 
be not to maintain but to transform the status quo and to build shalom. 
 
Timothy Gorringe’s thesis in God’s Just Vengeance (Cambridge University Press, 
1996) is that over the centuries the satisfaction theory of the atonement has led to 
a cultural milieu that endorses the infliction of suffering. A proper grasp of the 
overall direction of the biblical texts, he argues, points away from such a doctrine. 
Historically, the church, particularly when part of the establishment, has tacitly – 
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or expressly – supported harsh penal regimes. For Luther, magistrates were ‘God’s 
hangmen’. Now, Gorringe urges that ‘the church, on the ground of its founding 
texts’ should aim to deconstruct the ideology of retributivism and instead promote 
‘a conception of human life grounded not on violence, and the logic of an eye for 
an eye, but on forgiveness’ (p. 265). 
 
These writers are wrong to deny an integral role to retribution. However, as we 
shall see, their misgivings are not entirely misplaced. The principle of retribution 
in the Old Testament is derived from the natural phenomenon of blood-vengeance. 
The rights and duties of vengeance are transferred from the private to the public 
sphere when the human judge assumes communal responsibility for vindicating the 
victim’s claim, as appears particularly in passages dealing with cities of refuge 
(e.g. Numbers 35; Deuteronomy 19). On the one hand, ‘by giving judgement, and 
thus discriminating between innocence and guilt, and rewarding the offender 
proportionately to his offence, the judge transforms the originally blind and 
impassioned act of vengeance into an occasion for public disclosure of truth’. 
However, the ‘derivation of retribution from the wrath of the injured party helps 
to explain the persistent ambivalence with which it is viewed. It can neither be 
dismissed nor absolutised, for it is a feature of human judgement which takes 
place under the broken social and cosmic conditions of the fall.’[11]  
 
Such an evaluation of retributivism rightly pays no heed to the chestnut that Jesus 
countermanded the idea of ‘an eye for an eye’ in the Sermon on the Mount, as 
there is a clear distinction between personal and public ethics. Yet it helps us to 
avoid uncritical enthusiasm for the concept of retribution. The Bible’s teaching on 
punishment cannot, however, be reduced to an exposition of judicial vengeance. A 
broader canvas is filled and, in particular, its distinctive perspective builds on a 
theology of the state. 
 
Punishment and the State 
 
For the political philosopher the state usually acquires the right, or duty, to 
impose suffering on offenders by virtue of some form of social contract. Kant’s 
autonomous man acts as a rational co-legislator in the formation of society’s laws, 
and consents in advance to punishment; the individuals in Locke’s state of nature 
hand over to the state their right to exact satisfaction from persons who harm 
them. The Old Testament, as we have seen, suggests a process whereby victims’ 
‘rights’ are adopted and endorsed by the community. By contrast, the New 
Testament unambiguously accords to the state a penal role which owes its origins 
to the divine ordering of human affairs. 
 
The governing authorities are established by God and the one in authority ‘is God’s 
servant, an agent of wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer’ (Romans 
13:1,4). The person liable to punishment is ‘the wrongdoer’: the Greek present 
participle suggests habitual wrongdoing rather than a solitary offence. C.E.B. 
Cranfield comments that ‘Through the state there takes place a partial, 
anticipatory, provisional manifestation of God’s wrath against sin.'[12] It is partial 
(no sin escapes God’s judgement but the state punishes certain outward actions 
and apprehends only some offenders); anticipatory (foreshadowing a future day of 
judgement); and provisional (no human tribunal can evaluate with precision an 
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individual’s moral guilt). None of this is to say that all penal action by the state is 
legitimate – moral constraints must limit, and practical considerations influence, 
how and when the state exercises its unique authority. For the authorities, as 
God’s servants, are accountable to him and, in Calvin’s words, do not ‘have 
unbridled power but power that is restricted to the welfare of their subjects’. 
 
For Christians, punishment has a ‘vertical dimension’ ignored by secular accounts. 
Indeed, Christians have a coherent explanation for the persistent intuition that the 
guilty deserve to be punished, an intuition which secular writers find hard to 
justify. The fact that pagan Rome could serve as an agent of God’s wrath indicates 
that even a penal system untutored by Christian thought can serve valid purposes. 
If punishment by the state – when imposed on the wrongdoer – is a manifestation 
of God’s wrath, such punishment should serve as a ‘public disclosure of truth’, a 
reminder of the moral order that governs human life and our ultimate moral 
accountability. 
 
The Old Testament counterpoint to Romans 13 is, perhaps, the role of the king as 
supreme judge after the monarchy is established. The king is the personification of 
the state, and the ideal he was meant to fulfil was articulated in the opening 
words of the coronation psalm. Psalm 72: 
 
‘Endow the king with your justice, 0 God, the royal son with your righteousness. 
He will judge your people in righteousness, your afflicted ones with justice.’ 
 
Notwithstanding the messianic overtones of this psalm, it reinforces the impression 
that human government when punishing should echo in some respects the qualities 
of divine justice. 
 
Divine Justice 
 
Justice, Wrath and Mercy 
 
The wrath of God is the personal reaction of a holy God to human sin, an 
indispensable aspect and expression of God’s righteousness. The wrath of God is 
never cruel or capricious but always the action of God as judge, punishment 
administered to maintain justice. God, while already active in judgement, often 
refrains from exacting due punishment now in the hope that his patience will lead 
us to repentance (Romans 2:4). However, on ‘the day of God’s wrath, when his 
righteous judgement will be revealed’, God ‘will give to each person according to 
what he has done’, resulting in eternal life for some and wrath for others (Romans 
2:5-11; cf. Revelation 20:11-15). Texts such as this led J.I. Packer to state that 
‘when the New Testament speaks of the final judgement it always represents it in 
terms of retribution’.  There will be degrees of punishment (e.g. Matthew 11:22, 
24), and culpability will be assessed according to how much a person knows of 
God’s will (see, for example, Romans 2:12, Luke 12:47ff). But, while judgement at 
God’s hands is bitter and painful, the Bible insists that God takes no pleasure in 
the death of a sinner (Ezekiel 33:11; 2 Peter 3:9). Moreover, not one person 
condemned on that last day will be able to find fault with God’s justice – every 
mouth will be silenced (Romans 3:19). 
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We must, however, integrate all this with the great truth that salvation comes ‘by 
grace … through faith … not by works’ (Ephesians 2:8). We are all ‘by nature 
objects of wrath’ but believers escape deserved judgement because God, rich in 
mercy, saves us by grace (Ephesians 2:3-4). A Christian’s deeds do not merit 
salvation but they are weighed to provide evidence of his inward allegiance to 
Christ (Matthew 25:34ff.) and to assess their faithfulness in serving Christ (2 
Corinthians 5:10). Yet the New Testament insists that salvation arising from God’s 
mercy in no way renders God unjust. How is this? 
 
Paul’s triumphant claim in Romans is that ‘a righteousness from God’ has arrived 
(Romans 1:17, 3:21). The three main meanings ascribed to this phrase have been: 
in the medieval tradition. God’s justice (as in vv. 25-6); according to the 
Reformers, a righteous status bestowed by God – in a word, justification; and 
according to some modern scholars. God’s dynamic saving activity (a view based on 
Old Testament passages, such as Isaiah 45:21 where ‘God’s righteousness’ and 
‘God’s salvation’ are synonyms).  While the second is almost certainly correct (the 
righteousness of God is the righteous standing which God gives to those who 
believe in Jesus), the others may enrich our overall understanding (this gift is only 
available because of God’s dynamic saving activity and the whole operation is 
consonant with God’s justice). 
 
God’s mercy is consistent with his justice: first, as there is at least a hint that 
mercy is an aspect of divine justice. Second, through Christ’s atoning sacrifice God 
‘demonstrate[s] his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who 
justifies those who have faith in Jesus’ (Romans 3:26). Christ’s death on the cross 
satisfied the demands of God’s justice in full. He bore our sins in his own body and 
broke the iron logic by which guilty sinners must face retribution at the hands of a 
holy God. That the cross ‘demonstrates’ God’s justice is revealing: justice must be 
seen to be done and the broken moral order must be reasserted. 
 
Justice, Relationships and Social Harmony 
 
Judgement in the New Testament is by no means always described using metaphors 
drawn from the courtroom. The presence or absence of a relationship with Christ is 
the touchstone of divine judgement; the issue is whether we are ‘in Adam’ or ‘in 
Christ’. It is not necessary for us (as some do) to infer that the language of 
retribution in the New Testament is merely intended to emphasise that God’s 
judgement is never arbitrary.  A synthesis might build on the organic links existing 
between whether we know Christ, what we are and what we do. Indeed, as has 
been suggested, it may be appropriate to understand justification not merely as a 
forensic action but as ‘rectification’ of a broken relationship, given the OT 
background to the word righteousness (dikaiosyne). 
 
In the Old Testament, tsedeq/tsedeqah are the words usually translated as 
‘righteousness’ or ‘justice’. The root meaning is ‘straightness’ in a physical sense 
and implies conformity with a norm, but the word develops over time a richer 
texture. Arising from the idea that God’s righteousness is his intervention on 
behalf of his covenant people (1 Samuel 12:7), and his people’s righteousness is 
their loyal obedience to him, the essential idea emerges that righteousness is the 
fulfilment of the demands and obligations 
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inherent in a relationship between two persons. The companion to 
righteousness/justice (tsedeq) is justice-in-action (mishpat). In C.J.H. Wright’s 
words, ‘Mishpat is what needs to be done in a given situation if people are to be 
restored to conformity with tsedeq/tsedeqah.’  In a human context mishpat has a 
wide range of possible meanings and can refer to a legal ordinance, a person’s 
cause of action, the process of litigation, the verdict which emerges, and 
execution of that verdict. There is, finally, an intimate connection between tsedeq 
and shalom, for as the Psalmist tells us ‘righteousness and peace kiss each other’ 
(Psalm 85:10). Shalom, usually translated ‘peace’, comes from a root meaning ‘to 
be complete’ and conveys a sense of the wholeness, harmony, fulfilment in the 
community which God desires. This is the fruit of tsedeq, things and people as they 
ought to be, the all-rightness God intends. In short, ‘righteousness and justice in 
Old Testament thought are not abstract ideas. They are highly personal and 
relational terms.' 
 
Punishment, Justice and Community 
 
An examination of penal provisions of Old Testament Israel (‘OT Israel’) affords an 
indication of how some of the values which distinguish the biblical conception of 
justice from simple retributivism can find their expression in a human society. 
Indeed, OT Israel is offered by the Bible as a paradigm or model from which ethical 
and practical insights may with due care and sensitivity be drawn and applied to 
other societies. The backdrop to OT Israel’s penal code was a blueprint for social 
life which, though little achieved in practice, sought to foster substantial 
economic equality, family cohesion and moral education. The administration of 
justice emphasised community participation: alleged offenders were brought to 
trial by the victim, a relative or an eye-witness, rather than public prosecutors; 
matters were often settled at the town gate by community elders. In terms of 
punishment, three prominent themes which emerge are now considered. 
 
Reparation 
 
For many offences, particularly theft and personal injury. Old Testament law 
required the offender to make restitution (e.g. Exodus 22:1, 4). As between 
offender and victim, justice had to be restored. Atonement for a wrong done to 
another person involves, so Richard Swinburne argues in Responsibility and 
Atonement (Clarendon Press, 1989), repentance, apology, reparation and penance, 
which together aim to remove, so far as possible, an action’s malevolence and 
harmful results. In a penal context, reparation might typically be exacted by 
compulsion and should include compensation for the wrongdoer’s malevolence 
which has not been addressed by apology or penance: hence the Old Testament’s 
requirement that reparation after theft should involve paying back more than the 
amount stolen. To make the victim ‘whole’, to restore relations in formal terms, 
helps to build a just community. Notably the Hebrew for restitution (shillum) is 
derived from the same root as shalom. Restitution was so important that a thief 
who had nothing was to be sold to pay for his theft: he became the tied servant of 
the injured party for up to seven years or was, possibly, sold to a third party who 
would give a sum of money to the victim (Exodus 22:3; Deuteronomy 15:12-15). 
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Reintegration 
 
The extent of capital punishment in OT Israel is sometimes regarded as 
problematic. However, OT Israel resorted to capital punishment only after the 
stringent evidential requirements had been satisfied: two eye-witnesses were 
needed (Deuteronomy 19:15). In OT Israel, unlike Mesopotamia, no property crime 
ever warranted this ultimate sanction. Human life was always more precious than 
mere property. Even so, OT Israel was prepared through capital punishment to 
carry out the permanent removal of an offender from the community. 
Nonetheless, a key feature of OT Israel’s penal code is that normally punishment, 
whether by restitution or corporal punishment, involved no severing of family or 
community links. The principles governing corporal punishment involved respect 
for the offender: he was a ‘brother’ whose punishment must be limited to ensure 
he did not become ‘degraded in your eyes’ (Deuteronomy 25:1-3). There are hints 
here of ‘reintegrative shaming’, a process which John Braithwaite claims is the 
hallmark of successful crime reduction strategies, and requires expressions of 
community disapproval to be followed by gestures of reacceptance into the 
community of law-abiding citizens.[20] This contrasts with disintegrative shaming, 
or stigmatisation. Which divides a community by creating a class of outcasts. 
 
The form of punishment conspicuous by its almost complete absence from OT 
Israel is imprisonment. Manslaughter led to temporary exile in a city of refuge until 
the high priest’s death. Apart from this, compulsory exclusion from community life 
for a period was not practised, an omission which invites a critical re-examination 
of the role prison plays today. 
 
The New Testament practice of excommunication sheds interesting light on these 
themes of removal and reintegration. C.K. Barrett, commenting on 1 Corinthians 5, 
notes: ‘Any community inculcating moral standards … is bound to recognise a 
degree beyond which transgression of its code becomes intolerable because 
destructive of the foundations on which the community itself rests, so that 
exclusion becomes necessary.'[21] However, in 2 Corinthians 2, possibly a sequel, 
Paul urges the Corinthians in relation to someone who has been disciplined: 
‘reaffirm your love for him’ (v. 8). If punishment is to be part of a process whereby 
a person is restored fully to the life of the community, the community will need to 
demonstrate its reacceptance of the erstwhile offender. 
 
Reformation 
 
OT Israel’s penal code contains no express references to seeking to reform an 
offender. However, in some cases, penalties appear to ‘fit’ the crime and so serve 
to communicate something about the nature of the offence. Studies suggest that a 
factor behind offending behaviour is an inability to grasp the impact of such 
behaviour on others, a lack of empathy for victims. Double repayment for theft, 
for example, forces the offender to stand in the victim’s shoes, suffering a loss 
equal to the victim’s loss at their hands (Exodus 22:8-9). In God’s dealings with 
Israel, when he punishes his people, his long-term goal is to foster a renewed 
commitment to himself (e.g. Hosea 5). Similarly, where God intervenes to judge 
individuals, an accompanying dialogue may seek to sensitise the culprit to the true 
character of his deed (e.g. God’s interaction with Cain in Genesis 4:9-12) and so 



 

235 

 

prompt repentance (e.g. Nathan’s visit to David in 2 Samuel 12:1-12). In short, 
there is wide-ranging, if indirect, support for the principle that punishment, 
particularly if tailored to the offence, can serve as an element in an offender’s 
moral illumination and, thus, reformed behaviour. 
 
Punishment: A Biblical Synthesis 
 
Our discussion prompts the conclusion that a biblical account of punishment must 
be anchored in an understanding of retribution which seeks to communicate moral 
truth by censuring wrongdoing. Punishment must be just and the fundamental aim 
should be not to impose suffering on offenders but to reassert the broken moral 
order which lies behind any defensible code of law. Such an endeavour may on 
occasions allow the setting aside of strict proportionality, so providing a pale 
reflection of the aspect of mercy within divine justice. Where an offender 
demonstrates genuine remorse, their acknowledgement of the deed’s wrongness 
helps to communicate moral truth, and special considerations apply in the case of 
young offenders.[22] Punishment must be seen to be just, and great pains should 
be taken to ensure, so far as possible, that the entire process of trial, sentencing 
and punishment is free from grounds for legitimate complaint by those punished: 
free, that is, from the taint of injustice. 
 
While punishment is determined by retributive principles in that desert should 
govern, or in any event set an upper limit on, the degree of punishment which may 
be imposed, punishment must be ‘consequence-sensitive’. More than this, 
punishment administered justly pays heed to the importance of maintaining, or 
restoring, relationships in society characterised by justice, mutual respect and, 
wherever possible, full participation in community life. Thus, punishment should 
acknowledge the place of the victim and in many cases will demand reparation by 
wrongdoers. For offenders, the aim, in most cases, will be full readmission on 
equal terms into the community’s life. 
 
Punishment Today 
 
The biblical perspective on punishment summarised in this chapter can provide a 
basic orientation in assessing policy issues in the penal system. Naturally, applying 
such a perspective to a modern, largely urban society with an increasingly plural 
culture is a complex matter. A burgeoning criminological literature bears witness 
to the diversity of people, situations, factors and issues which penal policy must 
address. Further, punishment cannot be viewed in isolation from the distinct but 
related matters of judicial process, crime prevention strategies, social justice and 
welfare concerns. Our aim here is briefly to explore a limited selection of 
shortcomings in our penal system and possible ideas for constructive change. 
 
Sentencing 
 
While judicial discretion can lead to inconsistency and, hence, injustice, 
sentencing guidelines are a more appropriate response than mandatory sentences 
which are sometimes advocated at the highest level (e.g. by former Home 
Secretary Michael Howard). Meanwhile, unemployed and black people are exposed 
to some likelihood of more punitive sanctions than others for the same offences, 



 

236 

 

indicative in many cases of a bias which has nothing to do with assessing deserts 
and which needs to be remedied. 
 
Using Prisons Less 
 
The prison population in England and Wales has risen from 39,708 in 1971 to 61,114 
in May 1997 and is projected to rise further. We have been told ‘prison works’, and 
an extensive prison-building programme is planned. Yet in many cases it is 
doubtful whether imprisonment is the most suitable punishment. The majority of 
prisoners have committed offences involving no violence and are not obviously a 
threat to public safety. Imprisonment is expensive: the average cost per prison 
place was £25,096 in 1998/99. Imprisonment can lead to unmerited hardship for 
dependants, place great stress on family relationships, result in permanent job 
loss, and multiply contacts in the criminal world. Moral and pragmatic arguments 
suggest we should use prisons less. 
 
Better Prison Regimes 
 
Imprisonment will remain part of the penal scene, and for some offenders is the 
only realistic option. For most prisoners, prisons should be run as ‘pre-release 
centres’. Offering prisoners productive, properly paid work should be explored so 
that they can make payments to their victims – and their own families. Prison is a 
form of temporary exile. This could be ameliorated by establishing ‘community 
prisons’ close to prisoners’ homes as Lord Woolf recommended, by building better 
links between prisons and communities, by permitting more meaningful visits, and 
by introducing community reintegration programmes. 
 
Non-Custodial Punishments 
 
In 1996, 22 per cent of indictable offenders in England and Wales were imprisoned, 
28 per cent given supervisory sentences (e.g. probation orders, community service 
orders) and 45 per cent non-supervisory penalties (e.g. fines).[26] Increasing 
further the use of non-custodial penalties is hampered by rhetoric from 
Westminster, established habits on the Bench, and public perception of non-
custodial penalties as a ‘soft option’. Changing this would require sustained 
political effort, increased resources to provide adequate supervision, and ongoing 
research to develop and assess methods and results. So too would attempts to 
promote reparation (see below). 
 
Reparation 
 
A comparison of the statistics for 1990 and 1996 shows that the likelihood of an 
order to pay compensation being imposed for indictable offences has been falling 
in both magistrates’ courts (from 29 per cent to 19 per cent) and in the Crown 
Court (from 14 per cent to 8 per cent). Frequently, the offender’s lack of means 
stood in the way of making such an order. However, this is a worrying trend and 
there is scope for increased use of reparation in kind (or community service as a 
form of ‘displaced reparation’). A few schemes (typically associated with diverting 
young offenders from the courts) already exist; many more could be developed. 
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The Role of the Victim 
 
If justice is to be done as between victim and offender, the knotty question of 
victim participation in the process from arrest to sentencing needs careful 
examination. Direct or indirect communication between victim and offender, as 
offered by mediation schemes, can help sensitise offenders to the hurt crimes 
cause to a fellow human being, and help victims work through their often varied 
reactions to an offence. 
 
The Future of Punishment? 
 
Policy towards offenders has been growing more punitive since the 1970s. Political 
calculation has been a factor, but so have deeper social trends. Braithwaite has 
argued that the ideology of individualism – and one might add features of modern 
economic life – has been eroding the informal sanctions which intermediate social 
networks can apply to anti-social behaviour. It is tempting to baulk at the uphill 
task of reinvigorating those social networks, not least by harnessing community 
resources in responding to crime, and to resort instead to the coercive apparatus 
of the state. Winston Churchill’s oft-quoted words that the ‘mood and temper of 
the public in regard to the treatment of crime and criminals is one of the most 
unfailing tests of the civilisation of any country’[28] may be true in more ways 
than he had in mind. 
See also http://www.jubilee-centre.org/an-eye-for-an-eye-the-morality-of-
punishment/  

 
Discipline 
 

A case study I want us to look at doesn't come from sociological research but from 
inspired Scripture. The subject is a group of spiritual children, Jewish Christians 
who are rebelling and pulling away from Christ. They are suffering persecution and 
wondering if the Christian life is worth the trouble. They know the right thing to 
do — maintain faith in Jesus. But that seems too hard, so they're crossing their 
arms and turning away.  

We can listen in on God's response to these Christians in Hebrews 12:1-11. This is 
how God disciplines His children. (By the way, any time you see God operating as a 
parent in Scripture, take note. If you're the kind of parent to your children that 
God is to His, you're right on target.)  

After a brief introduction, the writer of Hebrews reminds his readers that they 
have "not yet resisted to the point of shedding your blood" in their struggle against 
sin (v. 4). He also reminds them that God calls them "sons" and encourages them as 
such (v. 5-6). After all, they're Jewish believers who are very familiar with the Old 
Testament, so they know the encouragement God has already given in Proverbs 
3:11-12: "My son, do not despise the LORD's discipline and do not resent his rebuke, 
because the LORD disciplines those he loves, as a father the son he delights in." In 
other words, he acknowledges that they're going through a hard time and suggests 
they consider whether that hard time is a matter of God's discipline. If it is, it's 
only because God delights in His children.  

http://www.jubilee-centre.org/an-eye-for-an-eye-the-morality-of-punishment/
http://www.jubilee-centre.org/an-eye-for-an-eye-the-morality-of-punishment/
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Then the writer gets to his main teaching: "Endure hardship as discipline; God is 
treating you as sons. For what son is not disciplined by his father? If you are not 
disciplined (and everyone undergoes discipline), then you are illegitimate children 
and not true sons. Moreover, we have all had human fathers who disciplined us and 
we respected them for it. How much more should we submit to the Father of our 
spirits and live!" (vv. 7-9).  

The passage gives a very human illustration: "Our fathers disciplined us for a little 
while as they thought best; but God disciplines us for our good, that we may share 
in his holiness" (v. 10). The point? "No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but 
painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for 
those who have been trained by it" (v. 11).  

Do you see what Scripture is saying here? Far from being a dirty word, discipline is 
evidence of love. When you consistently discipline your child and do it with the 
right attitude — compassionately, under control, with consistent boundaries and 
consequences, and focused on the child's best outcome — you are expressing love 
exactly as God sometimes expresses His love. It may seem uncomfortable both to 
you and your child at the time, but in the long run, it's the most selfless, 
compassionate thing you can do to set your child up for happiness in life and 
fruitfulness in God's Kingdom.  

The Bible's perspective on discipline is affirmed by what many psychologists and 
sociologists are now learning about child development: that children left to 
themselves will do what all people left to themselves in a fallen world will do. 
They'll make bad decisions that produce pain and turmoil in their lives. 
Relationships won't work right, money will be mismanaged and debt will pile up, 
conflict will erupt both within and without, and long-term goals will never be 
realized. So God tells the Hebrew Christians that the adversity they face comes 
from His loving hand, not because they're bad, but because He wants the best for 
them. That's our motivation as parents as well. 

"Discipline" can be a really vague concept, and if you're lost in the landscape of 
opinions surrounding it out there, you're not alone. If you were to ask a hundred 
parents to describe their motives and methods of discipline, you might get a 
hundred different answers. But here's the good news: God's Word is pretty specific 
about this subject. Since the Bible is always more reliable than opinion surveys — a 
good principle for any issue in life, by the way — let's take a look at what God says 
through the writer of Hebrews.  

In your struggle against sin, you have not yet resisted to the point of shedding your 
blood. And you have forgotten that word of encouragement that addresses you as 
sons:  

"My son, do not make light of the Lord's discipline, and do not lose heart when he 
rebukes you, because the Lord disciplines those he loves, and he punishes 
everyone he accepts as a son."  

Endure hardship as discipline: God is treating you as sons. For what son is not 
disciplined by his father? If you are not disciplined (and everyone undergoes 
discipline), then you are illegitimate children and not true sons. Moreover, we 
have all had human fathers who disciplined us and we respected them for it. How 
much more should we submit to the Father of our spirits and live! Our fathers 
disciplined us for a little while as they thought best; but God disciplines us for our 
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good, that we may share in his holiness. No discipline seems pleasant at the time, 
but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace 
for those who have been trained by it. (Hebrews 12:4-11)  
 
In this passage, we can discern five distinct characteristics of God's kind of 
discipline.  
 
1. The necessity of discipline: to deter destruction (v. 4).  
 
The writer of Hebrews ends chapter 10 with a strong warning coupled with strong 
encouragement: Those who shrink back from faith and God's will are destroyed, 
but those who persevere receive all that He has promised. Chapter 11 is full of 
examples from the men and women in Scripture, and then chapter 12 continues 
with the encouragement to live a courageous, faithful life. The context of verse 4 
is this idea that haphazard living leads to destruction. The message is clear: 
Disciplined lives reap rewards.  

Discipline is about watching your child to see the direction in which he's going. 
Remember the illustration of giving your child the keys and letting him drive on his 
own? Action needs to be taken when you see your child take the wrong route and 
you know he's headed straight for a cliff. You yank the wheel or slam on the 
brakes, or even put up a barrier so your child won't plunge a thousand feet. He'll 
get mad for a moment, but ten years down the road he'll thank you.  

Many parents are afraid of making their children mad. I remember the first time 
one of mine stuck out his lip and said, "I don't love you anymore." My first thought 
was, "Boy, I don't ever want to be that hard on him again." That's a lot of power to 
give a five-year-old, isn't it? A better response is to grit your teeth and bear the 
anger of your child, because it's better to make him frown than let him rush 
toward destruction. That frown won't last forever. Destruction, however, just 
might.  

Do you see how, from this perspective, discipline — even painful discipline — is 
actually an expression of love? It always seeks the child's best interest. A mature 
parent can withstand the anger of their child and say, "That's okay, you don't need 
to love me right now. You'll love me for it in a few years." It hurts temporarily, but 
to compromise your child's welfare from fear of losing his love will hurt a lot worse 
later on.  
 
2. The means of discipline: actions and words (v. 5).  
 
In the Proverbs 3:11 passage that is quoted in Hebrews, two different Hebrew 
words are used: yasar (discipline), which involves God's actions; and yakach 
(rebuke), which refers to God's words. Hebrews 12:5 tells us not to make light of 
God's actions and not to lose heart at His words of rebuke. Yasar refers to 
disciplinary actions; yakach refers to corrective words.  

As parents, that's exactly how we are to discipline. We bring both words and 
actions, warnings and consequences, into our children's situations in order to keep 
them on track.  
 
3. The motive in discipline: to express love (vv. 6-9).  
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When juvenile delinquents, as part of a research study, were asked how they knew 
their parents' feelings toward them, almost all of them said that lack of discipline 
in their home was a sign that their parents didn't love them. We often think that 
we're expressing love when we repeatedly say, "I'll give you another chance." What 
we're really doing, though, is neglecting to set boundaries that let our children 
know they're in a safety zone where they can feel secure. One of the most 
powerful ways to love your child is to be consistent in your discipline. And that's 
really hard. We're inclined to do whatever we can to maintain a friendship with our 
kids, when discipline is actually much more important.  

I tend to do discipline well for a few weeks, and then find it more convenient to 
make compromises. Kids pick up on that in an instant. Try listening to them 
sometime when they aren't aware that a parent can hear them. Their conversation 
often sounds something like this:  

"I got grounded last night."  

"Oh no. How long?"  

"They said two weeks, but it'll probably just be three or four days."  

Where did they get that idea? Children are diligent students of parental behavior. 
They usually know when they can get away with things. Over time, they learn your 
breaking points and where you are prone to compromise. They aren't consciously 
taking notes, of course. They've been taught very well by experience.  
 
4. The goal of discipline: to teach obedience (v. 9).  
 
When you teach your children godly submission, you're teaching them to do the 
right thing for the right reason. You want them to get beyond the point where they 
say "I've got to" and get them to the point of obeying out of love and trust. Their 
discipline will be primarily external in the beginning, but eventually it should 
become internal — so integrated into their personality that it's self-discipline 
rather than imposed discipline. The way you regulate how they speak and act 
toward other people needs to become a part of who they are so that when you 
remove the regulations, the behavior remains.  
 
5. The result of discipline: short-term pain and long-term gain (vv. 10-11).  
 
The reason we don't like to discipline our kids is because it involves short-term 
pain. We're sympathetic to their feelings, and we never enjoy hurting them. Verse 
11 acknowledges the pain, saying all discipline — not some or even most, but all — 
seems not to be pleasant, but painful. But there's a process involved; those who 
have been trained by it yield the fruit of righteousness.  

Someone advised me long ago not to ask myself whether my child liked the 
discipline I was imposing but to ask whether he would love me when he looked 
back on the situation years later. That helped me tremendously, especially when 
one of them would say, "What do you mean I'm grounded? I really can't go? I hate 
you. You're the worst parent in the world." I even overheard one of my kids, only 
mildly joking, telling his friends, "It's like my dad chains me to the bedpost. I never 
get to go anywhere." I would have to remind myself that he was reaping the 
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consequences we had decided on and spelled out up front, and his disobedience 
produced the expected results. I didn't give in, and my kids came back to me later 
and said, "Thanks, Dad."  

http://www.focusonthefamily.com/parenting/effective-biblical-
discipline/effective-child-discipline/what-the-bible-says-about-discipline  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.focusonthefamily.com/parenting/effective-biblical-discipline/effective-child-discipline/what-the-bible-says-about-discipline
http://www.focusonthefamily.com/parenting/effective-biblical-discipline/effective-child-discipline/what-the-bible-says-about-discipline
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COMMANDMENT – JUDGES MUST BE PEOPLE OF INTEGRITY 

 

EXODUS 23:1-2   
‘Do not follow the crowd or spread false testimony against witnesses – be fair in 
all cases brought before the court.’ 
 
EXODUS 23:8  
‘Do not accept a bribe for it blinds those who see and twists the words of the 
righteous.’In other words, do not be corrupt but be a person of integrity.’ 
 
LEVITCUS 19:15  
‘Do not pervert justice by showing favour to the poor or to the great, instead 
judge fairly your neighbour.’  
 
DEUTERONOMY 1:17  
‘You shall not be partial in judgment. You shall hear the small and the great 
alike. You shall not be intimidated by anyone, for the judgment is God’s. And the 
case that is too hard for you, you shall bring to me, and I will hear it.’ 
 
DEUTERONOMY 19:15  
‘A single witness shall not suffice against a person for any crime or for any wrong 
in connection with any offense that he has committed. Only on the evidence of 
two witnesses or of three witnesses shall a charge be established.’ 
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DEUTERONOMY 16:18-20  
‘You shall appoint judges and officers in all your towns that the Lord your God is 
giving you, according to your tribes, and they shall judge the people with 
righteous judgment. 19You shall not pervert justice. You shall not show partiality, 
and you shall not accept a bribe, for a bribe blinds the eyes of the wise and 
subverts the cause of the righteous. 20Justice, and only justice, you shall follow, 
that you may live and inherit the land that the Lord your God is giving you.’ 
 
1.Judges were originally established by God. Judges 2:16, 18; 2 Sam. 7:11.   
2.Judges shall justify the righteous and condemn the wicked. Deut. 25:1-3.   
3.Judges shall righteously judge the causes and transgressions between persons 
with just judgment. Lev. 19:15; Deut 1: 16; Deut 16:18; 1 Sam. 2:25; 2 Sam. 7:11; 
2 Chron. 19:5; Psa. 82:2-4; Prov. 31:9.   
4.Judges are not to be partial or respect persons in judgment, but shall equally 
judge the small as well as the great. Exod. 23:31 6; Deut 1:17; Lev. 19:15; 2 
Chron. 19:7; Prov. 18:5; Prov. 24:23; James 2:9.   
5.Judges are not to take a gift or bribe. 2 Chron. 19:7.   
6.Judges are to judge the people at all times. Exod. 18:22, 26.   
7.Judges and magistrates are to know the laws of God. Ezra 7:25.   
8.Judges judge not for man but for God. Deut. 1: 17; 2 Chron. 19:6.   
9.The judge that justifies the wicked and condemns the just is an abomination to 
God. Prov. 17:15.   
10.Wisdom and knowledge is needed and should be prayed for in order to judge 
between good and bad. 1 Kings 3:9; 2 Chron. 1:10; James 1:5.   
11.Judges are to judge matters according to the laws, statutes, commandments, 
and judgments of God. Exod. 18:16; 2 Chron. 19:10.  
http://www.giveshare.org/BibleLaw/lawhandbook/8.html   
For some thoughts on being a Christian and a Lawyer: 
http://40806.bbnc.bbcust.com/document.doc?id=68  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://biblehub.com/deuteronomy/16-19.htm
http://biblehub.com/deuteronomy/16-20.htm
http://www.giveshare.org/BibleLaw/lawhandbook/8.html
http://40806.bbnc.bbcust.com/document.doc?id=68
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COMMANDMENT – LOOK AFTER THE VICTIMS OF CRIME 

 

ISAIAH 1:17  
‘Learn to do right, seek justice, encourage the oppressed, defend the fatherless, 
plead the case of the widow.’ 

 
Christian Care for the Victims of Crime  
 
In biblical and Jewish tradition, care for the poor and weak – for those insinuations 
of extreme need or vulnerability, such as widows and orphans, immigrants and 
prisoners, the sick and the destitute – is one of the primary obligations laid on 
God's people. The biblical writers repeatedly declare God's unwavering concern for 
the poor, and God's insistence that those on the margins of the covenant 
community be afforded special provision and protection. An aspiration for what we 
call “social justice” permeates biblical law, and its neglect by those in positions of 
authority provokes enraged protests from the Hebrew prophets.1The obligation to 
care for the needy also pervades the New Testament.  
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If anything, the emphasis is heightened. Not only does Jesus add to the Shema 
(Deut 6:4-5) an obscure verse from Leviticus about “love of neighbour” (Lev 19:18) 
to characterise the goal and fulfilment of God's law, he radically expands the 
scope of neighbour-love. Those outside the covenant community, including even 
national enemies, as well as the most disreputable elements within the 
community, such as tax collectors, prostitutes and sinners, are counted as 
neighbours to whom the duty of love is owed. Jesus even suggests that how we 
respond to the most desperate and the disadvantaged of our neighbours will serve 
as a criterion of eschatological judgment. “For as much as you have done it to one 
of the least of these my brothers and sisters”, Jesus declares, “you have done it to 
me”.5It is important to note that the standard here is not that of feeling care for 
the needy but of doing care – clothing the naked, feeding the hungry, welcoming 
the stranger, visiting the prisoner, and so on.  
 
On a similar note Jesus' most famous parableon the ethics of care – the Parable of 
the Good Samaritan – ends with the injunction: “Go and do likewise”. Interestingly 
this parable describes varying responses to a victim of serious crime. The 
Samaritan demonstrates the meaning of neighbour-love when, contrary to his 
cultural instincts, he acts to rescue and restore the Jewish recipient of a vicious 
beating. By contrast the two religious characters in the story –the priest and the 
Levite – put concerns about ritual purity above their social responsibility to care 
for victims of injustice. The story concludes with Jesus telling the lawyer, who 
approached him with a question about the real intent of the law, to emulate the 
actions of a hated foreigner towards a crime victim rather than espouse the piety 
of religious professionals in his own community. Practical care for the needs of 
victims, the lawyer learns, is a better measure of the law’s true purpose than is 
devotion to ceremonial holiness. The lesson remains applicable today. In many 
ways the religious community still struggles to respond appropriately to the plight 
of victims of crime, and the legal community still has much to learn. Victims and 
the Church attending to the needs of victims is never easy. This is partly because 
victims make us feel anxious and unsure. We all need to believe that the world is a 
safe and predictable place, that we have some measure of control over our lives. 
But the randomness of crime challenges that perception. Victims remind us of our 
vulnerability and insecurity. In witnessing their suffering, doubts arise about our 
own safety. Victims frighten us. This accounts for the widespread tendency to 
blame victims, especially rape victims, for their predicament. If we can explain 
the experience in terms of their own foolishness, we reassure ourselves that it 
might never happen to us – so long as we avoid their mistakes. Because victims 
evoke such anxieties in others, we try to keep them at a distance.  
 
This is why, despite outpourings of vicarious rage on their behalf in the media, 
victims typically feel isolated and alone. One might hope that things are different 
for Christian victims, since the church strives be a place of hospitality and support. 
But this is not always the case. In fact, in some ways victims constitute an even 
more threatening presence in the religious community than they do in the wider 
community. For the stark reality of their victimisation raises profoundly unsettling 
questions about Christian faith – questions about the origins of evil and God's 
presumed control of the world, about the arbitrariness of suffering and the 
effectiveness of prayer, about the value of spiritual commitment when God seems 
to fail those who trust in him. The inadequacy of stock Christian answers to such 
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questions is threateningly exposed by the hard facts of the victim’s experience. In 
their shattered state, victims don’t easily feel at home in polite Christian 
company. Nor do other believers find their presence very edifying! 
 
Many are uneasy with “the coarse, unedited feelings that spew from deep inside 
the one who has been victimised - the pain, anger, despair, grief, and desire for 
revenge”.7 Such raw emotions are hard to hear, and trite responses are common. 
As Howard Zehr observes: The Church should be a place of refuge, but often we 
have not known how to listen, how to be present to victims. We have told them 
that their anger is wrong, that they need to move on, to forgive, to forget. We 
have denied them their right to mourn and instead have laid new burdens on them. 
All this is understandable – as part of our effort to distance ourselves from pain 
and vulnerability – but not at all helpful. 
 
If the Christian community is to be more helpful, two things are needed. One is a 
recognition of how alienating to victims our natural coping mechanisms of 
detachment, blame and superficial pleasantries really are, and how detrimental 
the theological answers we give. The other requirement is a much fuller 
understanding of the distinctive needs and experiences of crime victims (including 
their need to lament, something alien to the blandness of so much contemporary 
worship). The precise configuration of these needs will, of course, vary from 
person to person and from offence to offence. But research shows that victims 
experience many common reactions and have many similar struggles. The trauma 
of victimisation upsets the normal physical, emotional, mental, social and spiritual 
equilibrium by which people live their lives, and can cause acute problems in each 
of these areas. The American Christian organisation “Neighbours Who Care” has 
identified nine categories where victims require support: 
 
Physical Problems: Including bodily injuries, nightmares, insomnia, extreme 
fatigue, impotence, weight loss or gain, and exaggerated “startle response. 
 
Mental Problems: Including flashbacks, anxiety, memory loss, the struggle to  
make sense of what has happened and to get answers to questions.  
 
Spiritual Problems: Including a re-evaluation of religious beliefs, a loss of faith, a 
sense of guilt and self-blame.  
 
Emotional Problems: Including loneliness, depression, sadness, fear, self-pity, 
helplessness, a sense of purposelessness, a tendency to withdraw from people, or a 
drive to exact revenge on the culprit.  
 
Relational Problems: Including reduced parenting skills, divorce, family violence, 
over-protectiveness, chemical dependency, and so on.  
 
Financial Problems: Including the costs of medical treatment, funerals, 
counselling, replacing lost property, meeting court costs, insurance costs etc. 
  
Employment-Related Problems: Ranging from an inability to concentrate at work 
to severe workaholism  
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Privacy Problems: Either a loss of privacy due to intense media attention , or 
excessive feelings of isolation and aloneness from a lack of public interest.  
 
Legal Problems: Including the strain associated with judicial processes, 
unfamiliarity with criminal justice system, pain and shame at encountering the 
offender in court, resentment if the crime is not solved by the police, and so on.  
 
Given such wide-ranging problems, the challenge is to provide the kind of services 
and resources that will help victims cope with their trauma, both in the immediate 
aftermath of the offence and over the long haul. Organisations like Victim Support, 
Rape Crisis, and Women’s Refuges do excellent work in this respect, despite 
limited resources and volunteers. There is ample room for Christian involvement in 
such organisations, as well as for the development of church-based parallels. But 
perhaps even more than practical support and a listening ear, what victims most 
need is a sense of justice. They want to know that the wrongs they have suffered 
have been acknowledged and that those responsible for them have been held to 
account. This allegedly is what the criminal justice system exists for. Yet too often 
victims’ involvement in the justice system turns out to be a damaging, even re-
victimising, ordeal. Victims and the Justice System Historically the Western 
criminal justice system has given scant attention to the needs of victims. The 
overwhelming emphasis has been on the punishment of offenders and the 
preservation of the state’s interests. Victims are almost incidental to the judicial 
process since, technically speaking, the designated “victim” of the offence is the 
state, not the actual person injured. The role of the injured party is simply to give 
evidence on behalf of the prosecution. Furthermore, the sanctions imposed on the 
criminal are not intended to help the victim but to uphold the rule of law and 
reinforce the state’s authority. It should not be surprising, then, that when victims 
look to the formal justice system to deliver them a sense of justice, they are 
frequently disappointed. They often end up angry and bewildered, feeling that the 
system has cheated them of what they need most. 
 
Public sensitivity to this problem has been heightened by the so-called “victims’ 
movement”. The movement emerged in the U.S. some 30 years ago and has since 
spread around the world. One strand of the victims’ movement has been “needs 
focused”. It has concentrated on rendering practical and emotional support to 
victims as they deal with the consequences of the offence. Another strand has 
been “rights focused”. It has agitated for institutional and legislative change to 
give victims specific legal rights, such as the right to be informed of their case, to 
participate in hearings, to be consulted about sentences, and even, in some 
American jurisdictions, to witnesspunishments. In New Zealand the victims 
movement has certainly encouraged some positive changes. Victim advisers have 
been appointed in courts and new legislation, such as the Victims’ Rights Act and 
changes to the Sentencing Act and the Parole Act, have given new entitlements 
and protections to victims. Unfortunately, however, there is a temptation in the 
political arena to play the needs and rights of victims off against those of 
offenders. In the U.S., public sympathy for victims has been exploited by 
conservative “law and order” lobbyists as justification for the state coming down 
harder on offenders. In New Zealand too, rights-based groups, like Sensible 
Sentencing, tend to have a markedly punitive orientation, arguing for harsher 
penalties and the reduction of services to prisoners. Yet it is a mistake to think 
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that what is given to victims must be taken away from offenders. It need not be a 
“zero sum”, “I win, you lose” kind of game. After all, one of the primary needs of 
victims is reassurance about their future safety – a guarantee against repetition – 
and the best way to provide this is by working to secure the transformation of 
offenders. It also needs to be remembered that many offenders offend as a direct 
result of their own prior victimisation, especially in childhood. Theyhurt others 
because they have first been hurt themselves. If, then, we are to dealeffectively 
with their criminal offending, we must address their needs as past victimsof human 
malice, neglect or brutality.  
 
This leads to an important observation. As unwelcome as it may sound, what 
victims often need most, if they are to deal adequately with the destructive legacy 
oftheir experience, is direct engagement with the one who has offended against 
them. This is not widely recognised in the community, and many would deny it is 
true. But arguably the bitterest feature of victimisation is that victims are thrust, 
against theirwills, into a profound relationship with the person who has harmed 
them. It is an uninvited, unhealthy, and deeply resented, relationship – but it is 
still a relationship, one born of the criminal event itself. As well as coping with the 
impact of the crime, victims also need to cope with the relational bond it has 
created with the offender.  
 
The Bond of Victimization 
 
When one person intentionally injures another, both victim and perpetrator 
areunavoidably bound together by their common experience. Both are chained to 
the same transgression and its aftermath. One is bound by guilt and shame; the 
other by bitterness and pain. Because they are bound together to the event, victim 
and offender need each other to experience liberation and healing from the 
continuing thrall of the offence. If the offender is to change, he needs the victim 
to trigger or sharpen his contrition, to hear his confession, to acknowledge his 
guilt, and to affirm his ability to start a fresh. But the victim also needs the 
offender. To be the victim of some conscious malice or violation by another person 
can have a profound impact on the person’ssense of self-worth and psychological 
well-being. The deeper the injury or the moreviolent the transgression, the 
greater the impact. Victims can feel debased, dishonoured, disrespected or 
shamed. They may become irritable or depressed, evensuicidal. They can find 
their freedom constricted by fears and anxieties, by anger andbitterness, by 
hatred and resentment, not only for the offender but also for themselves (self-
loathing and self-blaming are a common result of victimization). The pain of 
theoffence or the person of the offender thus comes to exercise continuing power 
over thevictim’s entire life. For this situation to change, the victim needs his or 
her relationship with theoffender to be transformed. There are different ways this 
can happen, such as through counseling or cognitive therapy. But arguably the 
most effective way for it to happenis through a direct encounter with the 
offender. For, ironically, it is the person who hasmost deeply injured us who is 
most empowered to trigger restoration in us. Frequently, what victims most need 
is for their abuser to hear of their pain, to answer theirquestions, to absorb their 
resentment, and to accept their dignity. We might wish this8were not so, and 
there will always be exceptions. But very often it is an inescapablecomponent of 
the bond of victimization. Both parties are bound together by their 
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coparticipationin the criminal event, and hence both need each other to transform 
theirrelationship. Each holds the key to the other’s liberation. 
 
Victims and Restorative Justice 
 
This is where restorative justice has something special to offer. Restorativejustice 
is a process whereby those who have been most affected by an incident 
ofwrongdoing come together, in a safe and controlled environment (usually with 
trainedfacilitators), to name the wrong done, to describe how they have been 
personallyaffected by it, to speak about the material and emotional needs it has 
created, and toresolve together how best to repair the harm and to prevent 
recurrence.From modest Mennonite origins in the early 1970s, restorative justice 
has growninto an international social movement for the promotion of collaborative 
andpeacemaking approaches to conflict resolution. It has had an impact on 
judicialthought and practice in many countries, most notably in New Zealand. In 
1989, NewZealand re-organised its youth justice system along restorative lines, 
becoming thefirst country in the world to incorporate restorative justice 
conferencing into nationallegislation, with very encouraging results. Little was 
done however to extend the sameprovision into the adult system. Then in 2001, a 
four year long restorative justice pilot scheme for serious adult offenders was 
launched by the government in four districtcourts around the country. In 2002, a 
major revision of the Sentencing and Parole Actscame into force. This legislation, 
while coming down harder on serious offenders, makes some remarkably explicit, 
and internationally unique, provisions for the employment of restorative justice 
mechanisms. The Ministry of Justice is currently working on policy guidelines to 
manage the relationship between the provision ofcommunity-based restorative 
justice services and the public justice system.  
 
What then does restorative justice have to offer victims? A great deal. In fact, 
many would argue that restorative justice conferences between victims and 
offenders are better able than conventional court room processes to meet six 
crucial needs of victims of crime. 
 
First, the restorative justice conference offers victims a safe space to speak 
oftheir experience. It is a place of both physical safety and of emotional safety, a 
placewhere victims can express their anger and fear without judgment, or blame, 
orscepticism. In the normal court process, the victim’s story is often subject to 
hostile interrogation by defence lawyers, and must be narrated within strict legal 
parameters. Victims often feel neither safe nor sound. 
 
Second, restorative conferences offer victims validation and vindication. Contrary 
to what most people believe, victims usually want vindication more than 
vengeance or even punishment. They want the wrong they have suffered to be 
acknowledged and their dignity to be affirmed. They want their offender to admit 
hi sor her responsibility for causing them harm, and to be reassured that they did 
not bring it on their own heads. 
 
Thirdly, restorative justice conferences afford victims answers to their questions. 
Victims desperately want to know precisely what happened, and why it happened, 
and what the offender was thinking about at the time, and whether he will do it 
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again. Victimisation invariably raises such questions in the minds of those who have 
suffered, and answers to these questions are needed for them to restore order and 
coherence to their lives. Regular court hearings do not usually permit victims to 
askall the questions they have. 
 
Fourthly, restorative justice offers victims genuine truth-telling. Truthful speech is 
essential if justice is to be done. Conventional justice works on this basis as well, 
with the court system existing to establish the “truth, the whole truth, andnothing 
but the truth”. But, in practice, the truth in question is often limited to clarifying 
facts and establishing guilt. A narrow notion of legal truth supplants the fuller 
moral, spiritual and experiential truth surrounding crime — and even the legal 
truth is often obscured by technical language, plea bargaining, sharp lawyering, 
and legislative loopholes. Restorative justice, by contrast, seeks to make space for 
fulltruth-telling. Time is given for offenders and victims, and for their friends and 
supporters, to name the evil done, to describe how it has affected them, and to 
speakabout the needs it has created. Truth-telling requires offenders to accept 
genuine responsibility for the harm they have caused and the obligation it brings to 
put things10right. It also allows victims to be discharged of the self-blame and 
shame they sooften suffer from. 
 
Fifth, restorative justice grants empowerment to victims. Victimisation itself is an 
experience of disempowerment on the one hand (a loss of control over one’s life) 
and of disconnection of the other (a loss of relatedness with other human beings). 
These feelings are often exacerbated by the court system. Victims can feel that 
the criminal justice system robs them of their experience, reinterprets it in foreign 
legal terminology, and turns it over to trained specialists to deal with. They are 
rendered spectators on their own pain. This is why research shows, all over the 
world, that crime victims often end up feeling as much hostility toward the 
judicial system as they do towards their own offenders. By contrast, in restorative 
justice processesvictims themselves are the central players. Victims are 
empowered by being fully involved in the disposition of their case. They 
understand what is taking place, and are able to participate in securing outcomes 
that meet their needs.   
Finally, restorative justice offers victims restitution or reparation. Conferences 
usually aim to arrive at outcomes by which the offender agrees to make good, 
insofar as possible, the harm inflicted. Part of this restitution will be emotional (by 
way ofexplanation and apology) and part will be material (by way of financial 
recompense or practical help). But, whatever form it takes, restitution addresses a 
fundamental need of victims. As Howard Zehr puts it: ‘Restitution symbolizes a 
restoration of equity, and it states implicitly that someone else – not the victim – is 
responsible.’ It is a way of denouncing the wrong, absolving the victim, and saying 
who is responsible. Accordingly, restitution is about responsibility and meaning as 
much as or more than actual repayment of losses. 
These then are some of the ways in which restorative justice offers help and hope 
tovictims of crime. Ill-informed critics sometimes claim that restorative justice is 
simply a way of being soft on offenders. But this is far from the case. Restorative 
justice is, first and foremost, a means of empowering victims to confront 
theirabusers, with whom they have been locked into a prison house of pain and 
shame, to do so in a way that holds them genuinely accountable for their actions 
andbrings satisfaction to victims needs. For that reason, restorative justice is one 
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of the most promising recent development sin our legal system for furthering 
victims’ rights, and deserves the full support, as well as ongoing critique, from 
those dedicated to the plight of victims. It also deserves the full support of the 
Christian community, for restorative justice isprofoundly compatible with Christian 
values and belief. God's word to the religious community, as to the legal 
community, is still: “Go and do likewise” 
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Work 
 

COMMANDMENT – YOU MUST WORK IF YOU ARE ABLE 

 

2 THESSALONIANS 3:6,10  
‘In the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, we command you, brothers and sisters, to 
keep away from every believer who is idle and disruptive and does not live 
according to the teaching you received from us….For even when we were with you, 
we gave you this rule: “The one who is unwilling to work shall not eat.”’ 
 
 
Christians are Expected to Work, to the Degree They are Able 
 
Paul highlights that God expects every Christian who can work to do so (1 Thess. 
4:11–12). He exhorts the Thessalonians “to work with [their] hands” (1 Thess. 4:11) 
and to “have need of no one” (1 Thess. 4:12). Rather than evading work, the 
Thessalonian Christians are to be industrious, laboring so as to earn their own 
living and thereby avoid putting undue burdens on others. Being a manual laborer 
in a Greco-Roman city was a hard life by modern and ancient standards, and the 
thought that it might not be necessary must have been appealing. However, 
abandoning work in favor of living off the work of others is unacceptable. It is 
striking that Paul’s treatment of the issue in 1 Thessalonians is framed in terms of 
“brotherly love” (1 Thess. 4:9). The idea is plainly that love and respect are 
essential in Christian relationships, and that living off the charity of others 
unnecessarily is unloving and disrespectful to the charitable brother(s) or sister(s) 
concerned. 
 
It is important to remember that work does not always mean paid work. Many 
forms of work—cooking, cleaning, repairing, beautifying, raising children, coaching 
youth, and thousands of others—meet the needs of family or community but do not 
receive remuneration. Others—the arts come to mind—may be offered free of 
charge or at prices too low to support those who do them. Nonetheless, they are 
all work. 
 
Christians are not necessarily expected to earn money, but to work to support 
themselves, their families, and the church and community. 
 
The Creation Mandate Remains in Effect 
 
The mandate in Genesis 2:15 (“The Lord God took the man and put him in the 
Garden of Eden to work it and keep it”) is still in effect. The work of Christ has not 
eliminated or supplanted humanity’s original work, but it has made it more fruitful 
and ultimately valuable. Paul may have the Genesis 2:15 text in view when he 
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refers to the idlers with the Greek adjective, adverb, and verb derived from the 
root atakt- (“disorder”) in 1 Thessalonians 5:14, 2 Thessalonians 3:6 and 11, and 1 
Thessalonians 5:7, respectively. These words all portray the idlers’ behavior as 
disorderly, betraying an “irresponsible attitude to the obligation to work.” 
 
The order being violated may well be the work mandate in Genesis 2. 
 
Paul’s insistence on the ongoing validity of work is not a concession to a bourgeois 
agenda, but rather reflects a balanced perspective on the already/not yet of God’s 
kingdom. Already, God’s kingdom has come to earth in the person of Jesus, but it 
has not yet been brought to completion (1 Thess. 4:9–10). When Christians work 
with diligence and excellence, they demonstrate that God’s kingdom is not an 
escapist fantasy, but a fulfillment of the world’s deepest reality. 
 
Christians are to Work with Excellence 
 
Given the importance of work, Christians are to be the best workers they can be. 
Failure to work with excellence may bring the church into disrepute. Many Cynics 
in the Greco-Roman world abandoned their jobs, and this behavior was widely 
regarded as disgraceful. 
 
Paul is aware that when Christians evade their responsibility to work, the standing 
of the church as a whole is undermined. In 1 Thessalonians 4:11–12, Paul is 
evidently concerned that society is getting a wrong view of the church. In the 
context of the Greco-Roman world his concern makes a lot of sense, for what was 
happening in the Thessalonian church not only fell below society’s standards for 
decency, but it also made the charitable Christians look gullible and foolish. Paul 
does not want Christians to fall below society’s standards in regard to work, but 
rather to exceed them. Moreover, by failing to fulfill their proper role within 
society, these Christians are in danger of stirring up more anti-Christian rumors 
and resentment. Paul is eager that those who persecute the church should have no 
legitimate grounds for their hostility. With respect to work, Christians should be 
model citizens. By placing the idlers under discipline, the church would effectively 
be distancing itself from their defective behavior. 
 
Mature Christians are to set an example for young Christians by modeling a good 
work ethos. Although Paul knew it was the right of the minister of the gospel to be 
financially supported (1 Tim. 5:17–18), he himself refused to take advantage of this 
(1 Thess. 2:9; 2 Thess. 3:8). He saw the need to set new converts an example of 
what the Christian life looked like, and that meant joining them in manual labor. 
Itinerant philosophers in the Greco-Roman world were often quick to burden their 
converts financially, but Paul did not care about having an easy life or projecting 
an image of superiority over his spiritual charges. Christian leadership is servant 
leadership, even in the arena of work. 
 
Manual Labor and Hard Work Are Honorable 
 
The positive view of hard work that Paul was promoting was countercultural. The 
Greco-Roman world had a very negative view of manual labor. 
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To some extent, this is understandable in view of how unpleasant urban 
workhouses were. If the idle in Thessalonica were in fact unemployed manual 
laborers, it is not difficult to appreciate how easy it would have been to 
rationalize this exploitation of the charity of their brothers and sisters over against 
returning to their workhouses. After all, weren’t all Christians equal in Christ? 
However, Paul has no time for any rationalizations. He approaches the matter from 
an understanding strongly rooted in the Old Testament, where God is portrayed as 
creating Adam to work, and Adam’s manual labor is not divorced from worship, but 
rather is to be a form of worship. In Paul’s assessment, manual labor is not 
beneath Christians, and Paul himself had done what he demands that these idle 
brothers do. The apostle plainly regards work as one way believers may honor God, 
show love to their fellow-Christians, and display the transforming power of the 
gospel to outsiders. He wants the idle brothers to embrace his perspective and to 
set an impressive, not disgraceful, example for their unbelieving contemporaries. 
 
Those Truly Unable to Work Should Receive Assistance (1 Thessalonians 4:9–10) 
 
Paul is an advocate of social welfare and charitable giving, but only for those who 
are genuinely in need. Paul clearly regards the early manifestations of generous 
provision for the unemployed Thessalonian Christians as appropriate expressions of 
Christian love (1 Thess. 4:9–10). Moreover, even after the expression of love on the 
part of some was selfishly exploited by others, he still calls for the church to 
continue to do good by giving to those in genuine need (2 Thess. 3:13). It would 
have been easy for the benefactors to become disillusioned with charitable giving 
in general and to shy away from it in the future. 
 
The key factor in determining whether someone unemployed was worthy of charity 
or welfare was a willingness to work (2 Thess. 3:10). Some who are perfectly 
capable of working do not, simply because they do not want to—they do not merit 
financial or material assistance. On the other hand, some cannot work due to some 
incapacity or mitigating circumstance—they are clearly deserving of financial and 
material assistance. Verse 13 assumes that there are legitimate charitable cases 
in the Thessalonian church. 
 
In practice, of course, it is difficult to determine who is slacking versus who is 
willing yet genuinely unable to work or find a job. If the close-knit members of the 
Thessalonian church had a hard time discerning who among them was worthy to 
receive financial support, imagine how much more difficult it is for a far-flung 
modern city, province, or nation. This reality has led to deep divisions among 
Christians with respect to social policy, as practiced by both the church and the 
state. Some prefer to err on the side of mercy, providing relatively easy access and 
generous, sometimes long-term, benefits to people in apparent financial hardship. 
Others prefer to err on the side of industriousness, requiring relatively stringent 
proof that the hardship is due to factors beyond the recipient’s control, and 
providing benefits limited in amount and duration. A particularly thorny question 
has been support of single mothers with small children and of all persons 
unemployed for long periods during economic recessions. Does such support 
provide care to the most vulnerable members of society, particularly children in 
vulnerable families? Or does it subsidize a culture of removal from working 
society, to the detriment of both the individual and the community? These are 
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difficult, challenging issues. Biblical passages such as those in the Thessalonian 
letters should figure deeply in Christians’ social and political understanding. Our 
conclusions may put us in opposition with other Christians, but this is not 
necessarily a cause to withdraw from political and social participation. Yet we 
should engage politics and social discourse with respect, kindness, a healthy 
humility that our views are not infallible, and an awareness that the same passages 
may lead other believers to contrary conclusions. The Thessalonian letters reveal 
God’s values and insights applied to the ancient Thessalonian context. But they do 
not constitute an indisputable social or party program as applied in today’s very 
different contexts. 
 
It is clear that Paul has in mind both that all the Thessalonian Christians should 
work to the degree they are able and that the church should take care of those in 
genuine need. He wants the finances of the benefactors in the church to be used 
strategically rather than frittered away idly. Indeed, if the idle get back to work, 
they too will be in a position to be givers rather than recipients, and the church’s 
capacity to spread the gospel and minister to the poor and needy within and 
without the church will be increased. The biblical insistence that Christians should 
work so as to be self-supporting wherever possible ultimately has in view the 
extension of the kingdom of God on the earth. 
  
Idleness Is a Matter for the Christian Community, Not Just the Individual 
 
The words of 2 Thessalonians 3:10 are critical. “If anyone is not willing to work, 
neither should he eat.” God regards shirking work as a grave offense, so grave that 
the church is called to correct its idle members. Paul exhorts the church to “warn” 
those dodging their obligation to work (1 Thess. 5:14) and issues a “command in 
the name of our Lord Jesus Christ” in 2 Thessalonians 3:6–15 that the church 
impose disciplinary measures on the offending brothers. The discipline is relatively 
harsh, which underscores that idleness was no minor foible in Paul’s assessment. 
The church is called upon to “disassociate from” those who shirk their 
responsibility to work, presumably meaning that they are to avoid including them 
when they gather together in Christian fellowship. The intention was, of course, to 
induce a short, sharp shock in the offending brothers by alienating them, and 
thereby bring them back into line. 
 
Idleness Leads to Mischief 
 
The negative consequences of shirking work go beyond the burden placed on 
others. Those who evade work often end up spending their time on unwholesome 
pursuits. Paul’s exhortation of the Thessalonian manual laborers “to aspire to lead 
a quiet life” and “to attend to [their] own business” (1 Thess. 4:11) hints at what 2 
Thessalonians 3:11 states explicitly, “We hear that some among you are living in a 
disorderly manner, not doing their own work but being busybodies.” The Greek 
word periergazomai (“busybodies”) refers to meddling in other people’s 
affairs.[12] 
 
A similar thought is expressed by Paul in 1 Timothy 5:13, where Paul says of 
younger widows being supported by the church that “they are not only lazy, but 
also gossips and busybodies, talking about things they should not.” It seems that 
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the Thessalonian idlers were interfering in other people’s business and being 
argumentative. Idleness breeds trouble. 
 
Conclusion to 1 & 2 Thessalonians 
 
Workplace themes are woven into the fabric of the Thessalonian letters. They are 
most visible in several explicit passages, and especially in 2 Thessalonians. 
Underlying both letters is the principle that Christians are called to work to the 
degree they are able. Work is required to put food on the table, so eaters should 
be workers. Moreove,r work is honorable, reflecting God’s intent for humanity in 
creation. Not everyone has equal capacity to work, so the measure of work is not 
the quantity of achievement, but the attitude of service and commitment to 
excellence. Therefore, those who work as hard and as well as they are able have a 
full share in the community’s bounty. In contrast, those who shirk their duty to 
work should be confronted by the church. If they continue to be idle, they should 
not be supported by others’ means. As a last resort, they should even be removed 
from the community, for idleness leads to not only consuming the fruit of others’ 
labor, but also to active disruption of the community by meddling, gossip, and 
obstruction. 
https://www.theologyofwork.org/new-testament/thessalonians/ 
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COMMANDMENT – KEEP THE SABBATH 

 

Balancing Rhythms of Rest and Work: Overview 
 
Introduction – Rest and Work 
 
Human beings need a rhythm of work and rest in order to live up to their God-
given potential. Just as God gives people important work to do, God also asks 
people to rest periodically from their labor. Work gives each individual the 
opportunity to partner with God in his goals for creation, while rest lets that 
person enter into communion with God in enjoyment of creation. Ideally, all 
people would work and rest in comfortable alternation, leaving humanity 
physically healthy, mentally stimulated, and spiritually fulfilled. 
 
Alas, for many people this happens rarely. Many neglect to rest or do not have the 
opportunity to rest, given the patterns of their lives. With the dizzying advance of 
technology, people can work anywhere and anytime. In 2014 The Economist 
reported that 60% of people who use smartphones are connected to their offices 
for 13.5 or more hours a day. 
 
Many people have ceased to attempt to balance work with rest. 
 
Others find all their time consumed by the need to earn a paycheck, care for 
children or aging parents (or both), and fulfill others’ needs and expectations of 
them. Over-worked, they find it increasingly difficult to experience the kind of 
life-restoring, humanizing rest that they need. 
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Conversely, some people are under-worked, either for lack of full-time 
employment or from feeling disengaged from their jobs. Some lack the motivation 
to work or have not developed habits needed for work. Structural changes in the 
labor market over the past half-century have decreased work opportunities for 
those without access to higher education. 
 
And even those who work full time may suffer from a lack of productive 
engagement. If a worker feels that his or her work isn’t valued, measured, or 
appreciated, that worker will struggle to exhibit ownership over the task at hand. 
If he or she is not prepared to work productively, successful results are unlikely. 
The outcome will be a life-depleting lack of motivation. 
 
When people lack rest, they suffer physically, mentally, emotionally, and 
spiritually. Physical and mental exhaustion can often lead to emotional volatility, 
as a poorly rested individual become easily irritated and/or anxious. This lack of 
rest can escalate into larger issues. Relationships become strained. Over time a 
person’s spiritual life—a connection to God and the deepest meaning and joy in 
life—becomes diminished too. 
 
Research bears out the cascading consequences of a rest deficiency. First, lack of 
rest can compromise health and the quality of work. Heavy workloads and long 
hours are a significant source of stress in the work place. According to an American 
Psychological Association survey, more than a third (36%) of workers experience 
chronic work stress, which can lead to anxiety, insomnia, muscle pain, increased 
blood pressure, as well as a weakened immune system. This kind of stress can also 
increase chances of heart disease, diabetes, and depression. 
 
Furthermore, exhaustion depletes a person’s skill at managing interpersonal 
relationships. Studies show that when someone is tired he or she misreads other 
people’s social signals. A tired person will project negative motives onto other 
people, and find it hard to resist lashing out in response. 
 
Finally, there are spiritual implications to lack of rest. God created both work and 
rest, and carelessness in these areas can estrange people from him. Both those 
who are over-worked and those who are under-worked may find it hard to connect 
with God in a rhythm of work and rest. 
 
Yet by God’s grace it is still possible to integrate rest and work into the pattern of 
life that God intends. This study will explore the reasons why and how to do so. 
 
From the opening pages of the Bible, both work and rest are surprisingly significant 
topics. In the first chapter of Genesis God creates everything, yet despite his 
infinite power and perfection God takes time to rest. This topical study will trace 
the theme of rest in scripture through four main topics: 1) why people need to 
rest, 2) why people can’t rest, 3) how rest is restored, and 4) and how people can 
rest in faith. 
 
Created to Rest: Entering Into Joyful Communion With God 
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On the seventh day God finished his work that he had done, and he rested on the 
seventh day from all his work that he had done. So God blessed the seventh day 
and made it holy, because on it God rested from all his work that he had done in 
creation. (Genesis 2:2-3) 
 
The seventh day is the very first thing to be hallowed in Scripture, to acquire that 
special status that properly belongs to God alone. In this way Genesis emphasizes 
the sacredness of the sabbath.  
 
After six days of creation, God looks upon the works of his hands and pronounces it 
“very good” (Gen 1:31). But it is not until the seventh day that God calls 
something, “holy,” the day of rest that he interjects into the time and space of 
creation. The day of rest receives the attribution of holiness, which is the very 
essence of God’s character. The two short verses of Genesis 2:2-3 emphasize three 
times that God rested. 
 
Today, many people think of rest as something they have to do so that they can 
work. Given the choice, some people would prefer bodies that did not need rest. 
In modern society, rest is often seen as the opposite of productivity. Rest is a 
functional necessity, serving the higher end of work, devoid of higher meaning or 
significance. Is this view of rest and work biblically accurate? 
 
In Genesis 2 God both works and rests. God, in his omnipotence, clearly does not 
need to rest for reasons of physical tiredness or exhaustion. He does not need to 
rest so that he can become more productive, given that he has already created 
everything. So clearly there is something more to rest than maintaining energy for 
the production line. 
 
It is also interesting that the first thing in all of creation that is made holy is not a 
person or even an object, rather it is a day. What then is the significance of rest 
for God, and why does he make this day holy? Genesis 2 does not say why God 
makes the seventh day holy, merely that he does make it holy. So, it helps to turn 
to the concept of sabbath as it is developed throughout the Bible. Surprisingly, the 
term sabbath does not appear again until Exodus 16:23-29, when Israel is 
wandering in the wilderness after being delivered from Egypt. The next significant 
mention of sabbath occurs in the giving of the Ten Commandments in Exodus 20:8-
11. The fourth commandment to remember the sabbath and to keep it holy is 
grounded upon God’s pattern of working six days and resting on the seventh, 
making an explicit link between creation and sabbath observance, “For in six days 
the Lord made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but rested the 
seventh day.” (Exodus 20:11). Israel is commanded to rest because God rests in 
creation. 
 
It is important to note that the sanctity of rest in no way undervalues the 
importance or dignity of work. Rather, these opening chapters of Genesis establish 
a pattern of work and rest; to do one without the other is a deviation from God’s 
created order. In fact, the fourth commandment combines both a command to 
work and to rest: “Six days you shall labor and do all your work.” God affirms the 
goodness of work and the sacredness of rest, with the two beautifully woven 
together. The fourth commandment as given in Deuteronomy supports the rhythm 
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of work and rest with a different argument—because of God’s deliverance of his 
people out of Egypt. “Remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and 
the Lord your God brought you out from there with a mighty hand and an 
outstretched arm; therefore, the Lord your God commanded you to keep the 
Sabbath day.” (Deuteronomy 5:13-15) People should work and rest as God instructs 
because of his model in creation and his model in redemption. 
 
Exodus 31:16-17 provides even deeper insights. “Therefore, the Israelites shall 
keep the sabbath, observing the sabbath throughout their generations, as a 
perpetual covenant. It is a sign forever between me and the people of Israel that 
in six days the Lord made heaven and earth, and on the seventh day he rested, and 
was refreshed.” Two important discoveries come from this passage. First, the 
sabbath functions as a sign, pointing to the “covenant” between God and Israel. 
This covenant embodies the privileged relationship that Israel enjoys with God, 
which begins with the patriarch Abraham. Old Testament scholar John Durham 
writes in his commentary, “The reason the sabbath is to be kept is that Yahweh 
has commanded it as a sign of the covenant in perpetuity between himself and 
Israel, the covenant by which Israel has made a response to the gift of Yahweh’s 
Presence.” 
 
In other words, keeping sabbath is a living out of the special relationship God’s 
people enjoy with God. Second, the sabbath is a day when God himself is 
“refreshed” and he wants his people to experience that same refreshment. Thus, 
the sabbath enacts God’s desire to be in intimate relationship with his people. God 
offers his people weekly refreshment through communion with him and with his 
creation. 
 
Further evidence of this relational aspect of the Sabbath emerges in Ezekiel 20:12, 
“I gave them my sabbaths, as a sign between me and them, so that they might 
know that I the Lord sanctify them.” According to this verse, God gives Israel “his 
sabbaths” (the refreshment that belongs to him, as a relational sign between God 
and his people) so that they might know who he is as well as know the sanctifying 
effects of relating with him. Old Testament scholar Bruce Waltke corroborates this 
relational emphasis: “[T]he sabbath is the sign that Creator has set Israel apart for 
a special covenantal relationship with him.” 
 
The sign is not arbitrary, like a tattoo or a secret gesture. Instead, the sign of 
sabbath is real participation with God in the delight of resting in God’s own 
creation. God chooses not to be distant from his creation. Rather, God chooses to 
intimately commune with his people and with his creation through their 
participation in his sabbath rest. 
 
The New Testament extends both the directive to enter into God’s rest and the 
possibility of doing so. Hebrews chapter four encourages Jesus’ followers to rest. 
“Therefore, while the promise of entering his rest is still open, let us take care 
that none of you should seem to have failed to reach it.” (Hebrews 4:1) The 
ancient Israelites, according to Hebrews, fail to take God up on his offer of rest 
because they are disobedient to him.  But followers of Jesus receive good news 
about the rest God promises from the beginning. Because of Christ’s sacrifice, 
believers are able to accept God’s offer of rest regardless of who they are or 
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where they live. “A Sabbath rest still remains for the people of God; for those who 
enter God’s rest also cease from their labors as God did from his. Let us therefore 
make every effort to enter that rest, so that no one may fall through such 
disobedience as theirs.” (Heb. 4:9-11) 
 
These texts convey a deeper significance to rest, communicated by this notion of 
“sabbath.” Rest is much more than recuperating from a hectic, tiring week. It is 
the affirmation of a special relationship people have with God. Rest is a privilege 
graciously extended by a God who desires his creation to delight in the 
refreshment he enjoys. The sabbath is holy because it is a day that belongs to God 
and he graciously chooses to share himself with his creation. He is a generous God 
who delights in the delight of his people. Rest communicates the character of a 
holy God who relishes in the act of creation (Proverbs 8:30-31) and desires to 
commune with it. Rest is the gracious outworking of God’s desire to be in intimate, 
joyful relationship with humanity and creation. 
 
In sum, God sanctifies the seventh day in creation to set it apart from the other 
days as a day of rest. God does not need to rest, yet finds rest refreshing 
nonetheless. God rests so his people can partake in his refreshment. Moreover his 
rest from work fosters his relationship with his people. People take delight in the 
“very good” creation of God, upon which humanity’s work is meant to build. 
 
In the first two chapters of Genesis, God both works and rests. God also create 
people to be similar to him: “Then God said, ‘Let us make humankind in our 
image, according to our likeness; and let them have dominion over the fish of the 
sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the wild 
animals of the earth.” (Genesis 1:26) God creates people with a job in mind: 
responsibility over creation. Both the fact that people are created in God’s image 
and the immensity of the task he entrusts to them prove that God intends his 
people to be workers. Similarly, he intends his people to be resters, after the 
pattern he models on the seventh day of creation (Genesis 2:2). God’s dual 
invitations to work and to rest serve as a validation of the special bond between 
God, humanity, and creation. 
 
Commanded to Rest: The Impact of the Fall 
 
If rest is a source of refreshment and a means to better relationship with God and 
with other people, why don’t people do it? The answer begins with the Fall of 
humanity. 
 
To Adam God said, “Because you have listened to the voice of your wife and have 
eaten of the tree of which I commanded you, ‘You shall not eat of it,’ cursed is the 
ground because of you; in pain you shall eat of it all the days of your life; thorns 
and thistles it shall bring forth for you; and you shall eat the plants of the field. By 
the sweat of your face you shall eat bread, till you return to the ground, for out of 
it you were taken; for you are dust, and to dust you shall return (Genesis 3:17-19). 
 
Adam and Eve’s disobedience breaks the intimate fellowship that they were 
intended to have with God, and they become estranged from their Creator. The 
impact of humanity’s rebellion is devastating to all aspects of creation including 
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both work and rest. Work was originally intended to be an ennobling partnership 
with God, but because of man’s sin God curses the ground, and work becomes 
difficult and painful. Rest was intended to be a similarly ennobling affirmation of 
humanity’s intimate fellowship with God, but due to the chasm sin creates 
between God and people, rest becomes deeply distorted. After the fall rest 
becomes a necessary antidote to the harshness of work, yet rest is elusive because 
humanity’s perfect relationship with God is broken. 
 
It is important to clarify here that work itself is not a curse; rather, the ground is 
cursed, giving rise to greater pain, frustration, and hardship associated with work. 
Work is still noble and it still brings joy, but because of sin it is also beset with 
challenges and difficulties. The Fall makes work exhausting, and, the deeper 
significance of rest established in creation is overshadowed by people’s physical 
need for rest. In a world that is broken, people rest merely to survive, to refuel for 
more backbreaking work. 
 
Despite the brokenness that enters the world due to human sin, God’s goal is to 
restore for his people a holy rhythm of work and rest. He does this first by giving 
the Israelites specific commandments regarding work and rest. Later God expands 
the scope and possibility of both rest and work through the life and sacrifice of 
Jesus. 
 
God sets out restoring guidelines in the law of the Old Testament.  The most well-
known of these commandments are the Ten Commandments given to Moses on 
Mount Sinai after Israel is delivered from slavery in Egypt. Amongst the Ten, God 
includes the commandment to rest: 
 
Remember the sabbath day, and keep it holy. Six days you shall labor and do all 
your work. But the seventh day is a sabbath to the Lord your God; you shall not do 
any work, - you, your son, or your daughter, your male or female slave your 
livestock, or the alien resident in your towns. For in six days the Lord made heaven 
and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but rested the seventh day; therefore, 
the Lord blessed the sabbath day and consecrated it (Exodus 20:8-11). 
 
God commands Israel to honor the sabbath and to keep it holy, resting from the 
work that defines the other six days. This rest includes the entire household, 
servants and animals, so that all can “be refreshed” (Exo 23:12). God ends this 
commandment with a reminder that he too rested on the seventh day following six 
days of creation. It is as if to say that following a commanded rhythm of work and 
rest might restore some of the utopic harmony that is lost to human beings after 
the Fall. 
 
Because life out of Eden is extra hard for humans in their work, God also institutes 
other cycles of rest into Israel’s calendar year. There are seasonal festivals and 
feasts given by God in Leviticus 23, including the feast of the Passover, a harvest 
festival, a day for atonement, and a rest day preceding it by a week (known today 
as Yom Kippur and Rosh Hashanah respectively), as well as the festival of booths 
(known today as Sukkot). For each of these festivals God commands the Israelites 
to stop their regular work and observe a rest. God also commands the Israelites to 
do specific actions on each festival day, which may serve to help the people 
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connect better with God. Here is one such example of a command to rest and to 
perform a connecting ritual (in this case on Rosh Hashanah): 
 
The Lord spoke to Moses, saying: Speak to the people of Israel, saying: In the 
seventh month, on the first day of the month, you shall observe a day of complete 
rest, a holy convocation commemorated with trumpet blasts. You shall not work at 
your occupations; and you shall present the Lord’s offerings by fire. (Lev. 23:23-
25) 
 
On this festival, God commands the people to rest from their normal occupations, 
and instead to take action that reminds them that God is the ultimate provider of 
both their work and their rest. In the case of this particular festival, the Israelites 
are commanded to blow the trumpets and to give some their earnings back to God 
in the form of a sacrifice. 
 
A yearly pattern of rest is relevant even from a modern business perspective. 
Justice Louis Brandeis, who sat on the U.S. Supreme Court from 1916 to 1939, once 
took a short vacation right before the start of an important trial. He received 
criticism for this decision, but Brandeis delivered a convincing defense: “I need 
rest. I find that I can do a year’s work in eleven months, but I can’t do it in 
twelve.”[11] 
 
Many people think their jobs are too all-encompassing to allow them to take a 
break during the year, but if a top US justice can do it then others probably can 
too. 
 
God also commands the Israelites to observe patterns of extended rest every seven 
(Exodus 23, Leviticus 25:1-7) and forty-nine years (Lev 25:8-55). Because the land 
is cursed due to effects of The Fall, these extended periods of rest provide time 
for the land to recover. 
 
In the Old Testament, these weekly, yearly, seven-yearly and forty-nine-yearly 
cycles of rest serve two functions. The first is to give both people and land a 
physical rest from the hardship and frustration of work. The second reason for 
these rhythmic rests is to invite people to commune with God in worship, satisfying 
a greater need than just that of their physical bodies. God’s people need physical 
rest, yes, but also deep spiritual rest—rest from the instability, anxiety, and 
insecurity created by the threat of enemy invasion. God institutes these cycles of 
rest so that his people can set aside time to worship him and rediscover his 
covenantal love and faithfulness towards them. During these times of worship, 
Israel is reminded that God himself is their rest: “My Presence will go with you, 
and I will give you rest" (Exodus 33:14). When Israel turns to God in trust and 
obedience, this promise of rest is realized through Divine protection and blessing. 
Israel later achieves victory from her enemies in battle and gains possession of the 
Promised Land: 
 
And the Lord gave them rest on every side just as he had sworn to their ancestors; 
not one of all their enemies had withstood them, for the Lord had given all their 
enemies into their hands. Not one of all the good promises that the Lord had made 
to the house of Israel had failed; all came to pass. (Joshua 21:44-45). 
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Throughout the Bible there are numerous examples of the rest that God provides 
for his people, a rest which goes beyond simple physical rest. God provides rest 
from war (Joshua 11:23, Joshua 14:15; 1 Kings 5:4; 1 Chronicles 22:9; Psalm 46:9-
10; Proverbs 1:33; Isaiah 14:3), from social strife (2 Corinthians 13:11, Ecclesiastes 
10:4; 1 Corinthians 1:10; 1 Thessalonians 4:11; Hebrews 12:14; James 3:17-18; 1 
Peter 3:8), from fear (Mark 4:37-38; Matthew 8:24-25; Luke 8:23-24; Genesis 
32:11; Psalm 127:2; Micah 4:4; Matthew 6:31; Luke 12:29), and from anxiety (1 
Peter 5:7; Matthew 6:25; Philippians 4:6). His presence provides security 
(Deuteronomy 33:12; Proverbs 19:23) and peace in the midst of death 
(Deuteronomy 31:16; Job 3:13-17; Revelation 14:13). 
 
This deeper rest can be described as a spiritual rest—a rest that comes from being 
in covenantal communion with God. The Jewish scholar Abraham Heschel describes 
this deep rest as menuha. According to Heschel, “menuha came into existence on 
the sabbath and can be described as tranquility, serenity, peace, and repose. 
Menuha is the state in which there is no strife and no fighting, no fear and no 
distrust.”[12] 
 
Heschel beautifully communicates what humanity loses in the Fall. In addition to 
the physical aspects of rest, there is a deeper spiritual need that all humans have—
this yearning for menuha or the assurance that all is well. The problem is that 
many people look to all the wrong things to provide this deeper spiritual rest, 
resulting in increased restless. 
 
This is the situation that plagues many people today. People may not be aware of 
the need for both physical and spiritual rest. Physical rest without spiritual rest is 
not satisfying; nor is spiritual rest without physical rest restoring. Honoring the 
sabbath does not mean engaging in soul-numbing frivolity nor is it austerely 
communing with God. Keeping the sabbath holy means recognizing the brokenness 
of the world after the Fall and looking to God to mend both broken bodies and 
misguided hopes. 
 
Why People Can’t Rest – Human Nature Revealed in the Hebrew Scriptures 
 
The biblical narrative of work and rest is a rich and somewhat complicated story. 
Work is intended to be an ennobling partnership with God, and rest is intended to 
be an invitation to enjoy intimate fellowship with him. The Fall makes work 
difficult, and creates a desperate need for people to experience both physical and 
spiritual rest. But people often find it difficult to rest. The next passage of 
Scripture will illuminate why that is. 
 
On the seventh day some of the people went out to gather [manna], and they 
found none. The LORD said to Moses, “How long will you refuse to keep my 
commandments and instructions? See! The LORD has given you the sabbath, 
therefore on the sixth day he gives you food for two days; each of you stay where 
you are; do not leave your place on the seventh day.” So the people rested on the 
seventh day (Exodus 16:27–30). 
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This passage comes immediately after God’s dramatic rescue of Israel from Egypt. 
Through awesome displays of power and might, God demonstrates his faithfulness 
to Israel and delivers them from the bondage of slavery. As they journey towards 
the Promised Land, God continues to provide for all their needs, including food in 
the form of this unknown substance, manna. He specifically instructs them to 
collect enough manna for each day, but not more than a day’s need, with the 
exception of the sixth day when they are commanded to collect enough for two 
days, so they can rest from work on the sabbath (Exo 16:4-5). 
 
God’s instructions are clear. Collect enough food for each day—no more, no less—
and God will be faithful to provide each day. After experiencing the dramatic and 
miraculous exodus from Egypt, there should be no conceivable reason for the 
Israelites to believe that God wouldn’t provide for their needs. However, there are 
still some in Israel who go out on the seventh day to gather manna. Do they simply 
forget it is the sabbath? No, the explicit point of God’s instructions is to test 
whether Israel trusts and obeys: “Then the Lord said to Moses, ‘Behold, I am about 
to rain bread from heaven for you, and the people shall go out and gather a day's 
portion every day, that I may test them, whether they will walk in my law or not’” 
(Exo 16:4). God recognizes the deeper problem within the hearts of his people—
they do not rest on the sabbath because their hearts do not trust in God’s 
provision. Similarly, people today who  do not trust God will not be able to allow 
him to restore the relationship with him and with other people that is broken as a 
result of the Fall. 
 
If distrust is one reason people overwork, dissatisfaction is another. The author of 
Ecclesiastes observes that some people work constantly because neither their work 
nor the fruits of their labor, nor pleasure brings them satisfaction. 
 
I saw vanity under the sun: the case of solitary individuals, without sons or 
brothers; yet there is no end to all their toil, and their eyes are never satisfied 
with riches. “For whom am I toiling,” they ask, “and depriving myself of pleasure?” 
This also is vanity and an unhappy business. Two are better than one, because they 
have a good reward for their toil (Ecclesiastes 4:7–9). 
 
People end up in the “unhappy business” of working to relieve dissatisfaction with 
their lives, their loss of relationship with God and with people, their fears about 
not having the things they need, and their inability to find pleasure in anything. 
But obsessive work only makes people more restless and unhappy. 
 
Because refusing to rest on the sabbath stands in the way of God’s plan to restore 
the world from the effects of the Fall, it is a very serious offense in the Old 
Testament. 
 
In those days, I saw in Judah people treading winepresses on the sabbath, and 
bringing in heaps of grain and loading them on donkeys, and also wine, grapes, 
figs, and all kinds of loads, which they brought into Jerusalem on the sabbath day. 
And I warned them on the day when they sold food. Tyrians also, who lived in the 
city, brought in fish and all kinds of goods and sold them on the sabbath to the 
people of Judah, in Jerusalem itself! Then I confronted the nobles of Judah and 
said to them, “What is this evil thing that you are doing, profaning the sabbath 
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day? Did not your ancestors act in this way, and did not our God bring all this 
disaster on us and on this city? Yet you bring more wrath on Israel by profaning the 
sabbath.” (Nehemiah 13:18). 
 
When God gives Israel the sabbath, he gives them a bit of the Garden of Eden. So, 
when the people of God reject the sabbath, it “brings more wrath on Israel” by 
subjecting them to the effects of the Fall a second time. 
 
The commandment to rest and the challenges to fulfilling that commandment are 
not particular to Israel. The struggle is real in modern times as well. Rest is as 
necessary as ever. It remains the pattern God lays out for people made in his 
image. The reasons that people can’t rest today are the same too. Either people 
are unable to rest because they are still enslaved by external forces, like Israel 
was in the land of Egypt, or like the Israelites in the desert people choose not to 
rest because they don’t trust God. Christ makes it possible for believers to rest, 
but still rest remains far from perfect. 
 
Like the enslaved Israelites, many of God’s people today lack basic necessities, 
even the food and water to survive. The world is so broken by sin that God’s 
promise of provision is not always fulfilled in this life. It would be no good news to 
impose an undue burden on people in dire circumstances by commanding them to 
take a day off from work when such rest is impossible. The sabbath is intended to 
be a liberation for people, not an added burden. Jesus performs work to relieve 
people in need on the sabbath and teaches that “the sabbath was made for 
humankind, and not humankind for the sabbath” (Mark 2:27). Christ give people 
freedom to rest, not an impossible task to fulfill. 
 
God ultimately delivers the Israelites from slavery and into the Promised Land. 
Jesus, similarly, shows nothing but compassion for those in distress, healing on the 
sabbath and explaining that, “Suppose one of you has only one sheep and it falls 
into a pit on the sabbath; will you not lay hold of it and lift it out? How much more 
valuable is a human being than a sheep! So, it is lawful to do good on the sabbath” 
(Matthew 12:11-12). So, for those people currently enslaved either literally or by 
economic necessity, there is no rule that will allow anyone to judge them for their 
sabbath practices. All Christians would do well, rather, to partner with God in his 
continuing work of liberating the oppressed. 
 
Others people operate in the rebellions mode that the Israelites adopted in the 
Sinai desert. Rather than believing that God will provide for their needs each day, 
these people put it upon themselves to obtain what they think they need. Many 
people would rather trust their own actions than trust a God who promises to 
provide for all the needs of his people yet remains unseen. The deeper problem 
leading to inability to rest is this lack of trust in God despite his demonstrated love 
and faithfulness. It’s this refusal to trust God that leads people to forfeit the rest 
they so desperately need. 
 
Why is rest so difficult? Some people respond: “I feel guilty that I’m not working”, 
“I’m afraid other people will get ahead”, “I’ll lose my job if I don’t keep working”, 
“My coworkers will judge me”, “I won’t get promoted”, “My company will go 
under if I don’t work”, “People will think I’m lazy” or “So I won’t feel anxious”. 
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Some would even respond, “I love what I do and enjoy the work.” This list can go 
on and on, and many of these reasons are not necessarily bad ones. There’s 
nothing wrong with wanting to work hard to provide for a family or to keep a job, 
just as there is nothing inherently wrong with working hard to succeed or because 
it brings satisfaction intrinsically. God intends work for all these purposes. The 
problem arises when underlying these good desires is the desire to be god rather 
than to trust the real God. 
 
When people today have time to rest and yet refuse to obey God’s command, they 
are doing exactly what the Israelites did in the wilderness. They do not believe 
that God will provide for their needs. Rather they trust in self-sufficiency, 
inadvertently stealing God’s job away from him. In futile and foolish attempts to 
be god, people forfeit the grace that God promises. As Augustine noted, people’s 
hearts will remain restless until they find their rest in God.[13] 
 
Conversely, people might be making a god out of work, seeking to find all of their 
fulfillment there rather than in God. Underlying what may superficially appear to 
be a harmless decision to work is actually a rejection of God, his grace, and his 
revealed character of generosity. 
 
Regardless of an individual’s proclivities or economic circumstances, each person 
should ask him or herself whether current patterns of work and rest truly reflect 
God’s generosity and provision. Based on what a person has received by God’s 
grace so far, it often does not make sense to work so much and to rest so little. 
Indeed, the self-congratulation many people seek may not be what God wants to 
provide more of. In the moment when each person must decide whether to work or 
to rest, it may help to ask, “Is working now instead of resting actually the way to 
receive the good that God has in store for me and for others? Does my work have 
the power to gain for me anything that God would not provide if I rest?” Clearly, 
there will be cases when the answer is “yes,” analogously to when an animal falls 
into a pit and some immediate work is the only way to bring a good outcome 
(Matthew 12:11-12). But for many people ,when tempted to imagine there is no 
choice but to work at the expense of rest, the answer will be “no.” 
 
How Rest is Restored – Sabbath & Jesus’ Redemption in the New Testament 
 
What can break people out of this destructive, self-centered cycle so that they can 
experience the rest they need? As much as many would like rest to be a matter of 
strict discipline, people cannot simply schedule regular periods of rest into their 
calendars and expect to experience the deep menuha rest that Heschel described. 
The deeper problem with rest is not a matter of scheduling. It is a matter of trust 
in God. Somehow, people’s hearts have to be changed. 
 
In the New Testament, two passages clarify how God is restoring rest. In the first 
passage, Jesus makes the unequivocal and controversial claim that he will give 
people rest. 
 
“Come to me, all you that are weary and carrying heavy burdens, and I will give 
you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble 
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in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden 
is light.” (Matthew 11:28-30). 
 
This claim infuriates some Israelites because only God can provide that kind of 
rest, as in Exodus 33:14, “My presence will go with you, and I will give you rest.” It 
is indeed Jesus’ intention to identify himself as the one true God who can provide 
the kind of rest that is promised to Israel. But how can Jesus provide this rest? 
 
In the second passage from the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus makes another startling 
claim that he is greater than the sabbath as he is “lord of the sabbath” (Matt 
12:8). 
 
“I tell you, something greater than the temple is here. But if you had known what 
this means, ‘I desire mercy and not sacrifice,’ you would not have condemned the 
guiltless. For the Son of Man is lord of the sabbath.” (Matt 12:6-8) 
 
Jesus makes the dramatic claim that he provides a greater rest than the law of the 
sabbath can offer. How does Jesus provide a deeper rest than the sabbath law? 
Romans gives an explanation. 
 
For God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do: by sending 
his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, and to deal with sin, he condemned sin 
in the flesh, so that the just requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us, who 
walk not according to the flesh but according to the Spirit. (Romans 8:3–4). 
 
The sabbath law on its own has no ability to address the deeper problem within 
people. The fourth commandment teaches that people ought to rest, but it cannot 
enable them to do so because a commandment on its own is powerless to change 
hearts. The common inability to rest, rather, exposes a much deeper problem. 
People desire to be self-sufficient without God, and yet the effort that it takes to 
do so leaves people exhausted and empty. This is where the good news of the 
Gospel comes in. According to Romans (see below), God knows that the law is 
powerless to change hearts. Jesus refers to himself as the lord of the sabbath 
because he does something that the sabbath law could never do. God wants to 
commune with his people through rest, but people can’t commune with God if 
they fear his condemnation. Jesus frees people from condemnation by forgiving all 
sin through his sacrifice on the cross. In doing so Jesus grants Christians renewed 
access to God that individuals could never earn or accomplish on their own. No 
longer estranged from God due to sin, people can now enter into real restful 
communion with God. 
 
Indeed, an examination of the Christian faith, as laid out in the letters to the early 
church, concurs about what Christ has accomplished for people with regard to rest. 
 
First of all, in Christ believers are saved from condemnation under the Law. 
 
There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. For the 
law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from the law of sin and of 
death. For God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do: by 
sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, and to deal with sin, he 
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condemned sin in the flesh, so that the just requirement of the law might be 
fulfilled in us, who walk not according to the flesh but according to the Spirit. 
(Romans 8:1-4) 
 
Because people no longer need to be afraid of God, believers no longer feel 
compelled to work incessantly in a futile attempt to please God. 
 
By establishing forgiveness, Christ reconciles each person’s relationship with God. 
In doing so, Jesus restores the possibility of people experiencing loving fellowship 
with God. 
 
For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things 
present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else 
in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our 
Lord. (Romans 8:38-39) 
 
According to this passage, all people should be able to experience a restful 
relationship with God, despite any real-world obstacles. 
 
Furthermore, through Christ’s sacrifice the parent-child relationship between God 
and his people is restored. 
 
For you did not receive a spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have 
received a spirit of adoption. When we cry, “Abba! Father!” it is that very Spirit 
bearing witness with our spirit that we are children of God, and if children, then 
heirs, heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ—if, in fact, we suffer with him so 
that we may also be glorified with him. (Romans 8:15-17) 
 
Christ reinstates all the privileges and benefits of being a child of God that God 
gave people in the garden of Eden. Adopted as God’ children, people have every 
right to ask for what they need, and God promises not to withhold any good thing 
from them. (Romans 8:32, 2 Corinthians 9:8). Moreover, individuals have the honor 
of partnering with God in the work he intends to do in the world. 
 
A spirit of adoption does not negate the possibility of suffering in the life of a 
Christian. Rather, suffering  can be viewed as part of taking on the family business. 
People sometimes have the opportunity to suffer with God in the same way that 
Jesus comes alongside all people who are suffering. Whether believers feel 
extremely provided for or extremely in need, Jesus’ sacrifice means that they no 
longer have to turn to their own work as the ultimate source of security and 
identity. 
 
Similarly, when people partner with God in his work of restoring the world to his 
original intention, the Holy Spirit empowers them to deepen their relationships 
with others. It is only through Jesus’ sacrifice that people receive the gift of the 
Holy Spirit (John 16:7-7). Thanks to the Holy Spirit, Jesus’ followers find it possible 
to give their time and property sacrificially to others (Acts 4:34). God gives his 
followers his very Spirit to empower them to live by faith, to work by faith, and 
finally to rest in faith. 
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The last insight on this subject in the New Testament is that Christ will come again 
one day to fully restore God’s intention for both work and rest. In the fallen world 
which continues today, people will always be subject to a pattern of frustration, 
exhaustion, and partial recuperation. But when Christ comes again to make the 
world the way God has always intended it to be, he will reestablish an integrated 
pattern of purposeful work in partnership with God and rest in perfect communion 
with him. The following passage from Revelation reveals both themes of work and 
rest. 
 
The angel said to me, “Write this: Blessed are those who are invited to the 
marriage supper of the Lamb.” And he said to me, “These are true words of God.” 
Then I fell down at his feet to worship him, but he said to me, “You must not do 
that! I am a fellow servant with you and your comrades who hold the testimony of 
Jesus. Worship God!" (Revelation 19:9-10) 
 
Life in the new creation will involve both work (in fellow service with the angels) 
and rest (enjoying the marriage supper of the Lamb.) Human work and rest in the 
age to come will both occur in perfect partnership with God. Believers can wait for 
this eventuality in expectation, even as each person endeavors to experience 
closeness with God in his or her work and rest today (Hebrews 4:1). 
 
Is a Weekly Sabbath Observance Expected of Christians? 
 
The sacrifice of Jesus provides Christians freedom to enter into God’s rest on a 
perpetual basis. Therefore, it is an open question whether a practice of keeping a 
weekly day of rest, referred to in the Old Testament as sabbath, is necessary for a 
Christian believer. The New Testament scripture seems to give a Christian the 
freedom to choose for him or herself the answer to this question. 
 
Some judge one day to be better than another, while others judge all days to be 
alike. Let all be fully convinced in their own minds. Those who observe the day, 
observe it in honor of the Lord. Also, those who eat, eat in honor of the Lord, since 
they give thanks to God; while those who abstain, abstain in honor of the Lord and 
give thanks to God. (Romans 14:5-6) 
 
Some Christians interpret this passage as warrant for not having a formal sabbath 
day, although Romans clearly states that those who choose to keep a sabbath 
should not be judged for it. Whether a believer sets aside a specific day for 
sabbath, or rests only as the spirit leads, this passage from Romans indicates that 
both practices should include thanking God. 
 
Although people are free to choose when and how to rest, there are compelling 
arguments both for observing a weekly sabbath rest and for worshiping collectively 
with other Christians on a customary day of the week (whether or not the latter 
feels restful to an individual.) Some sort of weekly meeting involving worship has 
been widely observed throughout the history of the church. 
 
Jesus’ disciples certainly go to the temple on the Jewish sabbath, if for no other 
reason than to convince others that Jesus is the Messiah. 
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After Paul and Silas had passed through Amphipolis and Apollonia, they came to 
Thessalonica, where there was a synagogue of the Jews. And Paul went in, as was 
his custom, and on three sabbath days argued with them from the scriptures, 
explaining and proving that it was necessary for the Messiah to suffer and to rise 
from the dead, and saying, “This is the Messiah, Jesus whom I am proclaiming to 
you.” Some of them were persuaded and joined Paul and Silas, as did a great many 
of the devout Greeks and not a few of the leading women. (Acts 17:1-4) 
 
Indeed, Paul’s practice is to attend sabbath meeting in any town he visits and to 
use that platform to proclaim the good news about Jesus. It doesn’t seem 
particularly restful to him (indeed, his speeches are often followed by violent mob 
outbursts), and perhaps rest is not the primary reason he observes this custom. 
 
In his own life Jesus demonstrates two distinct practices of sabbath.  Jesus 
engages in both personal spiritual rests and communal worship experiences. Jesus 
takes moments alone to rest in God’s presence (Matthew 14:13). At other times, 
he uses the Jewish sabbath worship for reaching out to others with his message of 
salvation (Luke 4:16-21). Since both resting personally and worshiping communally 
are important in the life of Jesus, modern Christians might do well to make similar 
choices with their God-given freedom. 
 
Whether or not people choose to rest in a particular weekly pattern, those who 
manage other people have a responsibility to ensure that these workers have 
proper access to rest. God’s commandment to the Israelites reveals his deep 
concern for the rest of his people: 
 
But the seventh day is a sabbath to the Lord your God; you shall not do any work—
you, or your son or your daughter, or your male or female slave, or your ox or your 
donkey, or any of your livestock, or the resident alien in your towns, so that your 
male and female slave may rest as well as you. Remember that you were a slave in 
the land of Egypt, and the Lord your God brought you out from there with a mighty 
hand and an outstretched arm; therefore, the Lord your God commanded you to 
keep the sabbath day. (Deuteronomy 5:14-15) 
 
In this passage, the end of slavery brings freedom to rest. Christians’ freedom to 
observe the sabbath in a manner of their choosing must always be seen in this 
light. Rest, at its core, is freedom from the unceasing work inherent in slavery.[14] 
 
Because God delivers the Israelites from slavery in Egypt, he expects his followers 
at the very least to refrain from enslaving others. Furthermore, Jesus’ sacrifice of 
his own life is not limited to one religious group, but “for many”(Matthew 26:28). 
Thus when managers protect rest time for employees, they can view this 
management practice as partnering with God in his continual work of deliverance. 
 
Providing for the rest of all workers may take different forms in different 
industries or organizations. Bandwidth.com, a telecommunications company based 
in North Carolina, has a policy that everyone should leave work by 6 pm in order to 
spend dinner time with the people they love. If necessary, people may work from 
home after 8 pm or so, but workers are expected not to work or communicate with 
one another at least between 6 and 8. Co-founder Henry Kaestner says the biblical 
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Sabbath is an inspiration for the policy, not because of its religious particularity, 
but because it gives everyone time for rest and relationship. 
 
 
The fast-food restaurant chain Chick-fil-A is well known for being closed on 
Sundays. This is certainly one way to ensure that everyone has a day off, at least 
from their work at the company itself. According to the company’s website, 
founder Truett Cathy’s decision to make weekly sabbath a company policy “was as 
much practical as spiritual. He believes that all franchised Chick-fil-A Operators 
and Restaurant employees should have an opportunity to rest, spend time with 
family and friends, and worship if they choose to do so.” Hopefully, in addition, 
everyone who works at the company doesn’t feel the need to work elsewhere on 
Sunday to make ends meet. 
 
How Christians Can Experience Deeper Rest 
 
God loves people so much that he is willing to leave the place of perfect rest in 
order to enter into the unrest of this world. Christ, the lord of the sabbath, 
becomes incarnate as a man who has “no place to lay his head” (Matthew 8:20)  so 
that his followers can find real rest. This final section explores how people can 
experience a greater and deeper rest. The first step is to look to Jesus in a 
deepening faith. 
 
Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give 
you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble 
in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden 
is light (Matthew 11:28–30) 
 
Believers can give Jesus their burdens and experience deeper rest.  However, it 
takes a full surrendering of minds, hearts, and wills. 
 
Many barriers to rest start in the mind.  Thoughts that are angry, fearful, or 
anxious prevent rest. It is particularly difficult to rest when life circumstances 
create resentments against others, fears of the myriad things that can go wrong, or 
anxiety about others’ expectations. Hebrews reminds believers to let go the 
obstacles of the mind and to look instead to Christ, with trust in him for the 
future. 
 
Christ himself, as he faces the agony and shame of death, focuses upon the joy of 
the future. 
 
Let us also lay aside every weight and the sin that clings so closely, and let us run 
with perseverance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus the pioneer and 
perfecter of our faith, who for the sake of the joy that was set before him endured 
the cross, disregarding its shame, and has taken his seat at the right hand of the 
throne of God. (Hebrews 12:1-2) 
 
This freedom to fix active thoughts on Christ, and in particular a future hope of 
glory, can be found throughout the letters of the New Testament. 
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Finally, beloved, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, 
whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any 
excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things. 
(Philippians 4:8). 
 
So if you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where 
Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things that are above, 
not on things that are on earth, for you have died, and your life is hidden with 
Christ in God. When Christ who is your life is revealed, then you also will be 
revealed with him in glory. (Colossians 3:1-4). 
 
For this slight momentary affliction is preparing us for an eternal weight of glory 
beyond all measure, because we look not at what can be seen but at what cannot 
be seen; for what can be seen is temporary, but what cannot be seen is eternal. (2 
Corinthians 4:17-18). 
 
A critical part of experiencing deep rest is being proactive about what thoughts fill 
the mind. Philippians exhorts people to think about things that are good and true 
and beautiful.  Colossians encourages Christians to imagine the glorious future that 
awaits all those who look to Christ. 2 Corinthians asks believers to recognize 
current problems and difficulties as momentary afflictions compared to the eternal 
rest that awaits.  Christians can choose to follow this advice or be overwhelmed by 
trials and difficulties. To rest fully is to anchor the mind upon Jesus and the 
perfect future that awaits all who follow him. 
 
Secondly, entering into a faithful rest involves examining existing desires. Jesus 
invites “all who are weary” to come to him for rest (Matthew 11:28) but each 
individuals must first respond in his or her heart to that invitation. Coming to 
Christ is not a trivial or passive decision. Jesus makes clear that being a disciple is 
a life-consuming reality that requires a self-denial that doesn’t come naturally. 
 
Then Jesus told his disciples, “If any want to become my followers, let them deny 
themselves and take up their cross and follow me. For those who want to save 
their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it. For what 
will it profit them if they gain the whole world but forfeit their life? Or what will 
they give in return for their life? (Matt 16:24-26). 
 
Each person has something in his or her heart that he or she falsely believes will 
bring rest. Many people don’t experience true rest because they are consciously or 
subconsciously pursuing something that promises rest, but can’t ever deliver it. 
The Bible considers anything people pursue above Christ to be an idol. Some 
people berate or abuse others, hoping it will make them feel less inadequate. 
Others entertain themselves to the point of numbness, or excite themselves to the 
point of exhaustion. Still others may pile up achievements, hoping to climb high 
enough to rise above the fear of lacking what they need. When people feel stress 
and fatigue from the work week or experience anxiety, many turn to these idols to 
bring a sense of relief. Pastor Tim Keller elaborates upon this point in his book, 
Counterfeit Gods. 
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An idol has such a controlling position in your heart that you can spend most of 
your passion and energy, your emotional and financial resources, on it without a 
second thought. It can be family and children, or career and making money, or 
achievement and critical acclaim, or saving “face” and social standing. It can be a 
romantic relationship, peer approval, competence and skill, secure and 
comfortable circumstances, your beauty or your brains, a great political or social 
cause, your morality and virtue, or even success in the Christian ministry…. An idol 
is whatever you look at and say, in your heart of hearts, “If I have that, then I’ll 
feel my life has meaning, then I’ll know I have value, then I’ll feel significant and 
secure. 
 
Keller argues that even good things can become idols that take the place of Christ. 
People instinctively look to these things to provide a sense of deeper rest, but 
idols will all fail at some point. Idols keep people from trusting God, thus people 
forfeit the grace that brings true rest. God invites his followers to rest amidst 
work, but idols require ever-increasing frenzy. How can people overthrow these 
idols and place Christ at the center of the heart’s desires? The answer is 
repentance. In repentance, an individual surrenders the illusion of control. He or 
she has to die to a false sense of self-sufficiency.  Rather, each believer must trust 
that God can and will graciously provide for all the “desires of your heart”(Psalm 
37:4). Without this repentance, people cannot experience deep rest. 
 
Marva Dawn, in her book, Keeping the Sabbath Wholly, describes what people find 
when they repent of idols and surrender completely to God. “When we cease 
striving to be God, we learn a whole new kind of contentment, the delight of the 
presence of God in our present circumstances. When we give up our silly rebellion 
against God’s purposes, we discover that he provides the security for which we 
were searching.” 
 
Lastly, peoples’ habits may hinder them from experiencing a deep rest. It is 
important to examine whether current rhythms of work and rest bring an individual 
closer to peaceful communion with God, or further away from it. In the Old 
Testament, God institutes various patterns or cycles of rest, creating regular 
rhythms for the Israelites. Though Jesus’ sacrifice frees Christians from needing to 
follow the Old Testament law to the letter, nevertheless weekly, monthly, 
seasonal, annual, and sabbatical rhythms of can provide needed guidelines for 
people who want to enter into the freeing rest that Christ makes possible. 
 
To sum up, here are some practical suggestions for those who are looking to 
release their burdens to Jesus and enter into God’s rest: 
 
1. Reflect on things that are just, pure, and pleasing (Philippians 4:8).   Some 
people find it helpful to keep a gratitude journal. 
 
2.Imagine a future that transcends the current problems of this world (Colossians 
3:1-4).  It may help to cultivate a holy imagination. 
   
3.Reframe current troubles as small within an eternal timescale (2 Corinthians 
4:17-18).  Imagine looking at a current situation from a distant future time point 
(also known as a “fast-forward” model of decision making.)  



 

275 

 

 
4.If there is a solution that promises to fix all life’s problems, and it’s not Jesus, 
repent of it. 
 
5.Reflect on whether adding daily rest practices might be helpful.  Examples 
include: reading a daily devotional book  or Bible reading plan (if this doesn't feel 
like unpleasant work), praying worshipfully at the beginning and end of every day, 
or praying together with family members at an evening meal. 
   
6.Reflect on weekly rest practices that feel resourcing.  Some people commit to 
one full day of rest a week, or to a weekly meeting of a small group of Christians. 
Many people find a weekly church service refreshing, but that shouldn’t serve as 
some sort of high-water mark of sabbath rest.  Other weekly rest ideas include: 
eating a meal with friends and neighbors, playing or listening to music, or engaging 
in a fun physical activity. 
   
7.There are other rest practices that might help people refocus on God either 
seasonally or annually. Spend extended times in prayer or reading scripture.  Go on 
a retreat.  Celebrate holidays or seasons of more intensive spiritual devotion, such 
as Advent and Lent. 
 
An important question about personal rest practices, whatever they are, is 
whether they pull an individual into a deeper experience of God’s faithfulness. 
God gives the weekly sabbath to remind the Israelites of his never-ending faithful 
provision, and Jesus heals on the sabbath to prove his ultimate dominion over all 
problems. Any particular approach, whether it be attending a church service, 
reading a devotional, or eating with friends, is not a fool-proof solution. Rather, all 
practices afford people greater opportunities to commune with God, in whom 
humanity finds the deepest and most satisfying rest. 
 
It is also important to note that there are seasons in life where an individual may 
not be able to experience the rest that he or she might need. New parents, for 
example, cannot take a day off from caring for the needs of their infant. 
Entrepreneurs, who often have no one to whom they can delegate all the 
necessary work, may find it impossible to set aside enough time for rest. In these 
seasons when people are not able to rest properly, they need not feel guilty, but 
instead turn to God with hopeful expectation for future rhythms of rest and work. 
“A Sabbath rest still remains for the people of God” (Hebrews 4:9), both from an 
eternal perspective and in this lifetime. Babies get older, start-ups develop 
institutional capacities, and personal practices of sabbath change even as God’s 
goodness remains constant. 
 
Conclusions 
 
In conclusion, rest is intended to remind people of the inestimable privilege of 
being created in God’s image. The hallowing of the seventh day is God’s gracious 
invitation to enjoy an intimate communion with him and to delight in his creation. 
Yet because of humanity’s sin in the Fall, work, which God originally creates as 
good, now becomes painful and frustrating. 
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Even as physical rest is necessity to survive, human limitations point to the need 
for spiritual rest too. With the exception of those who work in slavery-like 
conditions, chronic overwork arises from a disbelief in God’s provision and 
attempts to take matters into human hands. Work addiction has its roots in deep 
fears and insecurities. Without the drum-beat of constant work, some people may 
be insecure about future stability, identity, or self-worth. 
 
Into this vicious cycle, Jesus enters as the “lord of the sabbath,” the one who is 
greater than the sabbath and accomplishes what the sabbath law can never do 
alone. Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection restore peoples’ relationship with God. 
Once again humanity can work in partnership with God and rest in his presence. 
 
Each individual has the freedom to choses wise rhythms of work and rest for him or 
herself.  Yet ultimately, it is faith in Christ that leads to a deeper spiritual rest. 
Jesus offers to take each believer’s burdens, and he means it. The God-given 
identity that Jesus provides for each person who follows him gives Christians both 
the strength to seek out physical rest and the courage to advocate for the freedom 
of others. Yes, there is always a future God’s people can hope for with more 
satisfying work and more pleasant rest. In the meantime, however, Christians can 
follow God’s lead and throw themselves fully into both work and rest. 
https://www.theologyofwork.org/key-topics/rest-and-work-overview/  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

COMMANDMENT – SHOW RESPECT TO THOSE OVER YOU AND ACCEPT THEIR 
AUTHORITY 

 

God Instituted Government for the Good of All People 
 
Every ruling authority that exists has been established by God (Rom. 13:1–2). 
Human government is a derived authority. Those in authority are described as “the 
servant[s] of God” (Rom. 13:4) and “ministers of God” (Rom. 13:6). Those who 
reject governmental authority reject God’s authority (Rom. 13:2). It is also a 

https://www.theologyofwork.org/key-topics/rest-and-work-overview/
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limited authority. Those in power hold their power because of God (John 19:10–11) 
and can be removed by God (Ps. 75:7; Dan. 2:21). Such derived and limited 
authority is to be exercised for the good of all people (Rom. 13:4). Let us consider 
three specific ways in which government serves the common good. 
 
Government provides earthly justice and protection 
 
Civil governments act as God’s agents of justice. Romans 13:4 says, “For he [the 
magistrate, the government’s representative] is the servant of God, an avenger 
who carries out God’s wrath on the wrongdoer.” Ultimate justice and vengeance 
belong to God alone (Deut. 32:35; Ps. 94:1; Rom. 12:19; 1 Thess. 4:6). Yet 
governments “bear the sword” (Rom. 13:4) and carry out earthly justice against 
wrong. Romans 13:5 says, moreover, that our subjection to political authorities is 
not merely “to avoid God’s wrath but also for the sake of conscience”—that is, 
obeying the government grants peace not only to those in authority (over us) but 
also to our conscience (within us).  
 
The largest-scale expression of the power of the sword (Rom. 13:4) is in the waging 
of war. The clearest Biblical justification for war is in defense of the citizenry from 
“those who do evil” (1 Pet. 2:14). Various principles can be applied from Scripture 
concerning the circumstances that justify war.  
 
Governments are to act on behalf of the good of all people (Rom. 13:4) 
 
This is not merely social justice based on secular human rights; it is essentially 
rooted in the purposeful and gracious creation of humanity by God in his own 
image (Gen. 1:26–27). It is right, therefore, for Christians to seek to influence 
governments to protect society’s weakest members, including the poor (Ex. 23:6), 
foreigners (Ex. 22:21; Deut. 27:19; Zech. 7:10), and the helpless (Ps. 82:3–4). The 
life of unborn children, in particular, as image bearers of God and as the weakest 
members of society, ought to be protected. Psalm 139 celebrates the mystery of 
God’s creative work of generating life in the womb, while other texts in the Bible 
condemn the harming of unborn human life (Ex. 21:22–23; 2 Kings 8:12; Amos 
1:13).  
 
Another realm of governmental protection and stewardship is the care of God’s 
material creation. Humanity was given the responsibility as caretakers to “work” 
and “keep” the garden (Gen. 2:15). In recognition that God has created all things 
(Genesis 1; Ps. 24:1), humans are called to steward the rest of God’s creation, and 
political leaders are to wisely direct and oversee the proper use of earthly 
resources. 
 
Government creates social space for the display of good conduct 
 
God instituted government to establish ordered and peaceful social space where 
not only is judgment carried out, but good is recognized and encouraged (see 1 
Pet. 2:14). Government leaders should not be “a terror to good conduct” (Rom. 
13:3). Rather, as Paul states, “Would you have no fear of the one who is in 
authority? Then do what is good, and you will receive his approval, for he is God’s 
servant for your good” (Rom. 13:3–4).  
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This is true for all people but especially for Christians. Ordered and just social 
spheres should be forums for obedience to the greatest commandment, “You shall 
love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your 
mind” (Matt. 22:37). It is right to desire and seek religious freedom as Christians; 
however, civil governments should neither compel allegiance to nor forbid the 
practice of any particular religion, whether Christianity or any other faith. Jesus 
makes a clear distinction between spiritual and political authority (Matt. 22:21; 
John 18:36). To be sure, the early church benefited from the legalization of 
Christianity under Constantine by the Edict of Milan in 313. Arguably, however, the 
church also lost some of its vitality when the lines between spiritual and political 
responsibilities became blurred. 
 
Well-ordered social space should also allow for obedience to the second great 
commandment, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Matt. 22:39). By such 
love the light of the gospel shines forth through God’s people, and by God’s grace 
many will be turned “to righteousness” (Dan. 12:3; see Matt. 5:14–16; Eph. 5:8–9). 
Such neighbor-love, we must always remember, is sustainable only as it is founded 
in and empowered by God’s love for his people (1 John 4:19).  
 
Government often serves to sanctify Christians 
 
Throughout world history various governments have been, to greater and lesser 
degrees, a challenge to Christians and the church. Often these situations have 
been used toward the sanctification and good of God’s people (see Rom. 8:28). 
Obedience and disobedience to civil government at their appropriate times are 
both challenges and opportunities for our blessing and God’s glory. 
 
Christians are called to (1) respect and honor government leaders (Rom. 13:7); (2) 
be subject to government and obey its laws (Rom. 13:1–5; 1 Pet. 2:13–14); (3) pray 
for civil leaders (1 Tim. 2:1–2); and (4) pay taxes (Matt. 22:17–21; Rom. 13:6–7). 
 
Our obedience is not in response to the worthiness of the leaders but in joyful 
submission to the One who is worthy and who calls us to be subject to civil 
authorities (Rom. 13:1; 1 Pet. 2:13–14). Obedience is not always easy but it can be 
used as a part of our sanctification. 
 
At times, however, Christians must choose not to obey governments or laws, when 
such obedience would mean disobedience to God. Clear examples include Daniel’s 
disobeying the law forbidding prayer to any god or man other than King Darius 
(Daniel 6); the wise men disobeying Herod’s instructions to tell him of the Christ’s 
birthplace (Matt. 2:7–12); and Peter’s conviction that “we must obey God rather 
than men” (Acts 5:29) when commanded not to preach the gospel. Civil 
disobedience is justified when authority is exercised in ways contrary to God’s 
express purposes and commands for his people. 
 
At different times and in various places governmental opposition has sought to 
crush the church. Such suffering is to be expected and is often a vital part of our 
sanctification (see Rom. 5:3–5; 2 Cor. 12:9–10). Indeed, many times persecution 
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and martyrdom have actually fueled revival and great spiritual advance as part of 
God’s wise purposes (see Gen. 50:20; Prov. 19:21).  
 
God Instituted Government for His Glory 
 
All things exist under the sovereignty of God and serve not only the good of people 
but also God’s ultimate purpose to bring glory to his name (Ps. 115:1–2; Prov. 16:4; 
Isa. 42:8). Government, too, has been instituted by God not only for the good of 
humanity but also for the glory of his own name. We can see such glory in both the 
expression and the limitations of civil government in its universality, sovereignty, 
and temporality.  
 
Global expression and limitation 
 
God created the world with incredible diversity and beauty (Genesis 1–2). Such 
variety in creation displays his power, creativity, and glory (Psalm 8; Rom. 1:20). 
Similar glory can be seen in the diversity of cultures, languages, and governments. 
Variety throughout the world in governmental style, form, and function can bring 
glory to God, as long as the particular government in question is operating within 
God’s defined purposes for government. The vast global scope of political 
authorities is astounding.  
 
At the same time, the varied governments of the world have geographic, 
authoritative, and location-specific limitations. Every attempt at global unification 
under a single recognized authority has failed and will fail until the global diversity 
of the nations finds its ultimate purpose in worship of the King of kings and Lord of 
lords (Ps. 86:9; 1 Tim. 6:15; Rev. 15:4; 19:16).  
 
Sovereign expression and limitation 
 
The authority and sovereignty of civil government, which is real even if delegated 
and limited, instructs us about the kingdom, rule, and reign of God. The exercise 
of power, authority, and judgment, whether just or abusive, encourages a longing 
in humanity for God’s more perfect kingdom. In the limitations of what 
government can and cannot do, will and will not do, should and should not do, 
there is the opportunity for an increased awareness of humanity’s need for God 
and his Kingship. Where government is unable or unwilling to promote justice, the 
perfect justice of God remains holy and satisfying (see Ps. 9:7; 103:6; Isa. 16:5; 
30:18; Matt. 12:20). Where government is unable or unwilling to exercise power 
and authority for the good and protection of all people, the omnipotence and 
mercy of God remain holy and unlike any other authority in the universe (see Job 
42:2; Lam. 3:22; Matt. 19:26; 2 Cor. 1:3; Rev. 19:6). 
 
“The nations rage,” “the people plot,” and “the kings of the earth set themselves, 
and the rulers take counsel together, against the Lord and against his Anointed,” 
but “he who sits in the heavens laughs” (Ps. 2:1–2, 4). God’s kingdom and Christ’s 
kingdom rule stand in vivid contrast to the kingdoms and nations of the earth, to 
the glory of God (see Matt. 20:25–28). All earthly authorities will ultimately be 
superseded by the rule of Christ (see Dan. 2:44; Rev. 22:1–5). 
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Temporal expression and limitation 
 
God is sovereign over governments large and small, evil and good, long-lasting and 
short. “He makes nations great, and he destroys them; he enlarges nations, and 
leads them away” (Job 12:23; see Ps. 75:7). While every earthly government will 
one day come to an end, God’s kingdom alone shall never be destroyed and never 
end (see Dan. 2:44).  
 
Until that day, we who are the people of God are to faithfully fulfill our 
responsibilities as citizens both of our respective governments and of heaven (Phil. 
3:20). Our prayer must be the prayer of Psalm 72:11: “May all kings fall down 
before him, all nations serve him!” Our message is the gospel message of the 
kingdom that is to be proclaimed to all nations and until the end comes (Matt. 
24:14). Whether our behavior is commended by governments (Rom. 13:3) or we are 
delivered up “to tribulation,” “hated by all nations,” and put “to death” (Matt. 
24:9), we persevere with hope. And we eagerly await the Lord’s return, with 
passion for the global and eternal worship of Christ that we see mirrored in 
Revelation 7:9–10: 
 
After this I looked, and behold, a great multitude that no one could number, from 
every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the 
throne and before the Lamb, clothed in white robes, with palm branches in their 
hands, and crying out with a loud voice, “Salvation belongs to our God who sits on 
the throne, and to the Lamb!” 
http://www.esvbible.org/resources/esv-global-study-bible/the-purpose-and-role-
of-government/  
 
Civil Authority and Work 
 
What might it look like for Christians to exercise our calling as resident aliens and 
priests in the work environment? Peter addresses this directly in instructions to his 
readers as foreigners and slaves. As foreigners, we are to honor and submit to the 
civil rule of whatever country we find ourselves in (1 Pet. 2:13–14), even though 
our citizenship in God’s kingdom entitles us to live as “free people” (1 Pet. 2:16). 
As slaves—which apparently constituted a large segment of Peter’s readers, since 
he does not address any other class of workers—we should submit ourselves to our 
masters, whether they treat us justly or unjustly (1 Pet. 2:18–19). In fact, unjust 
treatment is to be expected (1 Pet. 4:12), and it offers us an opportunity to follow 
in Christ’s footsteps by suffering without retaliating (1 Pet. 2:21). Notice that 
Peter is talking about suffering unjustly, not suffering from the consequences of 
your own incompetence, arrogance, or ignorance. Of course, you need to suffer 
obediently when receiving just punishment. 
 
In practical terms, you are not free to disobey those in authority even in order to 
get what you think is rightfully yours. You will surely find yourself in situations 
where you don’t get what you deserve—a promotion, a raise, an office with a 
window, a decent health care plan. You may even find your employer actively 
cheating you, forcing you to work off the clock, punishing you for your boss’s 
errors. It might seem ethical to cheat your employer just enough to make up what 
you were cheated out of—calling in sick when you’re not, charging personal items 

http://www.esvbible.org/resources/esv-global-study-bible/the-purpose-and-role-of-government/
http://www.esvbible.org/resources/esv-global-study-bible/the-purpose-and-role-of-government/
http://biblia.com/bible/nrsv/1%20Pet.%202.13%E2%80%9314
http://biblia.com/bible/nrsv/1%20Pet.%202.16
http://biblia.com/bible/nrsv/1%20Pet.%202.18%E2%80%9319
http://biblia.com/bible/nrsv/1%20Pet.%204.12
http://biblia.com/bible/nrsv/1%20Pet.%202.21
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to the company, stealing office supplies or goofing off on company time. But no, 
“It is better to suffer for doing good, if suffering should be God’s will, than to 
suffer for doing evil” (1 Pet. 3:17). God does not give you the option to take back 
what was wrongfully taken from you. The fact that you lied to or cheated someone 
to make up for how they lied to or cheated you does not make your action less 
evil. Your call is to do right, even in a hostile work environment (1 Pet. 2:20). “Do 
not repay evil with evil or insult with insult” (1 Pet. 3:9). Instead, Christians should 
treat those in authority—even harsh and unjust masters—with respect and honor. 
 
Why? Because our vocation as priests is to bless people, and we can’t do that while 
defending ourselves, just as Christ could not die for the salvation of the world 
while defending himself (1 Pet. 2:21–25). Christ, of course, was not afraid to 
exercise power and challenge authority in certain circumstances, and Peter is not 
claiming to recapitulate the entire gospel here. Other parts of the Bible—especially 
the Prophets—emphasize God’s call to resist oppressive and illegitimate authority. 
And submission doesn’t always mean obedience. We can submit to authority by 
disobeying openly and accepting the consequences, as Jesus himself did. Here and 
throughout the epistle, Peter draws us almost exclusively to the self-sacrifice of 
Christ as a model. 
https://www.theologyofwork.org/new-testament/general-epistles/1-peter-
serving-the-world-as-resident-alien-priests/suffering-under-the-worlds-authorities-
1-peter-213-419/ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://biblia.com/bible/nrsv/1%20Pet.%203.17
http://biblia.com/bible/nrsv/1%20Pet.%202.20
http://biblia.com/bible/nrsv/1%20Pet.%203.9
http://biblia.com/bible/nrsv/1%20Pet.%202.21%E2%80%9325
https://www.theologyofwork.org/new-testament/general-epistles/1-peter-serving-the-world-as-resident-alien-priests/suffering-under-the-worlds-authorities-1-peter-213-419/
https://www.theologyofwork.org/new-testament/general-epistles/1-peter-serving-the-world-as-resident-alien-priests/suffering-under-the-worlds-authorities-1-peter-213-419/
https://www.theologyofwork.org/new-testament/general-epistles/1-peter-serving-the-world-as-resident-alien-priests/suffering-under-the-worlds-authorities-1-peter-213-419/
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COMMANDMENT – BE CONTENT WITH YOUR PAY 

 

LUKE 3:14 
‘Then some soldiers asked him, "And what should we do?" He replied, "Don't extort 
money and don't accuse people falsely--be content with your pay."’ 
 
PHILIPPINES 4:11-13 
‘Not that I speak from want, for I have learned to be content in whatever 
circumstances I am. I know how to get along with humble means, and I also know 
how to live in prosperity; in any and every circumstance I have learned the secret 
of being filled and going hungry, both of having abundance and suffering need. I 
can do all things through Him who strengthens me.’ 
 
It is about trusting God for your needs. 
 
John had been preaching to the crowds to repent because the kingdom of heaven 
was at hand and God would soon begin to bring justice into the world. Naturally, 
this prompted the questions from the crowd, which apparently included some 
soldiers to whom John said to not rob people and be content with their wages. 
 
And that’s when it hit me: if you want to follow Jesus, then be content with what 
you’re making. 
 
I’ve never heard a person say that their current salary is enough, especially in this 
economy. (I’m not saying they don’t exist, but I personally don’t know them.) 
Sometimes, you might hear a pastor talk about following the call of God in your 
life, even if that means going somewhere where you’d make far less money that 
you could if you stayed in your current job. 
 
I don’t know how many people take that part of the sermon seriously. I’m pretty 
sure I’d have a rough time with it. 
 
Be satisfied with your wages. 
 
I don’t think John means that we should accept injustice when it comes to pay 
inequality. I think he means that people who are making what they deserve ought 
to thankful for what they have and to stop living a life in which you’re always 
looking for more and never content with what you have. 
 
For the Roman soldiers, this meant no longer stealing from people to satisfy their 
greed. 
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What does it mean for us? 
 
Right now, it probably means that you need to stop complaining about the fact 
that you never have enough money to do anything. “Anything” tends to mean going 
out to eat, to movies, taking road trips to the beach every other weekend, etc. 
 
Maybe you think I’m being insensitive there, but hear me out. The fact that you 
refer to entertainment and not to necessities (such as paying for bills, medical 
insurance, and the like) means that you have at least enough money to support 
yourself. You’re not avoiding paying your bills because you have enough money to 
pay them. You might not have much more after you pay for them, but you have 
enough. 
 
You’re in a much better position than a good number of people in this country. 
You’re in a much better position than millions upon millions of people on this 
planet. You’re much wealthier than most of the people who ever lived. 
 
If you own a home or a car and aren’t constantly relying on the hospitality of 
strangers in order to get by, then you have more money than Jesus Christ ever did. 
 
If Jesus could survive poverty without constantly whining about his lack of money, 
then maybe each of us could go at least one day with being content with what we 
have. And maybe, we’ll learn that life is about more than just getting more more 
more. Maybe true life, the kind that Jesus wants for us, involves being thankful for 
the things we have, even if they’re not very much of anything. 
https://justinboulmay.wordpress.com/2012/04/29/be-satisfied-with-your-wages/  

 

DEUTERONOMY 24:14-15  
‘You shall not oppress a hired worker who is poor and needy, whether he is one of 
your brothers or one of the sojourners who are in your land within your towns. 
You shall give him his wages on the same day, before the sun sets (for he is poor 
and counts on it), lest he cry against you to the LORD, and you be guilty of sin.’ 
 
“You shall not defraud your neighbor; you shall not steal; and you shall not keep 
for yourself the wages of a laborer until morning” (Lev. 19:13). Day laborers were 
generally poorer people who lacked land to farm themselves. They were especially 
dependent on immediate payment for their work, and thus needed to be paid at 
the close of each day (cf. Deut. 24:14-15). In our world, a comparable situation 
occurs when employers have the power to dictate terms and conditions of labor 
that take advantage of workers’ vulnerabilities. This occurs, for example, when 
employees are pressed to contribute to their bosses’ favored political candidates 
or expected to continue working after clocking out. These practices are illegal in 
most places, but unfortunately remain common. 
 
A more controversial state of affairs concerns day laborers who lack 
documentation for legal employment. This situation occurs around the world, 
applying to refugees, internally displaced persons, rural citizens lacking urban 
residency permits, illegal immigrants, children under the age of legal employment, 
and others. Such people often work in agriculture, landscaping, piecework 

https://justinboulmay.wordpress.com/2012/04/29/be-satisfied-with-your-wages/
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manufacturing, food service, and small projects, in addition to illegal occupations. 
Because both employers and employees are working outside the law, such workers 
seldom receive the protections of employment agreements and government 
regulations. Employers may take advantage of their situation by paying them less 
per hour than legal workers, by denying benefits, and by providing poor or 
dangerous working conditions. They may be subject to abuse and sexual 
harassment. In many cases, they are completely at the mercy of the employer. Is 
it legitimate for employers to treat them this way? Surely not. 
 
But what if people in such situations offer themselves for substandard employment 
apparently willingly? In many places, undocumented workers are available outside 
garden and building supply stores, at agricultural markets, and other gathering 
places. Is it right to employ them? If so, is it the employers’ responsibility to 
provide the things legal workers get by rights, such as the minimum wage, health 
benefits, retirement plans, sick pay, and termination benefits? Must Christians be 
strict about the legality of such employment, or should we be flexible on the 
grounds that legislation has not yet caught up with reality? Thoughtful Christians 
will inevitably differ in their conclusions about this, and so it is difficult to justify a 
“one size fits all” solution. However a Christian processes these issues, Leviticus 
reminds us that holiness (and not practical expediency) must be at the core of our 
thinking. And holiness in labor matters arises out of a concern for the needs of the 
most vulnerable workers. 
http://www.theologyofwork.org/old-testament/leviticus-and-work/holiness-
leviticus-1727/treating-workers-fairly-leviticus-1913/  

 

Minimum Wages  
 
Dan Price, the young CEO of Gravity Payments in Seattle, generated a boatload of 
publicity and controversy last month when he committed to pay every one of his 
120 employees an annual salary of at least $70,000. Price said he was concerned 
that lower-paid employees were struggling to make ends meet. 
 
In light of our country’s growing economic inequality, the 30-year-old Christian saw 
his own $1 million salary as part of the problem. To fund the raises for more than 
half the company’s workers, he cut his salary to $70,000, and decided the 
company could afford to reduce profits by as much as half. 
 
In the week after the story first broke Price got emails from nearly 100 CEOs 
lauding his decision. But not everyone was so enthusiastic. 
 
The New York Times ran a follow-up piece detailing some of the criticism directed 
toward the company. Naysayers from the business world say the move to 
“overpay” workers rather than trusting the market rate could do more harm than 
good. They suggest the new salaries could spur resentment from once higher-paid 
workers and hurt long-term productivity. Some critics lambasted the decision as 
socialism. 
 
These criticisms from purported defenders of free-market capitalism—from 
business professors and economists to talk show host Rush Limbaugh— evidence 

http://www.theologyofwork.org/old-testament/leviticus-and-work/holiness-leviticus-1727/treating-workers-fairly-leviticus-1913/
http://www.theologyofwork.org/old-testament/leviticus-and-work/holiness-leviticus-1727/treating-workers-fairly-leviticus-1913/
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egregiously flawed thinking about both capitalism and free markets. They’re also 
at odds with the wisdom of Scripture. 
 
Despite the concerns over the pay shift as socialism, Gravity Payments has every 
intention of continuing to operate as a business selling a service and making a 
profit. In fact, as a result of the recent publicity, several new clients have signed 
on. Dan Price and his company are practicing simple, straightforward, for-profit 
capitalism, not socialism. 
 
Price’s move violates an understanding of capitalism that would require company 
to pay no more than the lowest price at which the market would allow them to 
hire appropriate workers. (Wal-Mart, to pick a prominent example, clearly 
operates on such a conviction.) 
 
Scripture, though, has a very different perspective. To start with, God frequently 
and emphatically condemns business people who take advantage of their workers, 
particularly through exploitive compensation. 
 
In Malachi, the Lord warns he will come in judgment against “those who exploit 
workers,” listing it among the ways people show they do not fear him (3:5). In the 
New Testament, James 5:4 reads, “Look! The wages you failed to pay the workers 
who mowed your fields are crying out against you. The cries of the harvesters have 
reached the ears of the Lord Almighty.” 
 
But God does more than condemn employers whose wages are exploitive. Through 
Moses and the Apostle Paul, he shows us the alternative. In 1 Corinthians 9:9-10, 
Paul provides a fascinating insight into something Moses wrote centuries earlier: 
 
It is written in the Law of Moses: “Do not muzzle an ox while it is treading out the 
grain.” Is it about oxen that God is concerned? Surely he says this for us, doesn’t 
he? Yes, this was written for us, because whoever plows and threshes should be 
able to do so in the hope of sharing in the harvest. 
 
Paul makes the case for why he, like other apostles and ministers, appropriately 
deserves compensation for his work on behalf of the gospel. But for our purposes, 
it is how he makes his case that is so instructive. Paul says that it is God (not 
merely Moses) who commands that as oxen work to tread out a farmer’s grain they 
must be allowed to eat whatever supplemental grain they want. In other words, 
these working oxen would be allowed “bonus” feedings over and above the normal 
feedings (analogous to wages) provided by the farmer. Then Paul indicates that 
God’s real reason for this command is to instruct employers — employers of oxen, 
yes, but primarily of human workers — that all who help produce a harvest are 
meant to share in the rewards. 
 
In fact, the real thrust of Paul’s argument is that God takes this shared-rewards 
principle so seriously that he extends it beyond the human workers (who plow and 
thresh)to the working animals whose labor helps contribute to the harvest. 
According to this principle, workers deserve not merely (market-dictated) wages, 
but an appropriate share in the rewards of business success — the harvest — they 
help create. 
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This is not just noble moral advice; it is also real-world business wisdom. Earlier 
this year, Southwest Airlines announced that its 2014 profit-sharing bonuses to 
employees topped a whopping $355 million — one-third of its total profits. Herb 
Kelleher, co-founder and longtime CEO of Southwest, was frequently asked how he 
justified such largesse. He had a ready answer: "We take great care of our people, 
they take great care of our customers, and our customers take great care of our 
shareholders.” This shared-rewards approach works so well for Southwest that for 
much of the company’s history its market cap has been greater than for all nine of 
its major competitors… combined. 
 
Similarly, Costco pays its people nearly triple the compensation at Wal-Mart, 
including hefty profit-sharing bonuses. But instead of struggling to compete 
because of that higher cost structure, Costco dramatically outperforms Wal-Mart in 
virtually every bottom-line category of business performance: 
 
• Costco turns its inventory 50 percent faster than Walmart, and compared with 
Walmart-owned Sam’s Club, enjoys 70 percent higher sales per square foot and 
double the level of sales per employee. 
 
• Wal-Mart's revenue growth rate for the past year was 3.2 percent, and for the 
past 10 years was 8.5 percent. Costco’s comparison numbers are 7.1 percent and 
9.9 percent. 
• Over the past decade, Wal-Mart’s share price has almost doubled, while Costco’s 
share price has more than tripled. 
Neither Herb Kelleher at Southwest, nor Jim Sinegal at Costco, ever thought that 
capitalism meant paying workers the smallest amount possible. They are way too 
smart for that. So is Dan Price. 
Hopefully their examples may help more of their peers to smarten up as well. It’s 
high time American workers quit paying the price for the greedy shortsightedness 
of their bosses. After all, though God is slow to anger, he is also the ever-vigilant 
champion of all the exploited. 
Tim Weinhold is Director of the Faith and Business Initiative at Eventide Funds, an 
award-winning, biblical-values-based Boston mutual fund. 
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2015/may-web-only/why-overpaying-
workers-makes-biblical-and-business-
sense.html?share=oYc2311f5t63275RKUgThEloae0IajOs  
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COMMANDMENT – TAKE HEALTH AND SAFETY MEASURES  

 

DEUTERONOMY 22: 8 (Amplified version) 
‘When you build a new house, then you shall put a railing around your [flat] roof, 
so that no one may fall from there and bring guilt of blood upon your house.’ 
 
LEVITICUS 19:16  
‘Do not do anything that endangers your neighbour’s life. I am the Lord.’ 
 
Health and Safety is nothing new. We can see some health and safety measures 
applied in the bible. 
 
The Bible addresses health and safety. It’s a shame when we see churches get 
prosecuted for health and safety breaches. A good foundation for health and 
safety in the new testament is “love worketh no ill to his neighbour” (Romans 13: 
10).  
 
We can see our Lord Jesus Christ also apply crowd control measures in the Bible to 
protect Himself. 
 
MARK 3: 8 
‘And he spake to his disciples, that a small ship should wait on him because of the 
multitude, lest they should throng him. And He told His disciples to have a little 
boat in [constant] readiness for Him because of the crowd, lest they press hard 
upon Him and crush Him.’ 
 
If our Lord Jesus Christ applied crowd control measures, what thinks we can 
behave anyhow and get away from it? 
http://www.inspiredwords.org/blog/-health-and-safety-measures-in-the-bible  

 

http://www.inspiredwords.org/blog/-health-and-safety-measures-in-the-bible
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Money 
 

COMMANDMENT – GET OUT OF DEBT 

 

ROMANS 13:7-8   
‘Pay to all what is owed to them: taxes to whom taxes are owed, revenue to 
whom revenue is owed, respect to whom respect is owed, honour to whom honour 
is owed. Owe no one anything, except to love each other, for the one who loves 
another has fulfilled the law.’ 
 
Paul's charge to us in Romans 13:8 to owe nothing but love is a powerful reminder 
of God's distaste for all forms of debt that are not being paid in a timely manner 
(see also Psalm 37:21). At the same time, the Bible does not explicitly command 
against all forms of debt. The Bible warns against debt, and extols the virtue of 
not going into debt, but does not forbid debt. The Bible has harsh words of 
condemnation for lenders who abuse those who are bound to them in debt, but it 
does not condemn the debtor. 
 
Some people question the charging of any interest on loans, but several times in 
the Bible we see that a fair interest rate is expected to be received on borrowed 
money (Proverbs 28:8; Matthew 25:27). In ancient Israel the Law did prohibit 
charging interest on one category of loans—those made to the poor (Leviticus 
25:35-38). This law had many social, financial, and spiritual implications, but two 
are especially worth mentioning. First, the law genuinely helped the poor by not 
making their situation worse. It was bad enough to have fallen into poverty, and it 
could be humiliating to have to seek assistance. But if, in addition to repaying the 
loan, a poor person had to make crushing interest payments, the obligation would 
be more hurtful than helpful. 



 

289 

 

 
Second, the law taught an important spiritual lesson. For a lender to forego 
interest on a loan to a poor person would be an act of mercy. He would be losing 
the use of that money while it was loaned out. Yet that would be a tangible way of 
expressing gratitude to God for His mercy in not charging His people “interest” for 
the grace He has extended to them. Just as God had mercifully brought the 
Israelites out of Egypt when they were nothing but penniless slaves and had given 
them a land of their own (Leviticus 25:38), so He expected them to express similar 
kindness to their own poor citizens. 
 
Christians are in a parallel situation. The life, death, and resurrection of Jesus has 
paid our sin debt to God. Now, as we have opportunity, we can help others in 
need, particularly fellow believers, with loans that do not escalate their troubles. 
Jesus even gave a parable along these lines about two creditors and their attitude 
toward forgiveness (Matthew 18:23-35). The Bible neither expressly forbids nor 
condones the borrowing of money. The wisdom of the Bible teaches us that it is 
usually not a good idea to go into debt. Debt essentially makes us a slave to the 
one who provides the loan. At the same time, in some situations going into debt is 
a “necessary evil.” As long as money is being handled wisely and the debt 
payments are manageable, a Christian can take on the burden of financial debt if 
it is absolutely necessary. 
http://www.gotquestions.org/money-debt.html  
 
Different Views on Credit and Debit Cards 
 
It's a Lack of Faith 
 
The Bible offers many warnings about debt, but it never says that borrowing money 
violates God's commandments. It may, however, be unwise to do so. 
 
Carrying credit card debt violates two biblical principles. First, debt presumes 
upon the future (James 4:13-15). When we use credit card debt, we assume money 
will be available to pay off the debt in the future. 
 
Second, using credit card debt may deny God an opportunity to provide. Isaiah 
55:8-9 says God's ways are not our ways, that his plans are higher than ours. When 
we use credit card debt as a quick solution, we effectively deny ourselves the 
opportunity to let God meet our needs. 
 
In addition, credit card debt is very expensive. Unpaid balances on credit cards can 
carry monthly interest rates upwards of 25 percent. The cost to carry an unpaid 
balance from month to month means that you are paying a monthly premium on 
that balance. If you have a $2,000 outstanding balance on a credit card, and you 
pay only the monthly minimum, it will take you 32 years to pay off that $2,000. 
You will have paid the enormous sum of $10,000 to buy something that cost 
$2,000. 
 
Financial choices and predicaments are always symptomatic of other issues. Some 
of the more common issues that lead to credit card debt include a lack of 

http://www.gotquestions.org/money-debt.html
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contentment, a lack of self-discipline, the search for security, and the search for 
significance. 
 
The bottom line is that we should avoid putting a lender in the place of God by 
depending on them to meet our needs, and we should not play God in our own 
lives by deciding that the only way to meet our needs is to borrow. 
 
God wants us to be obedient to his commands, but he also wants us to be wise in 
how we live. Ephesians 5:15-16 (NASB) says, "Therefore be careful how you walk, 
not as unwise men but as wise, making the most of your time, because the days 
are evil." When we make unwise choices, such as accumulating credit card debt, 
we must live with the consequences. However, we can also trust that God will 
work out his good purposes as we walk through the tough disciplines of living 
within our means and paying off the debt we have accrued (Rom. 8:28). 
 
It's Dangerous 
 
Although credit can be a useful tool, accruing credit card debt is dangerous. 
 
God called human beings to cultivate the world (Gen. 1). We are to take what is 
already "very good"—even if now fallen—and make it better. Doing that as well as 
we can means making use of resources in the best ways we can. One of those 
resources in a modern economy is credit. 
 
Credit lets people escape from poverty. Microfinance loans to people in developing 
countries have been popular among Christian charities for some time, and we can 
only hope that they increase. 
 
Credit lets people enjoy a home decades before they could save up the money to 
pay for it outright—and that's why few critics of credit card debt ever criticize 
mortgages. It can also fund education. To offer blanket criticism of debt as 
immoral is to rule out all of these manifestly good uses of credit. 
 
But doesn't the Bible say lots of negative things about debt? Sure it does. In the 
subsistence economies of the Bible, margins of profit were small, and the 
opportunities to make a lot of money fast were few. One bad crop, and you would 
be wiped out. One merchant caravan doesn't return, and your business would 
disappear. Then you'd be liable to indentured servitude for a long time. 
 
It is all the more dangerous to incur debt in a society with no welfare structures, 
no bankruptcy protection, and no large-scale systems of justice to regulate the 
wealthy and manage the economy even a little. Debt means you are under the 
authority of someone in particular, and if that someone is sufficiently powerful 
and ruthless, you are in grave danger indeed. 
 
The Bible gives, as always, good advice. And the Bible must be interpreted 
contextually. In the economic contexts in which the Bible was written, debt was 
dangerous and best avoided entirely. But in our economic situation in North 
America, debt can improve the quality of life for oneself and for others if managed 
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well. In developing countries, prudent use of credit can make the difference 
between literal life and death, and between liberty and slavery. 
 
Yet biblical teaching not only addresses what is right and wrong, but what is wise 
and what is foolish, and what is prudent and what is risky. 
 
Credit card borrowing is among the very worst ways to borrow any significant 
amount of money. We all know why. It's too easy—just hand over the card. It's too 
accessible—almost anyone can obtain a card, and most of us can get quite a few. 
It's too extortionate—interest rates are shockingly high relative to almost any other 
kind of loan. That's why they print them in the tiniest possible fonts. 
 
So I have a mortgage. I have had educational loans, and my sons have them now. I 
have made use of car payment plans. And I have a line of credit. 
 
But I never, ever incur credit card debt. I pay off my cards every month, so the 
companies make not a dime off me in interest. 
 
While debt isn't necessarily immoral, credit card borrowing is dangerous—for 
everyone. 
 
It's Potentially Immoral 
 
The Bible speaks at great length to the fact that as believers, we are stewards—
financial caretakers. None of it belongs to us. But God wants to develop us into 
savvy stewards. Jesus says, "Whoever can be trusted with very little can also be 
trusted with much, and whoever is dishonest with very little will also be dishonest 
with much" (Luke 16:10). The parable of the talents (Matt. 25:14-30) tells how God 
entrusts each of us with different financial assets, gifts, opportunities, and 
industriousness. We will be held accountable for how we've invested those in this 
life. 
 
That doesn't necessarily mean never accruing debt. If that were true, what would 
we do with Scriptures that suggest that lending is a part of daily life (Ps. 112:5; 
Luke 6:34-35; Ps. 37:21)? Being able to lend money to others is seen as a blessing 
(Deut. 28:12). If lending is permissible, borrowing must be as well. 
 
The Bible also warns us to get out as soon as possible, because debt puts us in 
bondage (Prov. 22:7). Debt, if any, should be paid off as soon as possible because 
"the wicked borrow and do not pay" (Ps. 37:21). 
 
So while the Bible does not forbid debt, its emphasis on stewardship suggests some 
rather strict guidelines: 
 
1. The borrower should have resources readily available to repay the debt. With a 

mortgage, the collateral held by the lender (the property) secures repayment 
of the loan. But credit card debt is unsecured. Here is the test: If you do not 
have enough money to pay your entire credit card bill in a single month, you've 
violated this guideline. You've allowed yourself to slip into the lender's 
bondage. 
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2. The cost of the debt should be reasonable. The average credit card interest rate 
is currently 16.82 percent (IndexCreditCards.com), a rate that could hardly be 
considered reasonable. Paying the balance in full during the grace period 
precludes paying any interest, while offering the financially mature person 
financial flexibility and opportunities. 
 
3. Borrowers should pay off debt as soon as possible. It is difficult to fit long-term 
credit card debt within this guideline. 
 
Carrying credit card debt within the guidelines is, at best, difficult, but the test is 
simple: Am I able to pay the entire balance in full in a single month? If the answer 
is no, you need to put that card far, far away until the day you've reached a level 
of financial stability that allows you to operate within biblical guidelines. 
Otherwise, I believe your debt will become immoral. 
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2011/may/vg-may11.html?start=3  

Most of us have experienced debt in one form or another: home loans, car loans, 
student loans, credit cards, you name it.  Debt is binding, limiting, frustrating, 
controlling, annoying, burdensome, and most of the time it’s just plain foolish.  
It’s no wonder that the Bible is full of scripture that warns about the dangers of 
debt and plainly instructs us to avoid borrowing.  Before you can free yourself from 
debt, it’s helpful to have a Biblical understanding of debt – which is why we’re 
covering the basics of debt. 
 
An Old Testament View of Borrowing and Lending 
 
Borrowers in ancient times (Old Testament especially) were men and women who 
were in desperate situations.  This usually meant that they could barely provide 
food and clothing or shelter for themselves.  The ability to lend was a sign of 
power and borrowing was simply a sign of weakness. 
 
DEUTERONOMY 15:6 
‘For the LORD your God will bless you as He has promised you, and you will lend 
to many nations, but you will not borrow; and you will rule over many nations, 
but they will not rule over you.’ 
 
The Lord was promising to make Israel a powerful nation and spoke in terms of 
borrowing and lending here to represent the strength and weakness that is 
inherent in lending and borrowing. 
 
God gives even more instruction later in Deuteronomy that simply instructs Israel 
to follow His commands and never borrow, allowing them to always be the ‘head 
and not the tail.’ 
 
DEUTERONOMY 28:12-13 
‘The LORD will open for you His good storehouse, the heavens, to give rain to your 
land in its season and to bless all the work of your hand; and you shall lend to 
many nations, but you shall not borrow. The LORD will make you the head and not 
the tail, and you only will be above, and you will not be underneath, if you listen 

http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2011/may/vg-may11.html?start=3
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to the commandments of the LORD your God, which I charge you today, to observe 
them carefully.’ 
 
The Old Testament examples of borrowing and lending are pertinent to today 
because of the one factor that kept Israel ahead of other nations: God’s favor.  
The reason Israel would be in a position to always lend and never borrow is 
because God’s favor was with them, as long as Israel would follow God’s 
commands.  If they were to fall back from the Lord’s commands, it was clear that 
His favor would become absent and, as  
 
DEUTERONOMY 28:43-44 says: 
‘The foreigners living among you will become stronger and stronger, while you 
become weaker and weaker. 44 They will lend money to you, but you will not lend 
to them. They will be the head, and you will be the tail!’ 
 
A New Testament on Borrowing and Lending 
 
One of the major themes regarding money in the New Testament is generosity.  
Yes, that also affects debt.  How so?  Let’s first look at the greatest sermon ever 
given – the Sermon on The Mount. 
 
Luke shares Jesus’ introduction of the sermon in chapter six and we find Jesus’ 
teaching on lending in verse 35. 
 
LUKE 6:35 
 
‘Love your enemies!  Do good to them.  Lend to them without expecting to be 
repaid.  Then your reward from heaven will be very great, and you will truly be 
acting as children of the Most High, for he is kind to those who are unthankful and 
wicked.’ 
 
If we see understand the Old Testament wisdom of never borrowing and always 
being in a position to lend, the words from Jesus might make you cringe.  The idea 
of lending and not expecting the money back is such a difficult concept to grasp, 
but it’s generosity in its truest definition. 
 
But What Does Jesus Say About Borrowing? 
 
Jesus gives great wisdom in his teaching about money and possessions that will 
help us understand how debt doesn’t need to be a part of our life.  In Matthew 
6:19-34, Jesus’ words on possessions can be summed up with verse 33 – “Seek the 
Kingdom of God above all else, and live righteously, and he will give you 
everything you need.”  When we live our lives free from the need to constantly 
upgrade and increase our standard of living (based on the world’s view) we don’t 
need to include debt in the equation. 
 
We can get almost anything we want if we’re approved as creditworthy.  The 
problem is that it fosters a sense of instant gratification, which can snowball into 
more and more debt.  It’s no wonder that the average American household has 
over $6,500 of consumer debt according to the Federal Reserve.  If we follow 
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Jesus’ words in Matthew 6:19-34, we’ll have a firm foundation when shaping a 
financial plan – one that is not built around debt. 
 
Is it Wise To Go Into Debt? 
 
If you’re looking for scriptures about debt, these verses provide great wisdom on 
the topic.  You’ll find a common thread between these verses – Debt is Dangerous. 
 
ECCLESIATES 5:5 
‘It is better not to make a vow than to make one and not fulfill it.’ 
 
PROVERBS 11:15 
‘There’s danger in putting up security for a stranger’s debt; it’s safer not to 
guarantee another person’s debt.’ 
 
PROVERBS 17:18 
‘It’s poor judgment to guarantee another person’s debt or put up security for a 
friend.’ 
 
PROVERBS 22:7 
‘Just as the rich rule the poor, so the borrower is servant to the lender.’ 
 
PROVERBS 22:26, 27 
Don’t agree to guarantee another person’s debt or put up security for someone 
else. If you can’t pay it, even your bed will be snatched from under you. 
 
PROVERBS 27:13 
‘Get security from someone who guarantees a stranger’s debt. Get a deposit if he 
does it for foreigners.’ 
 
ROMANS 13:8 
‘Owe nothing to anyone except to love one another; for he who loves his neighbor 
has fulfilled the law.’ 
http://www.patheos.com/blogs/faithandfinance/2011/02/04/back-to-the-basics-
debt/  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

COMMANDMENT – FORGIVE THOSE WHO OWE YOU MONEY 

 

DEUTERONOMY 15:1-4  
‘At the end of every seven years, you must cancel debts.  You must cancel the 
loan you made to a neighbour or fellow Jew for it is a debt to Yahweh.  You may 
ask for payment from a foreigner…However, there should not be any poor among 

http://www.patheos.com/blogs/faithandfinance/2011/02/04/back-to-the-basics-debt/
http://www.patheos.com/blogs/faithandfinance/2011/02/04/back-to-the-basics-debt/
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you for Yahweh will bless you for Yahweh will bless you in the land He gave you to 
possess as an inheritance…’ 
 
Forgiveness increases love. 
 
I said last time that forgiving someone’s debt to you is a good idea because it may 
help save your relationship. But Jesus takes the idea a step beyond this. According 
to Him, forgiveness doesn’t just rescue a relationship, but actually makes it 
better. 
 
Jesus teaches this in Luke 7:41-43, when He uses a parable to instruct Simon Peter 
about love, sin and forgiveness. 
 
‘“Two people owed money to a certain moneylender. One owed him five hundred 
denarii, and the other fifty. Neither of them had the money to pay him back, so he 
forgave the debts of both. Now which of them will love him more?” Simon replied, 
“I suppose the one who had the bigger debt forgiven.” “You have judged 
correctly,” Jesus said.’ 
 
Jesus is making a much bigger point here about sin and forgiveness, but the 
principles that He teaches apply directly to finances as well. When we forgive 
someone, we are showing love to them, and that stirs up love in their hearts 
toward us. The bigger a debt you forgive, the more love you invest in your friend’s 
heart. This means that when all is said and done, forgiving a debt can put your 
relationship on stronger footing than it ever was before. 
 
Forgiving others unlocks forgiveness for us. 
 
Ultimately, any discussion about forgiveness will ultimately circle back around to 
Jesus Himself. Through His work on the cross, He purchased forgiveness for all of 
us who accept Him. But accepting that forgiveness requires that we forgive others. 
“Forgive us our debts,” we learned to pray, “as we forgive our debtors.” 
 
Jesus makes this clear in the parable of the unmerciful servant, which you can find 
in Matthew 18:21-35. The whole passage is worth a read, but for the sake of time 
we’ll focus on verses 32-35, where the Master chastises a servant who was forgiven 
a huge debt, but then ruthlessly pursued a fellow servant for a paltry amount of 
money. 
 
‘Then the master called the servant in. “You wicked servant,” he said, “I canceled 
all that debt of yours because you begged me to. Shouldn’t you have had mercy on 
your fellow servant just as I had on you?”  In anger his master handed him over to 
the jailers to be tortured, until he should pay back all he owed. “This is how my 
heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother or sister 
from your heart.”’ 
 
Here we see two things clearly: First, God is a God who forgives us our debts. 
Second, He expects us to do the same. 
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If you have loaned money to someone and are considering whether or not to 
forgive their debt, these teachings should weigh heavily on your decision. We serve 
a God who forgives us infinitely, and He expects us to do the same for others. 
https://godmoneyme.com/2013/07/02/biblical-reasons-to-forgive-debt/  
 
Is Bankruptcy Biblical? 
 
What does the Bible say?  
 
Many Christians feel guilty about seeking to file for bankruptcy protection. They 
feel guilty because they ran up large debts on their credit cards and now are 
unable to pay back the money to their creditors. Some Christians feel bad that 
their creditors will not be paid. Others have heard that the Bible condemns 
bankruptcy. Yet before we begin, it is important for us to define what is meant by 
the term "bankruptcy”; then, we can critically examine what the Bible tells us. 
 
In the United States of America, our founding fathers recognized the importance of 
bankruptcy. In the U.S. Constitution, they provided our government with the right 
to make bankruptcy laws. The bankruptcy laws and procedures we have today, 
instituted by our federal government, provide relief for overburdened debtors. 
Persons/entities who are over-their-head in debt can get a fresh start. Normally, a 
bankruptcy will discharge the debtor’s obligation to repay some or all debts.  
 
Bankruptcy contemplates the "forgiveness" of debt. The Bible, likewise, contains 
debt forgiveness laws. Under U.S. law, a debtor may only receive a discharge of 
debts in a Chapter 7 bankruptcy once every eight years. Under Biblical law, the 
release of debts came at the end of seven years.  
 
DEUTERONOMY 15:1-2 
‘“At the end of every seven years you shall grant a release of debts. And this is 
the form of the release: Every creditor who has lent anything to his neighbor shall 
release it; he shall not require it of his neighbor or his brother, because it is 
called the LORD's release.”’ 
 
 
 The Bible refers to debt as a type of bondage: "...the borrower is a slave to the 
lender" (Proverbs 22:7). Thus, the debtor is a slave to the creditor. Interestingly, 
the Bible declares, at the end of the sixth year:  
 
DEUTERONOMY 15:12-14 
‘“...in the seventh year you shall let [your Hebrew slave] go free from you. And 
when you send him away free from you, you shall not let him go away empty-
handed; but you shall supply him liberally from your flock...”’ 
 
Modern bankruptcy laws, like the Biblical provision above, allow debtors to keep 
certain property when they file bankruptcy. This gives debtors a fresh start and 
discourages debtors from going into debt-bondage again, after the bankruptcy is 
over, in order to survive. 
 

https://godmoneyme.com/2013/07/02/biblical-reasons-to-forgive-debt/
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Jesus taught us that sin is a type of spiritual debt. Jesus also taught us to ask God 
to "forgive us our debts [sins] as we forgive our debtors [those who sin against us]" 
(Matthew 6:12, Luke 11:4). Sin creates a spiritual debt. Borrowing produces a 
financial debt. Regarding our spiritual debt, the law of justice declares: "the wages 
of sin is death [separation from God]" (Romans 6:23a). However, the law of grace 
and mercy states that "the gift of God is eternal life in Jesus Christ our Lord" 
(Romans 6:23b). Jesus paid for our debt of sin on the cross, a debt too big for us to 
pay. 
 
Likewise, economically, the law of justice states that if you agree to borrow 
money and repay the debt, you must pay back such debt. The law of mercy, on the 
other hand, states that if you cannot pay the debt back, you may, through 
bankruptcy, obtain forgiveness for your obligation.  
 
As with any act of mercy, someone must bear the cost or the burden, just as Jesus 
did in dying for our sins. With bankruptcy, the creditor and ultimately the 
consumers must, in mercy, bear the burden of the unpaid debt, but God said He 
will bless us for such acts of forgiveness and mercy (Deuteronomy 15:5,10,18).  
 
Jesus, in two parables, used the illustration of forgiveness of a financial debt to 
teach about God's forgiveness and the requirement that mankind forgive (see 
Matthew 18:21-35 and Luke 7:36-50). "And when they had nothing with which to 
repay, he freely forgave them both" (Luke 7:42). On a spiritual level, by the grace 
and mercy of God, Jesus gave us a "fresh start" by canceling all our “sin” debts 
through His suffering and death on the cross. On an economic level, our nation will 
graciously help overburdened debtors, if necessary, by giving them a fresh start 
economically.  
 
A guiding principle of U.S. bankruptcy law requires persons who file for bankruptcy 
to have "clean hands." Accordingly, a debtor may not be freed from debts involving 
fraud, drunk driving, and deliberate wrongdoing. Moreover, bankruptcy law does 
not allow the discharge of child support and alimony debts. Further, most student 
loans, taxes (Romans 13:1,4,7) and secured loans are not forgiven in bankruptcy. 
Through these restrictions, bankruptcy laws seek to balance justice and equity 
(Proverbs 1:3).  
 
As with most biblical principles, there is a balance. If you can repay your debts, 
you must. If you cannot, then you should determine how God would have you freed 
from the bondage of debt. Our modern bankruptcy laws were derived from the 
Bible (Deuteronomy 15:1-2). Further, the Bible describes financial miracles (2 
Kings 4:1-7). Ultimately, you must seek wisdom and guidance from God as to the 
direction He would have you choose. God promises to give such wisdom to those 
who ask with a trusting heart (James 1:5-7; Proverbs 3:5-6). Further, the Bible 
admonishes us to seek Godly counsel (Psalms 1:1; Proverbs 12:15, 11:14, 15:22).  
 
If you have mismanaged your finances, confess your failings to God now. You can 
receive, by faith, His forgiveness and cleansing (1 John 1:9). Remember, there is 
no condemnation or guilt to those who are in Christ Jesus (Romans 8:1). Jesus, by 
His love and mercy, gave us a fresh start, a new birth. Bankruptcy, based on the 
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law of mercy with divine origins, if necessary, may provide you with a fresh start - 
a new and brighter economic outlook. 
http://www.christian-attorney.net/bible_bankruptcy.html  
Resources for your church: 

https://www.stewardship.org.uk/downloads/Studies%20and%20Sermons/Red2Blac
k/Debt%20in%20the%20Bible.pdf  

 
 

COMMANDMENT – PAY YOUR TAXES 

 

MATTHEW 22:21  
‘Then he said to them, “So give back to Caesar what is Caesar’s, and to God what 
is God’s.”’ 
 
In Matthew 22:17-21, the Pharisees asked Jesus a question: "Tell us then, what is 
your opinion? Is it right to pay taxes to Caesar or not?" But Jesus, knowing their evil 
intent, said, "You hypocrites, why are you trying to trap me? Show me the coin 
used for paying the tax." They brought Him a denarius, and He asked them, "Whose 
portrait is this? And whose inscription?" "Caesar's," they replied. Then He said to 
them, "Give to Caesar what is Caesar's, and to God what is God's." In full 
agreement, the Apostle Paul taught, "This is also why you pay taxes, for the 
authorities are God's servants, who give their full time to governing. Give everyone 
what you owe him: If you owe taxes, pay taxes; if revenue, then revenue; if 
respect, then respect; if honor, then honor" (Romans 13:6-7). 
 
Federal income tax, state income tax, local income tax, sales tax, property tax, 
personal property tax, capital gains tax—the list could go on and on. Statistics 
show that, in the United States, April 15, tax day, is one of the most stressful days 
of the year. The Internal Revenue Service is probably the most despised 
government organization. Similarly, tax collectors were not thought highly of in 
Bible times (Matthew 11:19; 21:31-32; Luke 3:12-13). 
 
As much as we hate taxes, as much as the tax system is corrupt and unfair, as 
much as there are far better things our money could go towards—the Bible 
commands, yes, commands us to pay our taxes. Romans 13:1-7 makes it clear that 
we are to submit ourselves to the government. The only instance in which we are 
allowed to disobey the government is when it tells us to do something the Bible 
forbids. The Bible does not forbid paying taxes. In fact, the Bible encourages us to 
pay taxes. Therefore, we must submit to God and His Word—and pay our taxes. 
 
The most frequent objection to paying taxes is that the money is being misused by 
the government or even used for evil purposes by the government. That, however, 
is not our concern. When Jesus said, "Give to Caesar...," the Roman government 
was by no means a righteous government. When Paul instructed us to pay taxes, 
Nero, the most evil Roman emperor in history, was the head of the government. 
We are to pay our taxes even when the government is not God-honoring. 
 

http://www.christian-attorney.net/bible_bankruptcy.html
https://www.stewardship.org.uk/downloads/Studies%20and%20Sermons/Red2Black/Debt%20in%20the%20Bible.pdf
https://www.stewardship.org.uk/downloads/Studies%20and%20Sermons/Red2Black/Debt%20in%20the%20Bible.pdf
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We are free to take every tax deduction that is both legal and honest. We do not 
have to pay the maximum amount of taxes possible. If the government allows you 
a tax break, take it. If there is a legal way you can shelter some of your money 
from being taxed, shelter it. By all means, take the deduction for your children, 
your mortgage, your moving expenses, etc. Again, feel free to take every legal and 
honest opportunity to reduce your tax burden. Illegal and/or dishonest methods 
must be rejected. Romans 13:2 reminds us, "Consequently, he who rebels against 
the authority is rebelling against what God has instituted, and those who do so will 
bring judgment on themselves." 
http://www.gotquestions.org/taxes-Bible.html  
 
See also 
https://ore.exeter.ac.uk/repository/bitstream/handle/10871/18028/EDR%20on%2
0Tax%20CAdraft4%20140805a%20(MacEsther's%20conflicted%20copy%202015-07-
08).pdf?sequence=1  
 
“Australia does not have a spending problem, it has a revenue problem and it must 
be fixed,” says the Tax Justice Network in a report released today on corporate 
tax practices. Tax Justice Network is a group of aid and church-based organisations 
including Anglican Overseas Aid, the Uniting Church, Caritas and World Vision 
Australia, advocating for a fairer tax system. It says communities are paying the 
price of corporate tax avoidance. The report, in collaboration with United Voices, 
reviews the tax practices of ASX-listed companies and the tactics they use to 
legally reduce their tax bill to less than the statutory corporate tax rate. While the 
corporate tax rate is at 30 per cent, the effective tax rate of ASX 200 companies 
over the last decade has been 23 per cent, the report found. Had corporations paid 
the statutory rate, the report says annual government revenue would have had an 
additional $8.4 billion to spend on services. In a year that has focused on cuts to 
government spending, the report suggests more attention should be paid to 
government revenue and ensuring the statutory corporate tax rate is enforced. 
“It’s a fairness issue,” says Mark Zirnsak for the Tax Justice Network. Mr Zirnsak 
also works for the Uniting Church’s justice unit and with Christian advocacy group, 
Micah Challenge. “But ultimately this is also about what kind of society we want to 
live in. As Christians, we are called to care for our neighbour, and that means the 
vulnerable in our community.” Mr Zirnsak says you could ask any church agency 
working to provide community services like emergency housing and food assistance 
or mental health support whether they need more resources and they’ll tell you, 
“There’s grave need”. “Clearly, this is a good reason to care about those who 
aren’t paying what they should under our tax system,” he said. The report comes 
prior to the November G20 meeting in Brisbane, where tax avoidance is set as a 
key focus. “As the current president of the G20, Australia has a responsibility to 
meet local and international expectations for serious reform to the global tax 
system,” says the report. It also states the practices of Australian multinationals 
can have global implications. “Tax revenue lost in developing countries due to 
multinational corporate tax avoidance far exceeds all global spending on foreign 
aid.” “The Australian Government must lead by example and change domestic tax 
laws, increase enforcement and mandate greater corporate transparency and 
disclosure.” Earlier this month, Treasurer Joe Hockey announced Australia will 
implement the automatic exchange of information on tax matters, as part of a new 
global standard. It is one step in the right direction, according to Mr Zirnsak. 

http://www.gotquestions.org/taxes-Bible.html
https://ore.exeter.ac.uk/repository/bitstream/handle/10871/18028/EDR%20on%20Tax%20CAdraft4%20140805a%20(MacEsther's%20conflicted%20copy%202015-07-08).pdf?sequence=1
https://ore.exeter.ac.uk/repository/bitstream/handle/10871/18028/EDR%20on%20Tax%20CAdraft4%20140805a%20(MacEsther's%20conflicted%20copy%202015-07-08).pdf?sequence=1
https://ore.exeter.ac.uk/repository/bitstream/handle/10871/18028/EDR%20on%20Tax%20CAdraft4%20140805a%20(MacEsther's%20conflicted%20copy%202015-07-08).pdf?sequence=1
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“Sharing information automatically between tax authorities will make it harder for 
companies to shift profits and count on one tax authority not knowing what 
another knows,” he says. Micah Challenge also welcomed the Treasurer’s 
announcement, but said there was still much to be done. “Multinational 
corporations should be required to publish accounts that outline their operations, 
income, expenditure, taxes owed and taxes paid for every country in which they 
operate. This will allow for governments to better hold multinationals accountable 
for paying their fair share of tax, and citizens would be better able to hold 
governments accountable for using this tax revenue to reduce poverty,” said John 
Beckett, national director of Micah Challenge. The report today also called for 
multinational corporations to report financials on a country-by-country basis. “So, 
if a company was to say we have a subsidiary in the Cayman Islands and it’s got 
two employees and is making 50 per cent of our profits, and there’s no business 
activity going on in the Cayman Islands, it’s going to be pretty obvious that that 
corporation’s operations aren’t quite right,” says Mr Zirnsak. The report estimates 
that, in the last financial year, $47 billion flowed from Australia to “secrecy 
jurisdictions” (tax havens). “The frequent use of subsidiaries in secrecy 
jurisdictions in combination with the shifting of debt and profits is resulting in lost 
tax revenue in Australia and overseas where it should be paying for essential 
services to help lift people out of poverty,” says Mr Zirnsak. “There are positive 
steps being taken by the G20 to address tax avoidance, but more needs to be done 
to ensure Australia leads by example and Australian companies contribute their 
fair share.” - See more at: http://www.biblesociety.org.au/news/tax-dodging-
australias-largest-companies-chokes-essential-services#sthash.O8PuA11Y.dpuf 
http://taxjustice.blogspot.co.uk/2012/08/top-us-tax-expert-in-savage-attack-
on.html  
For further thinking on tax justice - 
https://ore.exeter.ac.uk/repository/bitstream/handle/10871/18028/EDR%20on%2
0Tax%20CAdraft4%20140805a%20(MacEsther's%20conflicted%20copy%202015-07-
08).pdf?sequence=1  

 
FINANCE 
 

Does finance contribute to the flourishing of society and to serving fellow people? 
The chairman of the United Kingdom Financial Services Administration argues that 
significant parts of banking are “socially useless”. 
 
Laura Newland, a recent Duke University graduate, in the New York Times 
bemoans graduates going to work in finance, when they could instead be working 
to benefit society. 
 
Young people wonder whether studying or working in finance is an honorable 
occupation. 
 
In this article we will assess the value of finance by drawing from Christian 
theology—especially the Bible—and from the financial literature and practice. Our 
conclusion is that finance is not socially useless. In fact, our biblical and 
theological exploration reveals that God created the foundations of finance and 

http://www.biblesociety.org.au/news/tax-dodging-australias-largest-companies-chokes-essential-services#sthash.O8PuA11Y.dpuf
http://www.biblesociety.org.au/news/tax-dodging-australias-largest-companies-chokes-essential-services#sthash.O8PuA11Y.dpuf
http://taxjustice.blogspot.co.uk/2012/08/top-us-tax-expert-in-savage-attack-on.html
http://taxjustice.blogspot.co.uk/2012/08/top-us-tax-expert-in-savage-attack-on.html
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commands us to use finance for social good, specifically for stewardship, justice, 
and love. 
 
Stewardship, justice, and love can have many different meanings, so it is 
important to establish what we mean by them. Stewardship is obedience to God’s 
mandate to increase his creation from something like a garden to something like a 
city, all the while remembering it is his. We are to care for it and we will be held 
accountable as stewards. Justice is treating persons with due respect for their 
rights as humans, these rights based on the fact that every human is loved by God. 
Love is caring for another person by seeking to bring about their flourishing as an 
end in itself, and with due respect for that person as a human. Finance within this 
framework is an excellent place for a Christian to work and to seek societal 
renewal and transformation, despite the pervasive impact of sin in finance. 
 
Our approach is to first reflect on what finance is, how its basic building blocks are 
created by God and how God enables humans to build the institutions of finance on 
the foundations he created. We will then consider the effects of the Fall on 
finance, and in particular whether market-rate finance has a positive role in a 
fallen world. Then we will weave the biblical themes into a redeemed vision of 
finance with specifics for finance professionals, borrowers and lenders. 
 
What Finance Is 
 
Finance is that human activity whereby we allocate or exchange resources with 
respect to time. For the most part this article concerns external exchange—that is, 
borrowing, lending and investing—rather than allocation of resources within 
entities. The term “finance” will be used here as shorthand to refer to financial 
transactions among parties. Financial functions within households and institutions 
also concern the allocation of resources over time, and by analogy many of the 
same principles apply. Nonetheless internal finance—budgeting or project 
planning, for example—does have its own particular circumstances, which this 
article does not cover. 
 
Finance occurs, then, when people who want to borrow some resources in a 
particular time period do so by entering into arrangements with people who have 
more resources than they currently need. The borrower is willing to pay a price 
(interest for example) to gain present access to the resources, and the lender 
wants to make a profit or return in the future from giving up access to the 
resources at present. Assuming all goes well, the lender benefits the borrower by 
providing resources at a time the borrower needs it (now), while the borrower 
benefits the lender by increasing the borrower’s resources in the future. If all goes 
well, the borrower uses the resources in such a way that both the borrower and 
lender are better off after the borrowed resources are returned to the lender. 
 
To put it a bit more formally, finance is that human activity involved in the 
allocation and exchange of resources with respect to time. As a shorthand, we will 
use the term “lending” to refer to all forms of making resources available, 
including debt, equity, derivatives, etc. Thus lenders could be households with 
deposits at a bank, but could also be, for example, stock investors, private-equity 
investors, or employees contributing to a pension fund. Similarly, borrowers could 
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be households with bank loans, but could also be, businesses selling stock, 
households borrowing to purchase a house, or government entities issuing bonds in 
open markets. In general, we are referring to market-based transactions 
undertaken in a mutually beneficial voluntary manner. 
 
We will not develop a theology regarding non-market types of resource allocation—
for example governmental or non-voluntary allocation of resources—which are 
more properly called “subsidies.” Also, since by “finance” we mean the exchange 
of resources at one time with the expectation of a reverse exchange of resources 
later, we are excluding labor markets, markets for goods and services, and the 
like, which are more properly called “trade.” 
 
The earliest example may have been lending a hunting instrument to a fellow 
clansman for a period of time with the understanding that it would be returned 
later along with part of the kill. Perhaps a somewhat later example would be 
borrowing seed from a neighbor with the understanding that that amount of seed 
plus a little extra would be returned at the end of the growing season. Later, when 
currency was developed, more complex borrowing and lending transactions could 
be handled more easily. A successful fisher might sell the catch and have a bit of 
money left afterwards. A farmer could borrow that money, buy seed, grow grain, 
sell some of the grain crop and repay the fisher’s original money plus some 
interest. The fisher helps make the farmer successful and vice versa. In this way 
people benefit each other in ways beyond their personal skills or capabilities. The 
history of finance is the history of human creativity and social cooperation applied 
to make the earth’s God-given resources more productive. 
 
Over the centuries several types of institutions have developed which greatly 
facilitate this borrowing and lending of resources. Banks, investment banks, 
mutual funds, microfinance organizations, credit unions and many other 
organizations have emerged to help borrowers and lenders find each other and to 
exchange and re-exchange resources to fit the needs of the borrowers and lenders. 
For example, mutual funds make it possible for people to invest modest amounts 
of money in an array of stocks and bonds that would be too costly and complex to 
invest in individually. The contracts or instruments used in finance include debt 
and equity as well as many hybrids and derivatives designed to suit particular 
borrower or saver needs. 
 
God’s Purposes for Finance 
 
Finance has a role in God’s purposes for humanity. Three primary purposes of 
human work revealed in the Bible are to i) reveal God’s glory, ii) engage in 
stewardship, and iii) provide for justice and love. We will explore each of these 
shortly. But first, let us note that finance—like all human endeavor—suffers from 
the profound, devastating effects of sin. For example, greed and dishonesty infect 
finance in many situations, directly undermining the service of God’s glory, and 
human stewardship, justice and love. We will explore the effects of sin in detail a 
bit later. To begin with, let us explore finance according to God’s original purposes 
for the world, giving us a glimpse of what God intends and what might be possible 
through Christ’s redemption. 
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Finance Helps Reveal the Glory of God’s Creation 
 
In the biblical narrative God creates everything for his glory and honor (Colossians 
1:16, Revelation 4:11). The foundations of finance—like all of creation—reveal 
God’s unmatched creativity. God created time—seasons, years, and lifetimes. God 
knit us together so that we have the desire and ability to live and flourish in 
community with a rich fabric of social interactions, one of which involves sharing 
resources over time. When people share resources from one time to another in a 
network of social relationships, we partake of his bountiful creation and enliven it 
with the creativity and love he has given us in his image. Like great music and 
delicious foods, finance reveals God’s glory by displaying his omnipotence and 
creativity in his creation. We will develop a more detailed appreciation for God’s 
glory in the next section when we see that God created the eight specific 
foundations of finance. 
 
Finance Helps Us Fulfill the Creation Mandate to Be Good Stewards 
 
Stewardship is the fulfillment of God’s mandate to fill the earth, subdue (or 
govern) it, work it, and care for it (Genesis 1:28-30, Genesis 2:15). God’s original 
creation is shown in Genesis as a garden filled with plants and animals and people 
in perfect communion with God. The garden is good, but it is not meant to stay 
unchanged forever. When the Bible looks ahead to the fulfillment of God’s 
creation it shows us a world teeming with people from every nation praising God. 
They are no longer in a garden, but a city with foundations, walls, gates, tree-
lined streets, iron, gold, domesticated animals and merchant ships (Isaiah 60, 
Revelation 21). This development of creation from a garden to a city filled with 
people and their cultural elements is the conclusion of God’s mandate to fill the 
earth, subdue it, work it and care for it. Even though God’s creation at the 
beginning was perfect and full of resources, it was not complete as God intended it 
to become. Mouw argues that “God intended from the beginning that human 
beings would fill the earth with the processes, patterns, and products of cultural 
formation”. 
 
We are God’s creative hands and continue his creative work, building by the grace 
of God on his perfect and abundant creation foundation. Van Duzer argues that 
God’s perfect, though incomplete, creation provides an excellent foundation for 
business. 
 
Allocating resources well over time so that they grow is vital to fulfilling this 
creation mandate. Examples of how finance helps humans obey God’s creation 
mandate include saving money to buy seeds in the spring time, raising capital to 
purchase mining equipment which will produce ore in future years, a young family 
borrowing money to buy a house, and a community issuing bonds to build a school. 
Finance provides the future-oriented allocation of resources necessary for growth. 
It provides resources to those with the greatest opportunity to increase resources 
in the coming period of time, then shares the increase with those who lent the 
spare resources that otherwise would have been unproductive. Without finance, 
people would live each day with only the resources they could garner that day or 
that they personally had accumulated in prior days. The economic growth 
humanity has experienced over the centuries would not be possible without 
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finance. It would be impossible for humanity to thrive without borrowing and 
lending. 
 
God mandates us not only to work his creation, but also to care for it. 
 
Because borrowing and lending is inherently cross-time, finance encourages a long-
term perspective on decision making. People who take out mortgages to buy 
homes tend to take care of them better than those who rent houses short-term. 
Conversely, unsustainable activities are hard to finance. Who would lend money to 
a lumber company that is cutting its forests so quickly that they will be depleted in 
a few years? Finance also makes possible capital improvements that reduce 
operational use of natural resources. For example a city can borrow money to 
expand its public transportation system, which will better use God’s carbon 
resources and also provide retirement income to the municipal bond investors. 
 
Finance Can Be a Means of Justice and Love 
 
Finance makes certain activities of justice and love possible. We are using 
Wolterstorff’s conception of justice wherein persons are to be treated with due 
respect for their rights as humans. 
 
Wolterstorff’s theistic account bases these human rights solely on the fact that 
every human is bestowed the honor of being loved by God. Thus “on account of 
God’s attachment to human beings, one wrongs God by injuring a human being.” 
 
This God-human relationship is what gives rise to human rights, which in turn forms 
our conception of justice. We are also using Wolterstorff’s “care” idea of love 
which he calls care-agapism—that is seeking to bring about the flourishing of 
another human as an end in itself, and with due respect for that person as a 
human. 
 
His argument is that love as care is the best way to understand biblical love 
(agape), because care incorporates justice into love. “Care includes seeking that 
the beloved be treated justly. And care is the sort of love that is typical of love for 
oneself, that Jesus attributes to God for us, and that Jesus enjoins on us for God 
and for our neighbor. Understanding love as care gives us a unified understanding 
of these four manifestations of love.” 
 
Care includes action, probably involving some risk or sacrifice on the part of the 
lover. 
 
Love manifested in care is consistent with other Christian conceptions of justice 
and love. For example, Chris Wright shows that the major biblical themes of 
righteousness and justice are closely related concepts meaning “what needs to be 
done in a particular circumstance or relationship” to restore things to what they 
ought to be. 
 
Wright goes on to argue that God chose Abraham specifically as a way to advance 
his mission of blessing the nations with justice and righteousness. 
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It follows that the reason God chose us was to bless those around us with justice 
and righteousness. Wright’s argument gives us the reason to actually practice this 
love. We are mandated by God to bless those around us by showing love, that is by 
bringing about their flourishing in a way that respects them as people loved by 
God. 
 
And to whom do we show this love and justice? Jesus said his most important 
teaching is to love God with all our heart, mind, soul and strength and to love our 
neighbor as ourselves (Matthew 22, Mark 12, Luke 10), which echoed Moses’ earlier 
teaching. 
 
Jesus’ parable of the good Samaritan illustrates that our neighbor is anybody we 
can show love and justice to, even those with whom we do not have a prior 
relationship. Or as Wolterstorff says, “I take Jesus to be enjoining us to be alert to 
the obligation placed upon us by the needs to whomever we happen on.” 
 
Wolterstorff’s concepts of justice and love are useful for understanding God’s 
intended purpose for finance for two reasons. First, finance can be useful for 
bringing about the flourishing of another human, with due respect for that person 
as a human. Finance provides access to resources. The resources that finance 
allows to be reallocated can help people flourish, and sharing resources in a 
mutually beneficial voluntary way is an excellent way, although not the only way, 
to show due respect for another human. This is the essence of justice. If you don’t 
have resources you need now in order to be productive, and if you are willing to 
share some of the increase with me later, then it is only just that we would lend, 
borrow and repay out of respect for each other. Second, finance can be a means to 
love neighbors—in the sense of caring about their flourishing—with whom we do not 
have a personal relationship or who do not live nearby. Well-constructed financial 
arrangements—along with a good legal system—make it possible for strangers to 
borrow and lend with confidence of a proper return. In this way, we can share 
resources for mutual benefit far beyond our personal circles. Not all financial 
arrangements embody justice and love in these ways, but they could and they 
should. Chaplin urges us to transform institutions, perhaps radically, so they 
“embody the central norm of love” and so they serve as “conduits” for love and 
justice. 
 
The Foundations of Finance are Created by God 
 
It was God’s choice to make us in a particular way that enables finance. This is not 
to say that God created particular institutions or systems of finance, but that 
people are created in ways that give finance a role in God’s purposes. This concept 
is critical for our theology. If God did not create the foundations of finance, then 
finance is a purely human invention that might not have any role in God’s 
intentions for humanity. If however God did create the foundations of finance, 
then surely he did that for a purpose, and that purpose must align with his 
revealed will. We will explore eight foundations of finance to see whether they 
really do spring from God’s creation. 
 
We are Timebound 
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God created a world with time and where human time is limited. By God’s 
creation, we have days, seasons, generations and lifetimes (Genesis 1, Psalm 104). 
 
Further we need to be aware of time and will be held accountable for our time 
(Psalm 90:12, Ecclesiastes 3, Proverbs 6:6-11, Proverbs 20:4). Kana argues that 
time is God’s resource and we are stewards of time. 
 
Allocating resources among people across different time periods is the 
underpinning of finance. Financial resources are needed for a few days because of 
production or shipping time, or a few months due to seasonal business, or a half 
year due to a growing season, or for several years for new product development 
and launch, or for decades to build a factory or buy a house, or for most of a life 
time for retirement savings. In a world where people’s needs, opportunities, and 
available resources vary over time, finance is the primary means of matching 
resources to needs across time. 
 
We are Social 
 
Human beings are created to be social and to live in community, and we have a 
desire to be with other people. As God put it, “It is not good that the man should 
be alone” (Genesis 2:18). Moreover, we are created in God’s image (Genesis 1:26-
27; 2 Corinthians 3:8), and the Holy Trinity existing in perfect unity is a model of 
community for us (Galatians 4:1-7). As a form of resource sharing among people, 
finance is inherently a social activity. By creating us as social beings, God laid the 
foundation for the exchange of resources, of which finance is a crucial form. 
 
We are Heterogeneous 
 
People are created with a wide variety of skills, needs and desires. In the Bible, 
we see this in God’s creation in his endowment of people with a wide variety of 
skills to build the tabernacle (Exodus 35:30-36:5) and to rebuild Jerusalem upon 
the return of the remnant from the Babylonian captivity (Ezra 7:6-7; Nehemiah 1, 
2). Paul emphasizes that we are each gifted differently (1 Corinthians 12:12-31). In 
addition, since we were not all born at the same time, human society has a rich 
variety of ages and life stages. Some people are young and not yet able to provide 
their own food and shelter, others are just beginning to be able to do so, others 
are in their prime productive years and have resources in excess of their current 
needs, and still others are older and need help in supporting themselves, or need 
to draw on resources accumulated during their earlier years. 
 
This heterogeneity is a foundation of financial markets because at any given time 
some people will have excess resources while others will have need or opportunity 
to use resources beyond what they currently possess. For example, some of us will 
want to borrow money to pursue a business opportunity or build infrastructure to 
fulfill some unmet need in society. Others will be savers at some periods of their 
lives and will be able to lend to meet that borrowing need. 
 
We Act as Agents 
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People were created to act on others’ behalf, to be stewards or agents. Prime 
examples are that God mandates us to steward his creation and steward his grace 
(1 Peter 4:10). We also see that God called Joseph to act as a steward for both 
Potiphar and Pharaoh (Genesis 39:2-6; 41:41-44). Jesus’ parable of the talents 
illustrates that we are his stewards, and will be held accountable for acting as he 
would want us to (Matthew 25:14-30). 
 
Finance depends on people acting as agents or stewards on behalf of others. 
Executives act as agents for the shareholders of a corporation. Mutual fund 
managers act on behalf of investors to decide which stocks or bonds in which to 
invest. Lawyers apply their expertise to serve their clients’ interests in financial 
transactions. An entire branch of finance literature is devoted to better 
understanding the many agency relationships in finance. Finance can exist because 
God created people with an ability to act on behalf of others. 
 
We Make Promises 
 
God is a God of promises and covenants. The biblical narrative is a story of God’s 
promises kept. Humans are created in his image, and thus we have biblical 
accounts of humans making promises to each other. The story of Ruth hinges on 
promises between people of different nationalities, for example (Ruth 1:16 -18). 
Paul references human promises in Galatians 3:15. Humans are created to be able 
to make and keep promises to each other. 
 
Every financial instrument is a promise between two or more parties, and would 
not be possible if promises were not part of God’s creation. A mortgage loan is a 
promise to pay a certain amount each month. A share of stock is a promise for a 
portion of future dividends and a right to elect board members. In modern finance 
some of our promises tend to get quite complicated and detailed so it has become 
common practice to write them down. However, these written contracts simply 
reflect our created ability to make and keep promises. This ability is so central to 
finance that the Bible teaches us to not overpromise in our finances (Proverbs 
22:26-27).  
 
We Are Not Omniscient 
 
Humanity does not know everything, and individually each of us knows only a tiny 
fraction of what can be known. God created each of us with our own unique mind 
which takes in, processes and remembers things differently from anyone else. 
Human endeavor depends on each of us using our individual knowledge for mutual 
benefit, rather than on each of us learning everything needed for success. 
 
Limited knowledge and asymmetric information are mediated by financial markets. 
This means that when a loan is entered into the borrower has more information 
about his or her ability to repay than does the lender. It means that when we buy a 
stock it is possible that the seller knows something about the stock that we do not. 
This asymmetry will impact our willingness to participate in financial markets and 
will impact financial prices. Finance is built on two obligations that turn 
asymmetric information from a hindrance into an opportunity. First, we use 
promises to convey our certainty about information we possess that other parties 
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do not. My promise to repay the mortgage, under penalty of losing the house, gives 
you the confidence to deposit money in the bank that funds the mortgage, even 
though you do not know my likely future earnings. Secondly, we prohibit falsifying 
information in financial transactions. If your investment documents tell me that 
there is a $3 billion market for products like yours, this information must be 
accurate. Because of this, we can make use of information provided by others, 
even if we do not have personal knowledge of its accuracy. 
 
We Create Resources for a Future that We Do Not Know 
 
God created risk, in that we do not know what the future holds (Ecclesiastes 8:7). 
But God created us with an ability to influence future events, in particular with 
the ability to create new things that come to fruition in the future. Miller outlines 
three conceptions of risk, the third being “opportunity creation” wherein human 
imagination and creativity make the future indeterminate because we might—or 
might not— be able to bring into existence what was not there before. 
 
By God’s design the future is not deterministic, but an unfolding process impacted 
by human choice. 
 
This risk has a profound impact on financial decisions. 
 
Most financial instruments and the pricing of those instruments reflect this 
uncertainty. Loans get turned down due to uncertainty, or are priced higher to 
compensate for the percentage expected to fail. Stock prices rise and fall due to 
uncertainty. Debt contracts have reporting and collateral provisions because of 
uncertainty. Financial markets are greatly complicated by uncertainty, but also 
have a greater potential benefit to society due to the ability of risk to be managed 
and re-allocated via finance. 
 
We Are Risk Takers 
 
God created us to be able to take risk and provides biblical support for taking risks 
(Genesis 1:28-30; 2:15; Matthew 25:14-30; Luke 19:11-27; John 12:24). We are 
created in the image of a risk-taking God, who took “risks by making a distinct 
creation and a free humanity to rule it.”[23] 
 
God created us so we feel risk, but we know God will provide 
 
However we also have much biblical teaching to be prudent in our risk taking.[25] 
 
Gregersen defines risk as the sum of natural events, social events and the meaning 
these hold for a person.[26] 
 
Gregersen quotes Luhmann who argues that trust is a risk-willing position, creating 
a virtuous cycle between trust and risk. Gregersen argues that the Bible teaches 
“the world is created by a benevolent God in such a manner that invites a risk-
taking attitude and rewards it in the long term.”[27] 
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Human attitudes toward risks are crucial in finance. People are willing to take 
some risk but not too much, and the amount varies by individual and circumstance. 
This ability to take risk along with an aversion to taking risk unnecessarily is part of 
God’s creation design. God in his wisdom created us with an innate ability to 
balance the risks and rewards, and we see this reflected in financial prices. With 
this awareness we can recognize that a risk understood and managed is consistent 
with God’s creation design. 
 
Conclusion to the Foundations of Finance are Created by God 
 
These eight aspects of creation—especially of the creation of human beings—form 
the foundation of finance. Finance bridges the gaps that would otherwise prevent 
people from making use of spare resources to grow and increase human 
productivity and from sharing resources socially for mutual benefit. In other words, 
finance turns the conditions of human existence into opportunities to bring glory to 
God, to serve as stewards of creation, and to care for each other with justice and 
love. 
 
Financial Institutions 
 
To complete our theological analysis of finance, we need to demonstrate exactly 
how people can develop financial institutions that bring glory, stewardship, and 
justice and love from God’s created foundations. By institutions we mean those 
structures and mechanisms which society uses to organize its activities. The four 
primary finance institutions are currency, intermediaries, instruments and prices. 
In this section we explore each of these four institutions, show how they are built 
on God’s foundations and are a way in which we obediently respond to God 
through stewardship, justice, and love. Along the way we address several questions 
which arise. 
 
Van Duzer argues that institutions may be among the powers and principalities 
referred to in the Bible and that as such were created by God for good.[28] 
 
 He infers that Colossians 1:16-17 may be referring to institutions such as business 
or markets. 
 
He quotes Yoder who argues that God created institutions to provide “regularity, 
system, order” to his creation. 
 
Consistent with this we take an optimistic view of finance; a “what was intended 
by God” view of finance. Later we look at how God’s intentions for finance are 
impacted by a fallen humanity, and recognize that finance institutions can be, and 
are, used for great harm in society; exhibiting bad stewardship and lack of justice 
and love for fellow humans. 
 
Currency 
 
God enabled humans to represent material value in media that are durable, 
storable and transportable. In his original creation design God made some physical 
elements, such as gold, to be attractive, small, and relatively scarce. He also 
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created in humans an ability to understand and impute value to such articles. 
Later, God allowed humans to establish governments which would use non-scarce 
resources, such as paper, to represent scarce resources, such as gold, which in 
turn could be exchanged for a wide variety of resources. 
 
We have money which is in modern times very easy to transport (and is almost 
costless to transport electronically) and which provides access to real resources 
such as food, housing, education and capital goods. Being able to easily allocate 
resources via currencies is an important part of fulfilling the creation stewardship 
mandate. 
 
The Bible contains much teaching about money. Several famous teachings are that 
“the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil” (1 Timothy 6:10) and, “You cannot 
serve both God and money” (Matthew 6:24). These teachings are not about money 
as a medium of exchange, but rather about human attitudes towards money and 
the power it represents to us.  However, money as a medium of exchange is not 
the root of evil. Money as a medium of exchange is a blessing enabled by God. 
 
Intermediaries 
 
Intermediaries are institutions that “remanufacture” lenders’ resources into a form 
that is useful to borrowers. A simple example is when a bank intermediates 
between several depositors and one business loan borrower. Intermediaries include 
all the various types of banks, but there are several other important types of 
intermediaries such as pension funds, life insurance companies, mutual funds, 
private equity funds, hedge funds and securitization vehicles. Even 
“disintermediated” financial transactions—when companies borrow money by 
issuing bonds to lenders, rather than borrowing from a bank, for example—typically 
go through some kind of intermediary, such as an investment bank. Any financial 
vehicle which aggregates on savers' money and invests it in borrower obligations is 
performing the function of financial intermediation. Intermediaries function 
because God created humans to be social and heterogeneous, to act as agents, to 
make promises, and to be prudent risk takers. 
 
Intermediaries allow humans to fulfill God’s stewardship mandate in two key ways. 
First, intermediaries develop networks of borrowers and lenders, investing their 
own resources to identify and build trust between parties. You would probably 
never lend money to a stranger to buy a house, but you would deposit money at a 
bank that lends to the stranger. You trust the bank because you know the bank has 
a process to makes sure it lends soundly to appropriate borrowers. Second, 
intermediaries make resources scalable by enabling many savers’ resources to be 
aggregated. You can’t lend enough money for someone to buy a house, but a bank 
with thousands or millions of depositors can pool their funds to make large loans 
possible. 
 
One way intermediaries enable justice is by allowing non-elite households and 
small businesses to gain access to resources. Without intermediaries a household’s 
access to resources would be limited to the social relationships of that household. 
Poor households would likely stay poor. With intermediaries a poor household can 
borrow the resources to buy a house, car, college education or start a small 
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business. Likewise with small businesses that do not have the size or reputation to 
issue bonds directly to investors. This allows for a more just society. 
 
Intermediaries allow borrowers and savers to care for each other, which as we 
have seen is an act of love. The intermediary enables the borrower to obtain the 
needed funds more easily and more cheaply than if the borrower relies only on 
family and friends. Intermediaries also enable savers to save for the future in 
lower risk and higher return ways compared to hiding money under mattresses or 
lending only to acquaintances. Although the saver and borrower never meet, they 
are caring for each other by sharing resources in this way.  
 
Can we really love someone through intermediaries? 
 
If finance is a means of care and love, doing finance through intermediaries raises 
a question. Can we love someone we do not even know? 
 
We can indeed show love for people whom we do not know. Most of us are familiar 
with institutions in society that enable humans to show love to each other across 
distance and time. For example, employees and donors of NGOs such as Oxfam, 
World Vision and Red Cross, to name a few, are acting out of love for needy people 
around the world, even though they do not actually know the persons they are 
loving. Indeed even the work of developing those organizations is an act of love for 
our fellow humans. 
 
Similarly, although we do not usually think of this, savers who make bank deposits 
which allow borrowers to use those resources for a period of time can be acting 
out of love for the borrowers even if their exact identity is unknown to the savers. 
 
This suggests a possible tension between stewardship and love, however. It seems 
that larger intermediaries should allow for better stewardship because they have 
opportunities to borrow and lend in many markets around the world. But smaller 
local intermediaries with more local relationships  might be better at enabling love 
because they may know their customers more intimately. A big national bank 
might allow for more optimal stewardship and a small local bank might allow more 
intimate love. Our theology would urge banks and customers to consider this 
potential tradeoff when making decisions regarding the scale of their banks. If a 
bank chooses to be large, it should be with an explicit goal of excellent 
geographical and scale stewardship. If a bank chooses to remain small it should do 
so with an explicit mission to be excellent at love. 
 
Depositors should consider the same tradeoffs when deciding where to do their 
banking. 
 
Instruments 
 
Financial instruments are promises between two or more parties with differing 
resource needs which are tailored to allow both parties to be prudent risk takers 
when the future is unknown. As argued above, God created humans to be a 
promise keeping people. That element of creation along with the fact that God 
created humans social, heterogeneous, time bound, and to be prudent risk takers 
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in a world of uncertainty, gives rise to financial instruments. Financial instruments 
are the products “manufactured” by intermediaries to meet the needs of savers 
and borrowers and allow humans to obey God’s creation mandate and to show 
justice and love in significant ways. 
 
Financial instruments enable good stewardship because they can be tailored to fit 
the risk, return, and time profile of the particular stewardship opportunity. Thus, 
if a borrower company has a particular project whose outcome is quite contingent 
on an uncertain future (i.e., it is risky), then a financial instrument can be crafted 
which anticipates this risk and thus helps the saver and borrower mutually agree 
on how exactly to share the requisite resources, very likely with an equity-type 
instrument. 
 
Financial instruments also allow for a more just society. Instruments can be 
tailored for the needs of those members of society whose needs are the greatest. 
Small business loans are instruments that have provided countless opportunities for 
entrepreneurs to serve society. Student loans are an instrument which has 
provided great opportunity for young people whose families have not been able to 
save enough for education. The special tailored instruments used in micro-lending 
also enable justice. Specialized housing loans with smaller down payments and 
government insurance have enabled countless low income families to gain the 
benefits of home ownership. Financial instruments allow those members of society 
with ample resources one way to show justice to poorer members of society. 
 
A mortgage loan is an example of love enabled by financial instruments. The saver 
helps the borrower obtain a physical place in which she and her family can 
flourish. In turn, the borrower helps the saver prepare for later in life when he is 
old and no longer productive enough to support himself. Through God’s creation 
design he anticipated that we would develop financial instruments which would 
enable humans to love each other in such meaningful and useful ways. Of course, 
the borrower and saver do not specifically know each other but they do know of 
the other's existence and can thus love each other in this way. 
 
Prices 
 
Prices in financial markets are expressed as expected rates of return on financial 
instruments, which in debt instrument are quoted as interest rates. 
 
Why exactly would the borrower and saver agree to pay or receive a rate of return 
or interest? Is that part of God’s creation design? We argue yes, as follows. 
 
First consider this from the borrower’s perspective. Ideally, the borrower will be 
willing and able to pay interest because he or she can use the borrowed resources 
to produce greater resources in future. These productive opportunities have been 
created by God and include things like shelter so the borrower can stay healthy, 
planting seeds to grow a crop, gaining skills through education, building a road or 
factory, or buying a machine that can make something useful. Time periods and 
productive opportunities are both parts of God’s created order. This is one-half of 
the important foundation of interest rates. 
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For the second half of the foundation, consider this from the lender’s perspective. 
The lender is willing to give up access to some resources until some future period 
for two reasons. At present he or she has more resources than needed. But later, 
there is likely to be a future period during which he or she will need additional 
resources, in retirement for example. It makes sense to let the borrower use the 
resources for a period of time and return them later. To give up control of the 
resources for a while the lender will want compensation at least equal to the next-
best use for the resources. The lender’s diminishing appetite for current 
consumption and knowledge of likely future time periods in life are direct results 
of God’s creation of humans as finite and time-bound. 
 
Thus, the productive opportunities and human consumption needs created by God, 
along with the above eight foundation of finance, form the basis for interest rates. 
Interest rates are not some aberrant human idea; rather interest rates are an 
institution which flow directly from God’s creation design. Furthermore, a well-
priced interest rate can benefit both the borrower and lender, and will be the 
result of a voluntary mutually beneficial exchange. 
 
Interest rates are a key part of stewardship. This price mechanism allows for 
clarity in resource allocation decision making. If you are paying interest, you have 
an incentive to borrow only if it helps increase your future productivity. Interest 
discourages you from borrowing simply to live above your means because you have 
to pay back more tomorrow than you consume today. The interest rate mechanism 
encourages good stewardship of financial resources over time. However, we 
caution against assuming that this mechanism will automatically lead to the “care” 
part of God’s creation mandate. Not every project with a positive financial return 
will lead to creation care. It will take thoughtful finance participants to work 
within the context of interest rates to care for God’s creation. 
 
Interest rates facilitate and stimulate a just re-allocation of resources. Interest 
rates provide a way for those members of society without resources to gain access 
to resources simply by agreeing to fairly compensate the lenders for the temporary 
use of the resources. Interest rates allow sharing of resources to be voluntarily 
agreed and mutually beneficial. Interest rates allow a financial transaction to be 
good for both parties. Without interest rates (i.e. a zero interest rate) financial 
activity would be a gift from lenders to borrowers. Without interest rates 
borrowers would be attempting to gain free access to lenders’ resources. This 
would look a lot like begging, which is perhaps not the best way for justice to 
work. However, God in his creative genius arranged that one way justice can occur 
is via sustainable voluntary mutually beneficial activities among humans, one of 
which is what we call interest rates. 
 
Can a market exchange really be love? 
 
The question of prices raised two questions about finance as a form of love. First, 
can love be expressed in a market value-exchange relationship? Put another way, if 
both borrower and lender expect to gain from the relationship, is either one really 
doing it out of love? Second, since most financial transactions are at arm’s length, 
can one love another human even if there is no personal relationship? 
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Can one person love another through selling something at a price? Recall that our 
idea of love is seeking to bring about the flourishing of another human as an end in 
itself, and with due respect for that person as a human. The answer is yes. People 
bring about others’ human flourishing all the time through providing goods and 
services at a price. When farmers provide wholesome food, they help consumers to 
flourish, even though consumers pay for the food. We don’t regard good teachers 
as mere mercenaries simply because they get paid. The majority of work in 
modern economies is paid, and the goods and services produced by work are sold 
at a price. If charging a price negates the possibility of love, then virtually no work 
could show love. 
 
Why is it that market-rate finance somehow seems less capable of showing love? 
Perhaps it is because money—unlike teaching or farm produce—seems like an 
undifferentiated product. A farmer shows love by selling good produce. Can a 
lender show love by lending good money? The answer, surprisingly, is yes. The 
money itself is not better or worse than any other money, of course. But the 
circumstances, conditions, and terms of lending are all opportunities for borrowers 
and lenders to care for one another. The duration of the loan, its payback 
provisions, collateral requirements, default penalties, insurance, inflation 
protections, and countless other terms can make a loan better suited to enable the 
borrower and the lender to flourish. Income verification, property assessment, due 
diligence, understandability of loan documents, availability of unbiased 
information, and other factors related to initiating the loan can also show care and 
respect. The location and convenience of bank locations, loan officers, rate 
comparisons, community engagement, advertising, and other factors can help 
reach underserved communities. Credit counseling, respectful dialogue about the 
use of proceeds—whether for consumption or investment in productivity, product 
education, and other factors can show love by helping people avoid borrowing if it 
is likely to harm them. For equity transactions, the openness of markets, the 
accuracy of financial statements, the integrity of people with inside information 
also care for and respect investors. Even though the money itself is the same from 
one lender to another, the love—that is, the care and respect—can vary widely. 
 
For example, a mortgage lender may help a low-income family buy a house instead 
of renting. If the house, the interest rate, the loan period, the income verification, 
and all the other factors are handled properly, this can be a tremendous benefit 
for the family as they begin to build equity. It also benefits all those who lend the 
money involved, typically bank depositors or pension funds. Similarly, an 
investment bank that helps an entrepreneur issue an initial public offering to raise 
capital to grow the business brings a kind of love to the entrepreneurs future 
customers, employees, suppliers, and community, in addition to the shareholders 
who purchase the stock. All of these are market-rate transactions that bring love 
to bear for both borrowers and lenders. 
 
Finally, love can be shown by honoring and fulfilling the promises made in the 
transaction. Of course much of this is required by law, but here we are arguing 
that love is shown in market transactions by going above and beyond the law by 
acting in the other party’s best interest even if it is not required or deserved and 
even if there is no expectation of a future benefit of doing do so. This means 
seeking the flourishing of the other party as an end in itself. Again, markets for 
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other goods and services routinely do this—think of health care, for example—and 
there is no reason finance cannot do the same. Most if not all market transactions 
could feature this kind of love, and many do.  
 
Does the Bible prohibit charging interest? 
 
Another question is whether financial prices—interest in particular—are prohibited 
by the Bible. For centuries Christians have debated the applicability of the biblical 
texts which seem to prohibit interest or the taking of collateral as for example in 
this passage: 
 
DEUTERONOMY 23:19-20 
‘You shall not charge interest on loans to another Israelite, interest on money, 
interest on provisions, interest on anything that is lent. On loans to a foreigner 
you may charge interest, but on loans to another Israelite you may not charge 
interest, so that the Lord your God may bless you in all your undertakings in the 
land that you are about to enter and possess.’ 
 
To explore this and other relevant passages, see “Employing Assets for the 
Common Good (Deuteronomy 23:1-24:13)”, “Lending and Collateral (Exodus 22:25-
27)”, "The Sabbath Year and the Year of Jubilee (Leviticus 25)”, “The Righteous 
Man Does Not Take Advance or Accrued Interest (Ezekiel 18.8a)”, “The Righteous 
Man Does Not Oppress, But Restores to the Debtor his Pledge (Ezekiel 18:5,7)”. 
 
For the most part, Christians have concluded that interest is not inherently 
prohibited in modern societies, but that lending practices— including interest rates 
and collateral—must not take advantage of vulnerable people or make people 
destitute. This is in fact what we are advocating here—that finance is meant as a 
means of stewardship, care, and respect. 
 
Conclusion to Financial Institutions 
 
To sum up our theology, we have argued that the purposes of finance are to bring 
glory to God, to enable humans to be creation stewards, and to allow justice and 
love. We argued this by showing that God created the foundations of finance and 
then showing how these foundations enable humans to build four specific 
institutions on those foundations. These institutions enable humans to obey God’s 
creation stewardship mandate and God’s justice and love mandates. Below we 
provide several examples of how in this framework Christ’s redemption can enable 
stewardship, justice, and love. 
 
Finance and the Fall 
 
Up to this point we have considered finance as God originally intended. But, we 
know that the Fall of humanity has marred every aspect of creation. Until Christ’s 
redemption of the world is accomplished, we live in a world shaped by both the 
good of God’s creation and the evil of the Fall. Sin has severely damaged the 
ability and propensity of humans to be stewards and to show justice and love 
through financial markets. 
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Several sins are especially damaging to finance. Since finance is fundamentally 
about allocating resources, the sin of greed has a major impact on finance. 
 
Since God did not create us to be omniscient, and since information is important in 
finance, the sin of lying also causes huge problems in finance. In fact, this greed 
and lying can seriously impair the ability of finance institutions to do the good they 
are intended for, and begs the question whether these institutions are so 
corrupted by sin that they cannot be redeemed. 
 
In recent history, nothing has been more demonstrative of the fallen nature of 
finance than the economic recession of 2008. What went wrong? Is there a future 
for capitalism? How do society and governments move forward?  
 
 
It is argued that “the financial system failed to perform its key roles: managing 
risk, allocating capital, and keeping transaction cost low.” Terrill argues that a 
moral breakdown has occurred in investment banking and with consumers, and 
that we need a soul change to pursue what is “good and right.” 
 
One author shows how broken relationships among humans and with God cause 
many problems in the marketplace. Davis argues that over the past three decades 
some elements of finance—particularly institutional investing and securitization—
have contributed to the waning of organizations which contribute to society and to 
the rise of a trader mentality which has a shorter term view and can damage 
society. 
 
Given the work of these and other writers, we will not expand on the evils that 
people intentionally commit in finance, such as fraud, deception, violence, racial, 
ethnic, gender and other biases, and the like. These are much the same as ethical 
lapses in other fields of work. The article Ethics at Work Overview at 
www.theologyofwork.org  gives a framework for ethical reasoning in biblical 
perspective. 
 
We are more interested here in how the Fall may limit the ability of finance—in 
the sense of voluntary, market-rate transactions—to bring stewardship, justice, 
and love to both borrowers and lenders. Are there situations in which finance must 
be replaced with some other form of exchange—private or governmental charity in 
particular—and if so, how extensive are they? In a fallen world is there still scope 
for finance to fulfill the purposes God intended? 
 
Unaffordability of borrowing by the poor 
 
Ideally, market-rate finance is a blessing to both borrowers and lenders. This is 
similar to all kinds of commerce. Producing and selling all kinds or products and 
services is meant to benefit both buyers and sellers. But, there are times when 
people need the product or service but cannot afford to buy it. This is as true with 
finance as with food, shelter, electricity, health care, or any other good. People 
may need access to money who may not qualify for credit or who may be offered 
only unaffordably high interest rates. As with any other product, when this 
happens it is no longer a commercial transaction, but a subsidy, transfer, or gift. 

http://www.theologyofwork.org/
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We don’t usually expect that producers will sell their goods and services at a loss 
or give them away for free. Instead we depend on donors, aid organizations, or 
governments to subsidize or purchase and donate items to those in need. Yet at 
the same time, we do expect, or at least hope, that those who have in abundance 
will be generous. 
 
Finance is similar to any other sector in this respect. The Bible commends 
generosity in finance— 
 
LEVITICUS 25:35-36 
‘If any of your kin fall into difficulty and become dependent on you, you shall 
support them. Do not take interest in advance or otherwise make a profit from 
them.’ 
 
DEUTERONOMY 15:7-8 
‘If there is among you anyone in need, a member of your community in any of 
your towns within the land that the Lord your God is giving you, do not be hard-
hearted or tight-fisted toward your needy neighbor. You should rather open your 
hand, willingly lending enough to meet the need, whatever it may be.’ 
 
—much as it commends generosity in goods, 
 
In reply he [John the Baptist] said to them, “Whoever has two coats must share 
with anyone who has none; and whoever has food must do likewise.” (Luke 3:11) 
 
Generosity is important. But, markets with prices are likely not the best way to 
show generosity to family members (“kin” in Leviticus 25:35) and needy people. If 
we consider the grain market we see that God created the foundation for grain 
markets in that we are social, not everybody is equally skilled to grow grain, grain 
does not grow equally well everywhere, grain cannot be harvested every day of the 
year, grain is nutritious and our bodies cannot ingest enough grain at the time of 
harvest to last until the next harvest. The Bible does not contain a general 
prohibition on buying and selling grain. However, the Bible does encourage us to 
not hoard grain and to give grain away to the poor, the widow, and fatherless 
(Leviticus 19; Luke 12:16-21). The Bible has similar teaching about financial 
resources as we have seen above. There is no biblical dissonance between 
allocating most financial resources via markets with a price (interest rates) as 
intended by God in his creation design, and also sharing some financial resources 
freely (zero interest rates) with family or the poor. Both cases can show love to 
others. To those who have productive opportunities for money, lending with 
interest can be love. Lending interest-free to family and the poor who have not 
other access to funds can also be love. 
 
In general, the fact that finance deals in money, rather than goods and services, 
does not give lenders a greater obligation to do charity than other businesses and 
institutions. In fact, any business that ceases to operate profitably is actually 
destroying the value it is meant to bring to society. As we have seen, the 
foundations of finance include its benefit to lenders as well as to borrowers. 
Whenever a financial institution gives away money, it deprives its own investors of 
some of their anticipated return. Given that the largest investors today are 
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pension funds, charity to borrowers comes largely at the expense of retirement 
income to pensioners. So, as in other industries, large-scale charity is not the role 
of finance. 
 
Exploitation of borrowers 
 
Financiers have a duty to lend profitably, but they are not to profit from the 
vulnerability of borrowers. 
 
LEVITICUS 25:37 
You shall not lend them [people in difficulty] your money at interest taken in 
advance, or provide them food at a profit.’ 
 
In other words, a lender should not exploit the “difficulty” faced by a potential 
borrower in order to gain profit or force onerous terms such as collecting interest 
in advance. The passage as a whole speaks specifically to the requirement to lend 
to kin (Leviticus 25:35), but once a decision has been made to lend for whatever 
reason, the obligation not to exploit the borrower’s difficulty applies to everyone. 
 
The moral issue arises from the imbalance in power between the lender and 
borrower. The lender has plenty of money, but the borrower is in a desperate 
situation. Even in many market-rate situations today, the lender is more powerful 
than the borrower. For example, a bank generally has far greater resources, 
information, legal knowledge, legislative influence, and geographic presence than 
a customer taking out a loan. Sometimes laws prevent certain kinds of exploitation 
in lending, but even when exploitative lending is legal, it is wrong. In any case, no 
industry can thrive over the long term by exploiting its customers. One 
contribution Christians can make in finance is to use whatever influence we have 
as depositors, employees, investors, directors, agents, and voters to reduce the 
exploitation of vulnerable people. 
 
Unproductive use of proceeds 
 
God’s intent is that finance be a form of sharing, over time, among borrowers and 
lenders. There is only something to share if the loan makes increased productivity 
possible. So borrowers and lenders both have a responsibility for the use of 
borrowed money. A mortgage may increase the borrower’s productivity by 
reducing housing costs. A car lease may make it possible for the borrower to get to 
work efficiently. A business loan may be used to finance equipment, inventory, 
receivables or other assets for growth. On the other hand, a mortgage made on 
speculative property or without income verification or without sufficient equity 
may damage both the borrower and lender. A car lease with teaser rates or a back-
end balloon payment of more than the car is worth may encourage the borrower to 
buy a car he or she can’t afford. A business loan made without due diligence may 
be squandered on unproductive assets. 
 
These examples reinforce the biblical view that finance is a shared obligation of 
borrower and lender. Borrowers are obligated to limit themselves to loans that will 
make them productive and that they can be reasonably expected to repay. Lenders 
are obligated to assist borrowers in this task and to decline to lend in unsuitable 
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circumstances. In practice, this can be quite difficult to accomplish. Borrowers 
may lack the knowledge to gauge the suitability of loans, or they may simply be 
short-sighted or impulsive. Lenders may also mis-gauge the suitability of a loan, or 
they may be greedy, unscrupulous, or short-sighted. 
 
For example, the global financial crisis of 2008 began with defaults on mortgages 
that were based more on speculation—by both borrowers and lenders—than on 
good housing opportunities. Lenders were aware that repayment would depend on 
housing prices continuing to appreciate from their already rapidly-growing levels. 
But because they generally sold the mortgages on to institutional investors and 
recouped their money quickly, they had little incentive to exercise care for 
borrowers’ long-term interests. Ultimately all three kinds of participants—
borrowers, mortgage originators, and investors in collateralized mortgage 
obligations—paid little attention to the time-bound nature of finance and the 
importance of relationships in which all parties share in the risks and gains. By 
contrast, lending according to biblical principles requires that all parties care 
whether the loan—the borrower’s use of proceeds—is truly productive.  
 
Is there still scope for finance to fulfill God’s purposes? 
 
As these situations show, in a fallen world, there are situations in which market-
rate finance does not meet the needs of some potential borrowers while also 
benefiting lenders. Just because God created the foundations for markets and 
prices, does not mean finance is always capable of bringing complete stewardship, 
justice and love to resource allocation. We must be careful not to worship the 
market or justify something because it is an outcome of a market transaction. 
Financial markets are a blessing from God, but they are not the only blessing and 
will not be a blessing in every circumstance. Governments and nonprofit 
organizations are also blessings from God. Further, in a fallen world, markets and 
financial institutions can cause great harm to society and to individuals. The 
market needs to be balanced with other institutions in society and always 
evaluated against God’s will for us as revealed in his word.[46] 
 
There is still a scope for finance to fulfill God’s purposes, but only through God’s 
redemption can finance be restored to his original design. 
 
Redeemed Finance 
 
What would it look like for finance to participate in God’s redemption of the 
world? God in his grace offered his Son so to that we can be reconciled to him and 
that his entire creation can be freed from the effects of sin. God’s redeeming 
grace, operating through people in financial institutions, can redeem finance’s 
ability to honor God, foster good stewardship, and show justice and love to 
people. A reminder of what these terms mean may be useful here. Stewardship is 
obedience to God’s mandate to increase his creation from something like a garden 
to something like a city, remembering that resources ultimately belong to him. 
Justice is treating persons with due respect for their rights, which are based on the 
fact that every human is loved by God. Love is caring for other people by seeking 
to bring about their flourishing as an end in itself. Using this framework, let us 
consider some brief examples of redeemed finance in operation. 
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Finance Professionals 
 
Working in a Bank 
 
Bank workers are at the front lines of financial services. Their first step in acting 
as means of redemption is to work out how their particular function within a 
financial intermediary is connected to justice and love for savers or borrowers, and 
then focus their efforts at being especially good at that kind of justice and love. 
 
For example, a member of a bank loan resolution department could advocate for 
paying attention to the particular situations of borrowers. The uproar over “robo-
signers” in the U.S. mortgage crisis shows that too many borrowers felt that the 
relational aspect of finance had been lost, and that their needs were not being 
taken into account. This does not necessarily mean a bank worker should oppose 
all foreclosures. But, it does suggest advocating for personal attention to 
distressed borrowers. 
 
A human resource professional at a bank could give special attention to a job 
applicant’s passion for justice and love as a factor in hiring. If finance workers 
cannot, over time, figure out how their work promotes justice and love for savers 
and borrowers or cannot transform the organization in that direction, perhaps they 
are not a good fit for the organization. 
 
Finance professionals need to pay attention to their own practice of two of the 
biblical foundations of finance. First, finance professionals are usually acting as 
their customers’ agents or stewards. This gives them an obligation to put 
customers’ good ahead of personal gain. Second, finance professionals are 
frequently negotiating and entering into contracts, or promises. This gives them an 
obligation to assess carefully their organizations’ ability and willingness to perform 
what they are agreeing to. Stewardship and promise keeping are literally the 
sacred foundations of finance and finance professionals must thus act before God. 
 
Making Lending Decisions 
 
How does our finance theology inform whether to make a loan to a particular 
customer and at what interest rate? Several of the foundations of biblical finance 
come to the fore here.  
 
First bankers are not omniscient, so they need to work diligently to understand 
potential borrowers’ situations and needs. They have an important role in helping 
borrowers evaluate whether a loan is truly beneficial to them, and how to use the 
proceeds productively. 
 
Second, neither party knows the future, so both parties should be prudent and 
conservative in thinking about future scenarios. Both are well-advised to discuss 
what could potentially go wrong over the course of the loan and how to recover 
from potential difficulties. 
 



 

321 

 

Third, bankers can guide lenders towards loans that best show justice and love to 
the borrower. A loan that the borrower can repay without hardship is a just and 
loving loan. A loan that does not tease the borrower with a low interest rate that 
increases later is more likely to be a just and loving loan. Conversely a loan—in 
many cases a credit card—that is likely to lead to more accrued debt in the future 
is not a good way to show justice and love. 
 
Interests rates vary with the riskiness of a loan as is necessary for the borrower to 
share in the risk-adjusted return on the loan. But, an interest rate so high that it 
prevents the borrower from flourishing is contrary to the biblical purpose of 
finance. Biblical principles suggest several courses of action when the market rate 
for a borrower’s credit standing is too high for the borrower to afford. First, make 
the loan at a subsidized interest rate. Second, help the borrower find a way to use 
the proceeds gainfully even if the rate is high. Third, help the buyer find resources 
through government or charity rather than borrowing. Fourth, help the borrower 
discover how to live without the loan. Perhaps the most biblical solution for loans 
to the poor are zero interest rate loans extended by a nonprofit organization 
coupled with financial and livelihood counseling.[47] 
 
Some of these solutions fall outside of finance as we have defined it, but those 
working in the financial institutions may be the only contact a poor person has to 
help them navigate the financial maze. This may present an opportunity to show 
justice and love beyond the requirements—and paid hours—of a financial job. 
Lending to the poor is very challenging, which is almost certainly why the Bible 
teaches specifically on the topic. 
 
Working at a Hedge Fund 
 
A hedge fund is a mutual fund that invests in specialized financial instruments not 
usually available to individual savers. Hedge funds are often lightly regulated, 
highly-leveraged, and can invest in a wider variety of financial instruments, and 
charge a higher management fee than ordinary mutual funds. Hedge funds have 
been in the news recently because a few hedge fund managers have earned huge 
management fees, a few hedge fund managers have been accused of insider 
trading, and when stock prices sharply decline hedge funds tend to be blamed. 
 
Hedge funds can be understood with the help of our finance framework. Hedge 
funds can love savers by providing savings opportunity with a higher return for the 
risk and a lower correlation with economic cycles. Many hedge funds invest in 
derivatives and as such provide risk reducing opportunities for the parties on the 
borrowers’ side of the derivative contracts, in addition to the investors’. In this 
way the hedge fund can show love to firms that are looking to reduce risk. Hedge 
funds can be viewed as wholesalers in the securities market who are in the 
business of buying oversupplied product and selling undersupplied product, and 
thus both attempting to make a profit and helping to make the market work 
better. In this way they are serving society by helping security prices to more 
accurately reflect intrinsic value. 
 
The complexity of any particular hedge fund’s investments can make it hard to 
describe exactly how they bring justice and love. If all the positions are voluntary, 
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market-rate exchanges, it can be assumed that each party expects to benefit. But, 
the complexity may also mask hidden subsidies, power imbalances, information 
asymmetries, tax dodges, or other infringements of the biblical foundations of 
finance. Some hedge funds, because of their particular investment strategy, can 
be quite clear about how they are loving savers and borrowers, whereas other 
hedge funds will have a harder time doing so. Finance professionals and investors 
would do well to research diligently whether a particular hedge fund—or any 
investment—results in good stewardship, justice, and love, or whether it primarily 
serves to make as much money as possible for the hedge fund managers at the 
expense of other parties.  
 
Borrowers 
 
We have seen that borrowing can be an act of stewardship, justice, and love, 
enabled by God’s creation. Borrowing can allow people to gain access to resources 
which are used to help both borrower and lender flourish. 
 
The Right Amount of Debt 
 
Can biblical principles help us determine how much to borrow or when to borrow? 
Several of the biblical foundations of finance can help. First, we inhabit God’s 
time-bound world with social cycles and heterogeneous individual life cycles. 
There is a time to borrow to invest in a growth or infrastructure opportunity which 
will serve customers or citizens and then there will be a time to repay debt, and 
those times will differ among individuals. For example, those with excess resources 
during a recession can bring justice and love by investing them then rather than 
hoarding them in cash. In terms of personal cycles, younger people generally 
benefit from the borrowing that the savings and lending of older people make 
possible. 
 
Second, the purpose of borrowing is to obtain access to resources which can we 
can use to create future resources which can be used for repayment. Borrowing for 
education, growth opportunities, and to reduce housing costs can honor God. 
Borrowing as a crutch to support living above your means does not, as discussed 
above under “Unproductive use of proceeds.” The Bible teaches against greed of 
all kinds, which can include borrowing money for the wrong reasons (Luke 12:14). 
 
Third borrowers should be reasonably certain they can fulfill their promise to 
repay the debt—or at least that the risks of non-repayment are understood and 
agreed by lenders—as an act of love. This rules out false or misleading loan 
applications or personal references. Borrowing today because you expect to lose 
your job tomorrow is unlikely to show much love to the lender, for example. 
Running up a credit card balance without a clear plan to repay it is no act of love, 
either. 
 
Fourth, the amount borrowed should be a modest or prudent amount compared to 
the risks we face. How could it be loving—either to ourselves or to those who lend 
to us—if we routinely borrow right up to our credit limits with no cushion for 
unforeseen circumstances? 
 



 

323 

 

Biblical principles of finance apply to personal, institutional, and governmental 
financial decisions, although the examples above are primarily individual. In 
general, these principles suggest moderate levels of debt in most cases and greater 
use of equity for individual, corporate, and government finance. In particular, 
borrowers would probably not take on as much debt if they remembered that by 
God’s design, borrowing creates a long term mutual relationship that God intends 
to benefit lenders as well as borrowers. Access to debt is not our sole concern. 
Blessing others through our lending and borrowing is. 
 
Offering Collateral to Get a Loan 
 
We explore some of the biblical passages about collateral in the section, 
“Bankruptcy, debt forgiveness and loan modification”. The mainstream Christian 
view is that using your house as collateral for a loan is not contrary to biblical 
teaching. This view is consistent with our arguments regarding the God-intend role 
of finance in society. However, in light of Proverbs 22:26-27 and in light of the 
biblical teaching to be prudent risk takers, it seems that at a minimum lenders 
should not accept a house as collateral unless they are very certain that the 
borrower will be able to repay the loan. Similarly, according to biblical teaching, 
homeowners should not pledge their home as collateral unless they are very 
certain they will be able to repay the loan. This is in stark contrast to current 
lending practices in many developed countries which allow a person to get a loan 
which is quite large relative to their level and stability of income and relative to 
their history of repaying debts. With collateral there is a tendency for the lender 
to think “I can foreclose if need be, so I don’t need to think too hard about 
whether this is good for the borrower or can be repaid” and a tendency for the 
borrower to think, “If I cannot make my payments the bank can have the house 
and I’ve done no harm.” Neither party’s thinking is consistent with biblical 
teaching and with the God-intended role for finance as a form of justice and love. 
 
Bankruptcy, debt forgiveness and loan modification 
 
The created foundations of finance include our creation as social beings who take 
risk and do not know what the future holds. Inevitably, this will lead to cases 
where the loans cannot be repaid. Thus, a loan which cannot be repaid is not 
necessarily a sin. Of course, a loan default may very well result from imprudent 
borrowing, incompetent management of affairs, hiding, or shielding income from 
the lender, misrepresentations to the lender when the loan was made, 
misrepresentations to the borrower when the loan was made, or the loan 
conditions that are not designed to help the borrower flourish. But in other cases, 
unexpected circumstances may cause a well-made loan to fail. The borrower may 
lose a job, incur unexpected medical bills, or suffer loss in a natural disaster, for 
example. 
 
In situations like these, lenders do have an obligation to forgive the debt or modify 
repayment of the loan. In the Bible this takes the form of letting the borrower 
keep his or her collateral if it is necessary for well-being or the ability to earn a 
living. 
 
EXODUS 22:26-27 
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‘If you take your neighbor’s cloak in pawn, you shall restore it before the sun goes 
down; for it may be your neighbor’s only clothing to use as cover; in what else 
shall that person sleep?’ 
 
DEUTERONOMY 24:6 
‘No one shall take a mill or an upper millstone in pledge, for that would be taking 
a life in pledge.’ 
 
When you make your neighbor a loan of any kind, you shall not go into the house to 
take the pledge. You shall wait outside, while the person to whom you are making 
the loan brings the pledge out to you. (Deuteronomy 24:10–13) 
 
A neighbor’s cloak taken in collateral must be returned before sundown because 
the neighbor needs it to keep warm overnight. A millstone cannot be repossessed 
because that would deprive the miller of the ability to earn a living. Even valid 
collateral cannot be repossessed by force, e.g. entering the borrower’s house. All 
of these protect distressed borrowers from further calamity, even though they 
deprive lenders not only of the expected profit from the loan, but actually impose 
the loss of capital. The borrower’s circumstances are shared by the lender. This is 
the nature of the time-based relationship inherent in finance. 
 
In modern economies, these protections are embodied in bankruptcy laws, which 
may also be known as insolvency, examination, receivership, administration, or 
sequestration. Generally, such laws prevent lenders from taking the necessities of 
life and work as payment from borrowers who default. Modern laws also prevent 
lenders from entering borrowers’ homes to repossess items, although they may 
allow officers of the law to do so. Laws also prevent borrowers from being thrown 
in prison for defaulting, a counter-productive and inhumane practice that was 
common for centuries prior to the modern age. Perhaps the development of 
modern bankruptcy laws represents a long-delayed fulfillment of principles 
embodied in the Bible in this regard. 
 
Nonetheless borrowers should do whatever they can to repay their debts. 
Chewning argues, based on God’s immutability and Proverbs 6:1-5, that if we 
cannot pay our debts we should humble ourselves and plead with our lenders for 
mercy, rather than seek bankruptcy court protection from our lender.[49] 
 
Perhaps, this goes too far, given that the passages above protect distressed 
borrowers by God’s law, not lender’s mercy. But Chewning is surely right that the 
first step is for the borrower to seek the lender’s aid and counsel. As we have 
seen, lending is meant to create a long-term relationship between borrower and 
lender. Filing for bankruptcy without first attempting to work out a mutually 
agreeable plan with the lender is hardly the way to respect a relationship. 
Tiemstra urges us to treat risk as a serious matter and that borrowing is not “an 
easy way to make money instead of working: it is a serious expression of our 
responsibility before God.” 
 
Finance is about serious justice and love, and when events unfold different from 
what a prudent lender and borrower expected, the justice and love should not 
cease, but indeed should be increased on both sides. 
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Savers and Lenders 
 
Those who provide resources—lenders and savers—have a responsibility to invest 
their resources for the common, and not only for their own, gain. This perspective 
is sometimes called “socially responsible investing.” We will explore it through the 
example of investing in stock, rather than depositing money at a bank or making a 
loan, although similar principles apply in all kinds of investments. 
 
A company issues stock because it believes it has more productive opportunities 
than it has resources. It gains access to additional resources by selling stock to 
investors. 
 
The investor is loving the company—and ultimately its customers, suppliers, 
workers, and community—by letting it use some resources for a period. The 
company is loving the saver by providing an appropriate return in the form of 
dividends or stock appreciation. 
 
Investors should buy stock only in companies that fulfill God’s purposes for 
finance. These would be companies acting as good stewards of God’s creation, 
companies showing care and love through the products and services they sell, and 
companies acting justly in their employment practices and community relations. In 
practice, this is hard for investors to do, since it is time consuming to gather and 
analyze the information on thousands of companies. However, there are now 
several options where investors can invest in mutual funds that filter out 
companies with poor practices of stewardship, justice, and love. Much has been 
written on socially responsible investing and biblically responsible investing, and a 
detailed treatment of this is beyond the scope of this paper.[52] 
 
However, this approach to investing is completely consistent with, and indeed is 
mandated by, the framework developed in this paper. We do not see any biblical 
basis for delinking one’s faith from stock investment decisions. 
 
Conclusions 
 
God created the foundations of finance which have led to the development of the 
financial institutions of currency, intermediaries, instruments, and prices. Ideally, 
these institutions would make finance work as one of God’s means—among many 
others—for stewardship, justice, and love. Borrowers and lenders would exchange 
or share resources over time in ways that grow the resources and help everyone to 
thrive. However, the Fall has marred finance extensively, as it has every other 
sphere of God’s creation. In particular, the sins of greed and lying are pervasive in 
finance and severely cripple our ability to obey God’s plans. Nonetheless, finance 
still has a positive role to play in God’s redemptive work in the world. Several 
examples show how finance can be redeemed by God’s grace and can be used for 
stewardship, justice, and love. Finance professionals, borrowers, and 
savers/lenders all have the opportunity to participate in finance as a redemptive 
activity. As followers of Christ, we are called to be redeemed ourselves as we work 
out the applications of renewed foundations of finance to our own decisions and 
actions. 
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Further work needs to be done to enable us to better understand and honor God’s 
intentions for finance. First, tighter connections between specific elements of our 
framework and specific practices need to be developed. Finance professionals, for 
example, could apply the biblical framework to specific practices in mortgage 
lending or investment management. Second, we need to better bridge the gap 
between the redeemed view of finance and the actual fallenness of finance. 
Although some examples have been given, the thinking, practices, and institutions 
need to be developed to enable professionals in finance to better honor God’s 
intended role of finance in society. Third, although the theological framework 
developed in this article could be adapted to derivatives and insurance, this article 
does not address those topics. Fourth, we have seen that financial markets do not 
always enable humans to serve each other, especially the poor, and a full 
development of the role of finance relative to governments and charitable 
organizations has not been made. Finally, we have limited ourselves to finance in 
the sense of exchange between borrowers and lenders (and their equity 
equivalents) over time. In common usage, finance may also refer to allocation of 
resources within households or organizations, where no exchange is involved, for 
example in budgeting, accounting, product design, project planning, and internal 
financial analysis. Another article on these topics may be waranted. 
http://www.theologyofwork.org/key-topics/finance/financial 
institutions/prices/does-the-bible-prohibit-charginginterest/   
See also the following websites for further thinking: 
http://www.socialenterprise.org.uk/ 
https://www.nceo.org/articles/employee-ownership-very-small-businesses  
http://www.socialfranchising.coop/what-is-social-franchising  
http://www.uk.coop/  
https://transitionnetwork.org/about-the-movement/  
http://relationalthinking.net/relational-business/ 
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COMMANDMENT – PLAN WISELY 

 

LUKE 14:28  
‘"For which one of you, when he wants to build a tower, does not first sit down 
and calculate the cost to see if he has enough to complete it?’ 
 
JAMES 4:13-16 
‘Come now, you who say, "Today or tomorrow we will go to such and such a city, 
and spend a year there and engage in business and make a profit." Yet you do not 
know what your life will be like tomorrow. You are just a vapour that appears for 
a little while and then vanishes away. Instead, you ought to say, "If the Lord wills, 
we will live and also do this or that." But as it is, you boast in your arrogance; all 
such boasting is evil.’ 
 
God’s Great Plan 
 
God demonstrated his ability to foresee the future in Genesis 3:15. After the sin of 
Adam and Eve, God looked far into the years ahead as he spoke to the serpent and 
declared what would come to pass: “I will put enmity between you and the 
woman, and between your offspring and hers; he will crush your head, and you will 
strike his heel.” Satan would strike Christ’s heel, referring to the painful death of 
Christ on the Christ. But that was not the end of the story. Christ would crush the 
head of the serpent. While Satan would appear to have won when Jesus died on 
the cross, Satan would be the ultimate loser in this great spiritual battle. 
 
In his book Children of Crisis, Robert Coles quotes a young child from Mississippi: 
“The Lord made me. When I grow up, my mama says I may not like how He made 
me, but I must always remember that He did it and it’s His idea. So when I draw 
the Lord, He’ll be a real big man. He has to be to explain the way things are.” 
 
God is big. He’s all-powerful, all-knowing and sovereign. He not only made the 
universe, he rules it to this day and will throughout eternity. The fall of man in the 
Garden of Eden didn’t catch God off guard. God looked far into the future and saw 
his glorious victory over all the forces of evil, those mighty forces that were 
unleashed as a result of one little bite of a piece of forbidden fruit. Back then, 
God unveiled a plan that would unfold thousands of years later on a cross outside 
of Jerusalem. As the ultimate leader, he made certain that the direction of the 
history of the human race was headed toward our salvation.  
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Without question, God is the ultimate long-range planner. His purposes encompass 
the whole range from eternity to eternity and extend to every part of his 
dominion. From a short-range perspective, things may appear to be out of control, 
but God is ordering all things in such a way that they will reach a glorious 
consummation. Euripedes was right when he said, “The way of God is complex, He 
is hard for us to predict. He moves the pieces and they come somehow into a kind 
of order.” 
 
The French philosopher Voltaire wrote a satirical novel titled Candide, in which 
the heroine goes from one tragedy to the next. Yet she keeps telling herself that 
this is the “best of all possible worlds.” It seemed so ridiculous to Voltaire that the 
evils of this world could have any redeemable value that the very idea that any of 
this was God’s plan seemed laughable. Obviously, injustice and cruelty of every 
kind abound. Ours is not the best of all possible worlds. However, since God is in 
charge, his plan is the best of all possible plans. J. Monsabre wrote, “If God would 
concede me His omnipotence for twenty-four hours, you would see how many 
changes I would make in the world. But if He gave me His wisdom too, I would 
leave things as they are.” Ours is not the best of all possible worlds, but ours is the 
best of all possible Architects, and he has chosen from the best of all possible 
blueprints that will lead to the best of all possible worlds. 
 
Although the people of Israel often looked at their circumstances and questioned 
whether the Lord knew what he was doing or whether he had their best interests 
at heart, God affirmed through his prophetic messengers that he knew exactly 
what he was doing. For example, through the prophet Isaiah, the Lord said, “Have 
you not heard? Long ago I ordained it. In days of old I planned it; now I have 
brought it to pass, that you have turned fortified cities into piles of stone” (Isaiah 
37:26). Later, God would say, “I make known the end from the beginning, from 
ancient times, what is still to come. I say: My purpose will stand, and I will do all 
that I please” (Isaiah 46:10). 
 
God’s active involvement in the affairs of people and nations is not capricious or 
reactive but purposeful and deliberate. His timing is perfect, and his purpose 
cannot be thwarted. “The Lord works out everything for his own ends – even the 
wicked for a day of disaster” (Proverbs 16:4). J.I. Packer observes, “His hand may 
be hidden but his rule is absolute.” Since God is in control, we would be fools not 
to align ourselves with his stated purposes in our world. In fact, all of our plans 
must rest squarely on the bedrock of God’s eternal plan. Sidney Lanier conveyed 
this concept in his poem “The Marshes of Glynn”: 
 
As the marsh-hen secretly builds on the watery sod, 
Behold, I will build me a nest on the greatness of God: 
I will fly in the greatness of God as the marsh-hen flies 
In the freedom that fills all the space, twixt the marsh and the skies: 
By so many roots as the marsh-grass sends in the sod 
I will heartily law me a-hold on the greatness of God. 
 
God’s Sense of Timing 
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God waited to send his Son until “the time had fully come” (Galatians 4:4). He 
chose the ideal circumstances for the coming of Christ and the propagation of the 
gospel. By the first century, the Roman Empire had brought a universal peace, a 
common language and the best roads the world had ever known. The proliferation 
of false religions had created a spiritual hunger for something authentic. The 
political, religious, economic and social conditions were ideally suited to the rapid 
spread of the message of hope and new life in Christ.  
 
One of the reasons we have difficulty grasping God’s sense of timing is because our 
language is impoverished. The ancient Greeks had several words related to timing. 
Beyond having a word for the common passage of time, chronos, from which we 
get our word “chronological,” they also used a different term, kairos. This word, 
for which we have no counterpart in English, is the word Paul used in Galatians 
4:4. It speaks of a time of opportunity, a moment pregnant with significance and 
possibility. A pregnant woman may alert her husband of the impending birth of 
their child by saying, “It’s time.” She doesn’t mean, “It’s noon; time to have a 
baby,” she means, “We have reached the fullness of time.” Kairos time is a point 
in time that demands action. 
 
We tend to think that life’s most defining moments come in the form of personal 
achievements of milestones: graduation, marriage, promotion. The reality is that 
these are usually not the most influential moments in our lives. Truly defining 
moments shape the contours and destiny of our lives. These moments are rarely 
written into our appointment books, but their potency is such that they become 
the things we most remember and are most remembered for. The Bible teaches 
that within every life God provides such kairos moments for us to seize and 
exploit. 
 
God “works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will” (Ephesians 
1:11). He waits patiently to do the right thing in the right way at just the right 
time. In his book The Knowledge of the Holy, A.W. Tozer gives this simple but 
helpful illustration of the plans of our sovereign God: 
 
An ocean liner leaves New York bound for Liverpool. Its destination has been 
determined by proper authorities. Nothing can change it. This is at least a faint 
picture of sovereignty.  
 
On board the liner are scores of passengers. These are not in chains, neither are 
their activities determined for them by decree. They are completely free to move 
about as they will. They eat, they sleep, play, lounge about on the deck, read, 
talk, altogether as they please; but all the while the great liner is carrying them 
steadily onward toward a predetermined port….  
 
The mighty liner of God’s sovereign design keeps its steady course over the sea of 
history. God moves undisturbed and unhindered toward the fulfillment of those 
eternal purposes which He purposed in Christ Jesus before the world began. We do 
not know all that is included in these purposes, but enough has been disclosed to 
furnish us with a broad outline of things to come and to give us good hope and firm 
assurance of future well-being.6 
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Even the crucifixion was part of God’s long-range planning (cf. Acts 2:23; 4:27-28). 
As we’ve just seen, God revealed his plan to Adam and Eve. As amazing as that is, 
Revelation 13:8 gives us something even more astonishing. There the apostle John 
is describing to his readers the beast, the sworn, eternal enemy of God, and he 
says, “All inhabitants of the earth will worship the beast – all whose names have 
not been written in the book of life belonging to the Lamb that was slain from the 
creation of the world.” According to this passage, Jesus is the Lamb that was slain 
before the beginning. Peter says the same thing in 1 Peter 1:20, “He was chosen 
before the creation of the world.” 
 
This wasn’t Plan B. God doesn’t have a Plan B, because he doesn’t need one. 
Before he started creating anything, in eternity past, he knew what would happen. 
He knew that if there was a creation, there would be a fall. And if there was a fall, 
there would need to be a sacrifice. This was not a murder plot cooked up by a 
group of men. The cross was in God’s mind before he said, “Let there be light!” 
 
The Importance of Planning 
 
Spontaneity is valuable and sometimes necessary, but the consequences would be 
disastrous if most of our life’s directions were left to serendipity and 
happenstance. We live with the fictitious belief that somehow a better future is 
just going to happen. Our fantasy is that rewards will come without hard work or 
planning. Perhaps we’ll win the lottery. We stand a better chance of Aladdin’s 
genie showing up to grant us three wishes!  
 
Why is such a thoughtless mindset so pervasive? It certainly does not correspond to 
reality. No one ever drifts into better circumstances. Banks don’t mysteriously lose 
their records. Fat doesn’t melt away by itself. The exact opposite is what usually 
happens. The natural flow of life is down, not up. People who sit passively find 
themselves drifting into more dangerous circumstances. 
 
In a world that often endorses the image of a carefree vagabond who stumbles 
upon good fortune, the book of Proverbs can seem a little harsh. Solomon calls 
these people sluggards. What an ugly word! A slug is a snail-like creature without a 
shell. Sluggards are lazy; there is no pretty way of wording that. “How long will 
you lie there, you sluggard? When will you get up from your sleep? A little sleep, a 
little slumber, a little folding of the hands to rest – and poverty will come on you 
like a bandit and scarcity like an armed man” (Proverbs 6:9-11). 
 
Sluggards master the arts of procrastination and excuse-making. “There is a lion 
outside!” the sluggard says in Proverbs 22:13. “I will be murdered in the streets!” 
Certainly, a lion is an obstacle, but the wise person faces the problem with a well-
conceived plan of action. There will always be “lions” in the streets. We live in a 
fallen world filled with thorns and thistles. There are always going to be 
challenges, obstacles, “dangers, toils and snares.” God wants to know how you will 
respond to these difficulties. Will you plan wisely, or will you procrastinate and 
make excuses? Planning and evaluating performance with long-term goals and 
objectives in mind requires discipline, but this discipline inevitably leads to 
greater freedom. 
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The plant and animal kingdoms offer innumerable examples of long-range 
planning, particularly in view of the cycle of the seasons. Nature abounds with 
illustrations of animals and insects that store up provisions during times of 
abundance in preparation for times of scarcity. Ironically, animals that are 
instinctively driven consistently do what humans sometimes fail to do in spite of 
their rational powers. We need to be exhorted, as in the book of Proverbs, to save 
wealth without spending it as soon as we get it, to prepare for times of adversity 
during times of abundance and to maximize opportunities while they last. Solomon 
advises: “Go to the ant, you sluggard; consider its ways and be wise! It has no 
commander, no overseer or ruler, yet it stores its provisions in summer and gathers 
its food at harvest” (Proverbs 6:6-8). 
 
The ant, unlike the sluggard, is a self-starter. He doesn’t need someone to prod 
him and keep him moving forward. The ant plans ahead and determines what 
needs to be done when. The ant neither procrastinates nor offers excuses. 
 
Joseph was an excellent example of a long-range planner. His advice to Pharaoh 
about storing excess grain during the coming seven years of abundance in 
preparation for the following seven years of famine not only saved Egypt but also 
provided deliverance for his own family (Genesis 41:25-40). The apostle Paul was 
also a long-range planner. He made plans to visit Rome on his way to Spain 
(Romans 15:23-32) and prepared for future ministry after his release from 
imprisonment (Philippians 1:19-26). 
 
It is easy to focus so much of our attention on short-term goals and objectives that 
we overlook the bigger long-term picture. If this is true of temporal concerns, this 
kind of thinking is even more prevalent in view of our decades of life on this planet 
in comparison to our eternal destiny. James Emery White suggests that, when 
viewed from an eternal perspective, “your earthly life makes up a single kairos 
moment, a moment that determines everything that will occur during the eternity 
that lies in wait.” 
 
Bringing God into Our Planning Sessions 
 
Leadership suggests movement. “Where are we heading?” is a question which 
every responsible follower must ask and every responsible leader must answer. 
How, when no one can know the future with a high degree of certainty, can 
anyone have the courage to summon others to “Follow me”? Isaiah 30:1-5 
illustrates one critical variable in the process: 
 
‘“Woe to the obstinate children,” declares the Lord, “to those who carry out plans 
that are not mine, forming an alliance but not by my Spirit, heaping sin upon sin; 
who go down to Egypt without consulting me; who look for help to Pharaoh’s 
protection, to Egypt’s shade for refuge. But Pharaoh’s protection will be to your 
shame, Egypt’s shade will bring you disgrace. Though they have officials in Zoan 
and their envoys have arrived in Hanes, everyone will be put to shame because of 
a people useless to them, who bring neither help nor advantage, but only shame 
and disgrace.”’ 
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Israel’s leaders had a plan. Undoubtedly it looked good to them on paper, but they 
had overlooked one major component of the equation – God. They didn’t ask 
whether their blueprint fit into his revealed will for them. Failure to bring God 
into their plans led to shame and disgrace; the same is true for us today. 
 
Whether the term of choice is “planning,” “futuring,” “forecasting” or something 
else, the wise leader knows just how tentative the strategy really is. There is 
inevitably an element of guesswork involved, because no one can see beyond the 
now. But woe to the organization whose leaders don’t project into the future, 
don’t set goals, fail to anticipate opportunities and obstacles and neglect to design 
today’s strategy based upon tomorrow’s anticipated outcomes. 
 
There is one essential step leaders can take as they consider the future of their 
organizations. They can – and must – ask themselves and their team members 
whether the values, the vision, the mission, the strategic action plan, the 
projected outcomes are all consistent with what God has revealed in his Word 
about ethics and justice. Do the plans reflect a dependence upon God? Does the 
projected use of organizational resources include the development of people? Is 
there a dedicated attempt to honor the bottom-line commitment to shareholders? 
Does the whole planning document honor God or ignore his existence?  
 
Flexibility and Balance in Our Plans 
 
Planning is crucial. But sometimes leaders need to respond to and take advantage 
of changes in the environment. Paul did this. In Romans 15:22-29, we read: 
 
‘This is why I have often been hindered from coming to you.’ 
 
But now that there is no more place for me to work in these regions, and since I 
have been longing for many years to see you, I plan to do so when I go to Spain. I 
hope to visit you while passing through and to have you assist me on my journey 
there, after I have enjoyed your company for a while. Now, however, I am on my 
way to Jerusalem in the service of the saints there. For Macedonia and Achaia 
were pleased to make a contribution for the poor among the saints in Jerusalem. 
They were pleased to do it, and indeed they owe it to them. For if the Gentiles 
have shared in the Jews’ spiritual blessings, they owe it to the Jews to share with 
them their material blessings. So after I have completed this task and have made 
sure that they have received this fruit, I will go to Spain and visit you on the way. I 
know that when I come to you, I will come in the full measure of the blessing of 
Christ. 
 
Paul took the long view, concentrating on the big picture. He preached with 
passion and intensity, as if he might never be given the opportunity again. At the 
same time, he practiced the wisdom of Solomon, who said, “We should make plans 
– counting on God to direct us” (Proverbs 16:9, TLB). In the passage above, Paul is 
talking about finally completing a plan he had been working on for years – to visit 
the church in Rome. In his restatement of the plan we see a snapshot of his long-
term desire for the church in Rome – that they might assist him on his journey to 
Spain. Paul would eventually realize his plan to get to Rome, although it would 
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happen in a way he had not anticipated. But, as a man who lived as a servant, he 
understood that all his plans were subject to God’s direction. 
 
According to Karl Albrecht, “There is a better way to think about the future. We 
need to change the vocabulary we use to think and talk about guiding our 
businesses, and those we lead, into the future.” Albrecht believes that “planning” 
is useful when “you have certainty about the situation in which the actions will 
take place and nearly full control of the factors that ensure success in achieving 
your outcome.” But for those entering uncertain markets or facing competitive 
changes, he suggests using the term “futuring.” 
 
The Apostle Paul had no question about his ultimate destiny. He knew he would be 
with Christ (Philippians 1), but he lacked certainty about his immediate future. He 
knew that God had called him to preach the gospel to the Gentiles (Galatians 1), 
but he wasn’t certain about how precisely that would work out. Consequently, his 
daily ministry involved a kind of “futuring” in which he adapted his strategy to 
each particular situation without ever compromising his primary mission. Often, 
this is the part that is lacking for us. We continue to seek vision when strategy is 
what is most needed. 
  
In all of this, there must be a healthy balance. God calls us to walk by faith rather 
than sight (2 Corinthians 5:7). Jesus tells us not to worry about tomorrow, because 
today will have enough worries of its own (Matthew 6:34). But we’re also told to 
be shrewd and clever like serpents (Matthew 10:16). The message of Jesus’ 
parable of the Shrewd Manager (Luke 16:1-9) is that we should face life 
realistically. God’s plan for our lives is rarely that we sit back passively. God’s 
desire is that we address the problems in our lives by admitting them, formulating 
a realistic plan and taking decisive action.  
Sometimes people think passivity is a guarantee of getting God’s will done in their 
lives. They believe passivity is spiritual. That’s like saying, “I’m not going to buy 
any groceries or fix any food or go to a restaurant. That way, if any food makes its 
way into my body, I’ll be sure it’s from God.” More often than not, God’s will is for 
us to take initiative, exercise sound judgment, accept responsibility, make wise 
choices and humbly learn from the consequences of our mistakes when we make 
them. 
God is the perfect model of one who takes initiative and makes thoughtful long-
range plans. He fashioned the heavens and the earth, calling forth light from 
darkness, molding our planet and shaping our solar system. He filled the earth with 
water and sky and fish and fowl. He scattered an endless variety of plants and 
animals across the globe. Then he tenderly breathed into a biodegradable corpse 
the breath of life, animating humanity, calling a man and a woman to tend the 
garden and live in unbroken community with one another and with him. 
Then he watched as man and woman rebelled against him. He watched his creation 
spiral down further and further into the depths of sin. He could have sat idly by 
and watched the world deteriorate. Instead, he responded with love. He took the 
initiative and provided a long-range plan that would take centuries to unfold. And 
his plan is still unfolding – to our constant amazement – for those who have eyes to 
see and ears to hear.  
https://bible.org/seriespage/26-long-range-planning  

https://bible.org/seriespage/26-long-range-planning


 

334 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

COMMANDMENT – DO NOT BE GREEDY OR COVET 

 

1 TIMOTHY 6:10  
‘For the love of money is a root of all sorts of evil, and some by longing for it 
have wandered away from the faith and pierced themselves with many griefs.’ 
 
LUKE 12:15-21  
‘Then he said to them, “Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; 
life does not consist in an abundance of possessions. And he told them this 
parable: “The ground of a certain rich man yielded an abundant harvest. He 
thought to himself, ‘What shall I do? I have no place to store my crops.’ “Then he 
said, ‘This is what I’ll do. I will tear down my barns and build bigger ones, and 
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there I will store my surplus grain. And I’ll say to myself, “You have plenty of 
grain laid up for many years. Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry.”’ “But God 
said to him, ‘You fool! This very night your life will be demanded from you. Then 
who will get what you have prepared for yourself?’  “This is how it will be with 
whoever stores up things for themselves but is not rich toward God.”’ 
 
JAMES 5:1-6  
‘Now listen, you rich people, weep and wail because of the misery that is coming 
upon you.  Your wealth has rotted, and moths have eaten your clothes. Your gold 
and silver are corroded. Their corrosion will testify against you and eat your flesh 
like fire. You have hoarded wealth in the last days.  Look! The wages you failed to 
pay the workmen who mowed your fields are crying out against you. The cries of 
the harvesters have reached the ears of the Lord Almighty.  You have lived on 
earth in luxury and self-indulgence. You have fattened yourselves in the day of 
slaughter.  You have condemned and murdered innocent men, who were not 
opposing you. 
 

1 TIMOTHY 6:17-19  
‘Command those who are rich in this present world not to be arrogant nor to put 
their hope in wealth, which is so uncertain, but to put their hope in God, who 
richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment.  Command them to do good, 
to be rich in good deeds, and to be generous and willing to share. In this way they 
will lay up treasure for themselves as a firm foundation for the coming age, so 
that they may take hold of the life that is truly life.’ 
 

1 PETER 5:2-3  
‘Be shepherds of God's flock that is under your care, serving as overseers--not 
because you must, but because you are willing, as God wants you to be; not 
greedy for money, but eager to serve;  not lording it over those entrusted to you, 
but being examples to the flock.’ 
 
The Characteristics of Coveting 
 
As we search the Scriptures we learn that the coveting which is forbidden in the 
Tenth Commandment (and elsewhere in the Bible) has certain characteristics, 
which make it possible to identify this evil in it various forms: 
 
(1) Coveting is a desire. It is a matter of the heart, an attitude, a matter of strong 
emotion. As such, coveting is somewhat unique among the evils condemned by the 
commandments. The evils prohibited by the other commandments were such that 
one could be tried and found guilty of committing a certain act. This act was based 
upon attitudes, of course, but a society cannot convict people for what they are 
thinking and feeling. The final commandment is a forbidden feeling, as it were, 
not a forbidden act. 
 
(2) Coveting is a strong desire. Coveting is a desire, a motivation so strong that the 
one who covets something will have it if there is any way possible to do so, even if 
it involves evil. Coveting is a consuming desire, which is highly competitive. It is an 
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evil attitude, which will likely lead to an evil act. Coveting is a kind of conspiracy 
in one’s soul to commit evil. 
 
(3) The coveting which the Tenth Commandment condemns is the desire to have 
something which one does not have, or which one does not think he or she has 
enough of. In brief, coveting wants more. It is not content with what it already 
has, no matter how much that might be. As Habakkuk put it, “He enlarges his 
appetite like Sheol, And he is like death, never satisfied” (Hab. 2:5). 
 
Ecclesiastes also describes the futility of the man who is discontent with what he 
has: 
 
There was a certain man without a dependent, having neither a son nor a brother, 
yet there was no end to all his labor. Indeed, his eyes were not satisfied with 
riches and he never asked, “And for whom am I laboring and depriving myself of 
pleasure?” This too is vanity and it is a grievous task (Ecc. 4:8). 
 
(4) Coveting wants not only what one does not have, but what one cannot have. 
Coveting wants what is forbidden, that which belongs to another and which cannot 
be obtained. It is possible, of course to buy a neighbor’s animal, but not his wife. 
The assumption here, I believe, is that what we covet is what we cannot have, 
that is, what our neighbor either cannot give up (like his wife, or his land), or what 
he will not give up. 
 
(5) Coveting is a deliberate desire, of which one is conscious, and for which one is 
responsible. The coveting which this commandment forbids is one for which the 
individual is responsible. In effect, the individual is held accountable for 
discovering the sin, and for dealing with it. This is necessary because no other 
human being can know our thoughts. God thus holds us responsible for what we 
determine in our hearts and minds. 
 
(6) The coveting which the commandment prohibits is a well defined desire. 
Coveting must be distinguished from lust. Lust is a general desire. Greed is a lust 
for money and possessions. Coveting is a specific, focused desire, a desire to have 
a particular thing, which belongs to a particular person. Greed may desire money 
or material things; coveting desires our neighbor’s car, or his house, or his wife. 
Coveting is lust well defined and specifically focused.  
 
EXODUS 20:17 
‘You shall not covet your neighbor’s house; you shall not covet your neighbor’s 
wife or his male servant or his female servant or his ox or his donkey or anything 
that belongs to your neighbor.’ 
 
(7) Coveting is a selfish desire, which is willing to gain at the expense of others. 
The covetousness which is condemned is that which wants what one’s neighbor 
has. This kind of covetousness is clearly self-centered. 
 
PROVERBS 23:4-8 
‘Do not weary yourself to gain wealth. Cease from your consideration of it. When 
you set your eyes on it, it is gone. For wealth certainly makes itself wings, Like an 
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eagle that flies toward the heavens. Do not eat the bread of a selfish man, Or 
desire his delicacies; For as he thinks within himself, so he is. He says to you, “Eat 
and drink!” But his heart is not with you. You will vomit up the morsel you have 
eaten, And waste your compliments.’ 
 
(8) Coveting is a devious desire that is complex and complicated, which is often 
well concealed. The heart, we are told, is deceitful and desperately wicked (Jer. 
17:9). We must expect that covetousness, which is a matter of the heart, is 
deceitful and deceptive, and that it may be well disguised. 
 
(9) Covetousness is a detrimental, destructive, desire. One of the reasons why 
covetousness is condemned is because of its consistently detrimental effects. 
There are several dimensions of this destructive impact of covetousness. 
 
First, covetousness hinders the generosity which God requires of His people. 
 
DEUTERONOMY 15:7-10 
‘If there is a poor man with you, one of your brothers, in any of your towns in 
your land which the LORD your God is giving you, you shall not harden your heart, 
nor close your hand from your poor brother; but you shall freely open your hand 
to him, and shall generously lend him sufficient for his need in whatever he lacks. 
Beware, lest there is a base thought in your heart, saying, ‘The seventh year, the 
year of remission, is near,’ and your eye is hostile toward your poor brother, and 
you give him nothing; then he may cry to the LORD against you, and it will be a 
sin in you. You shall generously give to him, and your heart shall not be grieved 
when you give to him, because for this thing the LORD your God will bless you in 
all your work and in all your undertakings.’ 
 
2 CORINTHIANS 9:5 
‘So I thought it necessary to urge the brethren that they would go on ahead to you 
and arrange beforehand your previously promised bountiful gift, that the same 
might be ready as a bountiful gift, and not affected by covetousness.’  
 
The one who is covetous wants more, and thus he or she will certainly not be 
inclined to give of what they already have. Covetousness is the number one enemy 
of generosity. Think about it for a minute. How many occasions have you had to 
give to someone in need, and as you were thinking about doing so, into your mind 
comes a specific item that you have always wanted, which you know you will have 
to give up if you are generous. Covetousness thinks of generosity as a threat to the 
accumulation of things which are strongly desired. 
 
Second, covetousness is destructive and dangerous because it is often the motive 
for offenses against one’s neighbor.  
 
The man who covets his neighbor’s ox is likely to steal his neighbor’s ox. While 
coveting does not always lead to sin, sin most often begins with coveting. Thus, 
the Scriptures speak of coveting as the source of many evils: 
 
JOSHUA 7:21 
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“When I saw among the spoil a beautiful mantle from Shinar and two hundred 
shekels of silver and a bar of gold fifty shekels in weight, then I coveted them and 
took them; and behold, they are concealed in the earth inside my tent with the 
silver underneath it”  
 
JEREMIAH 22:13-17 
‘Woe to him who builds his house without righteousness And his upper rooms 
without justice, Who uses his neighbor’s services without pay And does not give 
him his wages, Who says, ‘I will build myself a roomy house With spacious upper 
rooms, And cut out its windows, Paneling it with cedar and painting it bright red.’ 
Do you become a king because you are competing in cedar? Did not your father eat 
and drink, And do justice and righteousness? Then it was well with him. He pled 
the cause of the afflicted and needy; Then it was well. Is not that what it means 
to know Me?” declares the Lord. “But your eyes and your heart Are intent only 
upon your own dishonest gain, And on shedding innocent blood And on practicing 
oppression and extortion.’ 
 
EZEKIEL 33:31 
‘And they come to you as people come, and they sit before you as My people, but 
they do the lustful desires expressed by their mouth, and their heart goes after 
their gain.’). 
 
MICAH 2:1-2 
Woe to those who scheme iniquity, Who work out evil on their beds! When 
morning comes, they do it, For it is in the power of their hands. They covet fields 
and then seize them, And houses, and take them away. They rob a man and his 
house, A man and his inheritance  
 
MARK 7:20-23 
‘And He was saying, “That which proceeds out of the man, that is what defiles the 
man. For from within, out of the heart of men, proceed the evil thoughts and 
fornications, thefts, murders, adulteries, deeds of coveting and wickedness, as 
well as deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride and foolishness. All these evil 
things proceed from within and defile the man.’ 
 
JAMES 1:13-15 
‘Let no one say when he is tempted, “I am being tempted by God”; for God cannot 
be tempted by evil, and He Himself does not tempt any one. But each one is 
tempted when he is carried away and enticed by his own lust. Then when lust has 
conceived, it gives birth to sin; and when sin is accomplished, it brings forth 
death.’ 
 
Third, the covetousness of a person is also self-destructive. A covetous person 
destroys himself, as well as others. 
 
PROVERBS 10:28 
‘The hope of the righteous is gladness, But the expectation of the wicked 
perishes.’ 
 
PROVERBS 11:4 
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‘Riches do not profit in the day of wrath, But righteousness delivers from death.’ 
 
PROVERBS 11:6-7 
‘The righteousness of the upright will deliver them, But the treacherous will be 
caught by their own greed. When a wicked man dies, his expectation will perish, 
And the hope of strong men perishes.’ 
 
PROVERBS 23:17-21 
‘Do not let your heart envy sinners, But live in the fear of the LORD always. 
Surely there is a future, And your hope will not be cut off. Listen, my son, and be 
wise, And direct your heart in the way. Do not be with heavy drinkers of wine, Or 
with gluttonous eaters of meat; For the heavy drinker and the glutton will come 
to poverty And drowsiness will clothe a man with rags.’ 
 
PROVERBS 28:22 
A man with an evil eye hastens after wealth, And does not know that want will 
come upon him.’ 
 
HABBUKUK 2:6-9 
‘Will not all of these take up a taunt-song against him, Even mockery and 
insinuations against him, And say, ‘Woe to him who increases what is not his—For 
how long—And makes himself rich with loans?’ Will not your creditors rise up 
suddenly, And those who collect from you awaken? Indeed, you will become 
plunder for them. Because you have looted many nations, All the remainder of the 
peoples will loot you—Because of human bloodshed and violence done to the land, 
To the town and all its inhabitants. Woe to him who gets evil gain for his house To 
put his nest on high To be delivered from the hand of calamity!’ 
 
1 CORINTHIANS 6:10 
‘Nor thieves, nor the covetous, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor swindlers, shall 
inherit the kingdom of God.’ 
 
(10) Covetousness is a deified desire—idolatry.  
 
The Ten Commandments began with a prohibition of idolatry, and they end with a 
prohibition of covetousness, which is called idolatry: 
 
EPHESIANS 5:3-6 
‘But do not let immorality or any impurity or greed even be named among you, as 
is proper among saints; and there must be no filthiness and silly talk, or coarse 
jesting, which are not fitting, but rather giving of thanks. For this you know with 
certainty, that no immoral or impure person or covetous man, who is an idolater, 
has an inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and God. Let no one deceive you with 
empty words, for because of these things the wrath of God comes upon the sons 
of disobedience.’ 
 
This text tells us that the covetous man is an idolater. Thus, we have come full 
circle. The last commandment takes us back to the first commandments, 
condemning idolatry. But why is covetousness called idolatry? We will now explore 
the reasons why covetousness is called idolatry. 
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The Relationship Between Covetousness and Idolatry. 
 
Coveting is especially significant because it is a “root sin,” from which all kinds of 
other evils flow: 
 
1 TIMOTHY 6:6-10 
‘But godliness actually is a means of great gain, when accompanied by 
contentment. For we have brought nothing into the world, so we cannot take 
anything out of it either. And if we have food and covering, with these we shall be 
content. But those who want to get rich fall into temptation and a snare and many 
foolish and harmful desires which plunge men into ruin and destruction. For the 
love of money is a root of all sorts of evil, and some by longing for it have 
wandered away from the faith, and pierced themselves with many a pang.’ 
 
Just because coveting is the root of all kinds of evil, we must be very careful not 
to conclude that all coveting is evil. The term “covet” for most of us is a loaded 
one, suggesting only evil desires. In the Scriptures, however, “covet” may be used 
both positively and negatively. One may covet in a good sense or in a bad sense, 
depending on the context in which the term is used.  Our Lord strongly desired (He 
desired with desire, Luke 22:15) to eat the Passover with His disciples. Paul 
strongly desired to know Christ more intimately (Phil. 3:7-14), to be with those 
whom he loved in the Lord, as well as for their spiritual well-being and growth (cf. 
Phil. 1:7-11). Paul also encouraged the Corinthian saints to covet the better 
spiritual gifts: 
 
1 CORINTHIANS 12:31 
‘But earnestly desire the greater gifts. And I show you a still more excellent way.’ 
 
1 CORINTHIANS 14:39 
Therefore, my brethren, desire earnestly to prophesy, and do not forbid to speak 
in tongues.’ 
 
The covetousness which the Bible prohibits is restricted to the illicit strong desire 
to possess what one doesn’t have, which rightfully belongs to another, and which 
we cannot rightly obtain. Thus, we should not conclude that all coveting is sin, 
only that misdirected desire is evil. What, then, is the good which we should 
covet, and why is other covetousness evil? 
 
The answer can be found by employing a bit of biblical logic. I will first develop 
this line of logic, and then show this to be the teaching of our Lord: 
 
(1) It is only wrong to covet what God has denied us, or what is of little value. In 
the Tenth Commandment God has forbidden us to desire those things which He has 
not given and which we cannot rightly have. Coveting is only evil when we covet 
the wrong things. 
 
(2) We covet most what we value most, what we believe to be good. Coveting is a 
reflection of our value system. No person covets what he believes to be of no 
value. We do not covet our neighbor’s garbage, we covet those possessions of our 
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neighbor which we value highly. I have never known a man who coveted another 
man’s wife, whom he thought to be ugly and undesirable. We covet most those 
things which we value most. 
 
(3) What we covet most we will sacrifice to obtain. We will sacrifice those things 
which we value less to gain those things we value most. Thus, whatever a man 
covets is something he will make sacrifices to attain. What he will sacrifice is 
determined by what he most values, for ultimately a man will sacrifice most 
anything for what he values most highly. 
 
There are some times in life when the hard choice of giving up some things in 
order to keep others is imposed upon us unwillingly. Sometimes these choices are 
agonizing. I remember one of my college professors telling of his days as a prisoner 
of war in a Japanese P.O.W. camp during the Second World War. The prisoners 
were all to be marched up into the mountains, to a remote camp. Each prisoner 
was granted 20 pounds of goods to take along. All the prisoners were instructed to 
go around in a circle, placing in the center those items which they were disposing. 
The problem was that when one man cast off an item, another decided he liked it 
more than what he had, so the event turned into a giant swap meet, which the 
Japanese soldiers eventually had to terminate. 
 
The point is that life imposes these agonizing choices upon us, so that we must 
give up some things to attain others. What we value most determines what we are 
willing to give up. In the case of exploring space, this is a goal of such value, our 
government has determined that we will sacrifice life to attain it. 
 
(4) If God is the greatest good and of infinite value, then we men should covet 
having fellowship with Him, and make whatever sacrifice is required to attain and 
enjoy it. If we once agree that God is the greatest good, then He must be man’s 
highest goal. Whatever sacrifices a man must make to know God and have 
fellowship with Him is worth the price. 
 
(5) To covet anything more than God, is to place that thing we covet above God, 
which is idolatry. Coveting anything above God is making that thing our god. It is 
assigning to that thing ultimate value and worth. That which has ultimate value 
and worth in our eyes is our god, it is our idol. Thus, covetousness (which assigns 
highest value to things, rather than to God) is idolatry. 
 
Coveting is a crucial matter because it assigns value to certain things, and at the 
same time is willing to sacrifice other things to attain what is coveted. This is what 
our Lord taught in the New Testament. This can be demonstrated by considering 
several New Testament texts. 
 
MATTHEW 13:44-46  
‘The kingdom of heaven is like a treasure hidden in the field, which a man found 
and hid; and from joy over it he goes and sells all that he has, and buys that field. 
Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant seeking fine pearls, and upon 
finding one pearl of great value, he went and sold all that he had, and bought it.’ 
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Our Lord here taught that what one recognizes to be of great value he will seek to 
attain, and that he will pay a high price to do so. In the context, it is clear that it 
is the kingdom of God which is the treasure which men should sacrifice anything to 
attain. He is the kingdom personified, so that it is Jesus Christ who is most 
precious, for whom men should be willing to give up all to gain. 
 
LUKE 12:13-21  
‘And someone in the crowd said to Him, “Teacher, tell my brother to divide the 
family inheritance with me.” But He said to him, “Man, who appointed Me a judge 
or arbiter over you?” And He said to them, “Beware, and be on your guard against 
every form of greed; for not even when one has an abundance does his life consist 
of his possessions.” And He told them a parable, saying, “The land of a certain 
rich man was very productive. And he began reasoning to himself, saying, ‘What 
shall I do, since I have no place to store my crops?’ And he said, ‘This is what I will 
do: I will tear down my barns and build larger ones, and there I will store all my 
grain and my goods. And I will say to my soul, “Soul, you have many goods laid up 
for many years to come; take your ease, eat, drink and be merry.”’ But God said 
to him, ‘You fool! This very night your soul is required of you; and now who will 
own what you have prepared?’ So is the man who lays up treasure for himself, and 
is not rich toward God.”’ 
 
The point which our Lord makes here which is of particular importance to our 
study is that what we covet (possessions, things) are not the essence of life. In the 
words of our Lord, “… not even when one has an abundance does his life consist of 
his possessions” (v. 15). 
 
In the gospel of Matthew, our Lord puts the matter even more pointedly: 
 
MATTHEW 16:24-26 
‘Then Jesus said to His disciples, “If any one wishes to come after Me, let him 
deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow Me. For whoever wishes to save his 
life shall lose it; but whoever loses his life for My sake shall find it. For what will 
a man be profited, if he gains the whole world, and forfeits his soul? Or what will 
a man give in exchange for his soul?.”’ 
 
Life, Jesus taught, eternal life, is not attained by gaining, but by giving up. The 
gaining of things, even the whole world, does not gain one life. To gain everything 
at the cost of one’s soul is a bad bargain. Thus one must give up his own life to 
gain it; one must give up the gaining of things in order to gain his own soul. 
 
MATTHEW 6:19-24  
‘“Do not lay up for yourselves treasures upon earth, where moth and rust destroy, 
and where thieves break in and steal. But lay up for yourselves treasures in 
heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys, and where thieves do not break in 
or steal; for where your treasure is, there will your heart be also. The lamp of 
the body is the eye; if therefore your eye is clear, your whole body will be full of 
light. But if your eye is bad, your whole body will be full of darkness. If therefore 
the light that is in you is darkness, how great is the darkness! No one can serve 
two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will hold to 
one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and mammon.”’ 
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At the outset of His ministry our Lord warned of the danger of covetousness. 
 
Covetousness (an “evil eye”) could corrupt a person. The covetous person becomes 
the slave of possessions, and thus one must choose between serving God or money, 
for he cannot serve both (v. 24). The way for a person to cause his affections to 
turn toward the kingdom of God is to have his treasure there, and the way to have 
one’s treasure in heaven is to “lay up treasures in heaven” by using money to help 
others, rather than to indulge self. 
 
What our Lord taught in a general way in Matthew chapter 6, He applied 
specifically to the rich young ruler: 
 
MARK 10:17-22  
‘And as He was setting out on a journey, a man ran up to Him and knelt before 
Him, and began asking Him, “Good Teacher, what shall I do to inherit eternal 
life?” And Jesus said to him, “Why do you call Me good? No one is good except God 
alone. You know the commandments, ‘Do not murder, do not commit adultery, do 
not steal, do not bear false witness, Do not defraud, Honor your father and 
mother.’” And he said to Him, “Teacher, I have kept all these things from my 
youth up.” And looking at him, Jesus felt a love for him, and said to him, “One 
thing you lack: go and sell all you possess, and give it to the poor, and you shall 
have treasure in heaven; and come, follow Me.” But at these words his face fell, 
and he went away grieved, for he was one who owned much property.’ 
 
It is of great importance to note that our Lord loved this man. Some seem to think 
that our Lord was brushing this man aside, or that He asked something excessive 
and unnecessary. My conviction is that Jesus acted entirely out of love and that 
what He required was both necessary and beneficial. To what ever degree we 
identify with the grief of this man at the words of our Lord we reveal the same 
kind of covetousness which kept him from heaven. 
 
The issue which Jesus raised with the “rich young ruler” was that of “goodness,” 
occasioned by the words of the man himself. He had called Jesus “good teacher.” 
Jesus pressed him to define this goodness. Our Lord pointed out that God alone is 
good in any absolute sense. Had this man really believed that Jesus Christ was 
good in the same way that God is good, then he would have to admit that Jesus 
Christ was God. Had He acknowledged Christ as God and as (ultimate) good, he 
would have had no problem giving up everything to follow Him, just as the man 
who found the pearl of great price gladly sold all that he had to obtain the pearl. 
 
This man believed that he was a Law-keeper. Jesus cited every Law of the Ten 
Commandments which related to one’s relationship to his neighbor, save one. The 
one commandment which our Lord did not mention was the Tenth Commandment, 
the commandment which forbade coveting. It is this evil which our Lord exposed 
when he commanded the man to sell all that he possessed and to give the 
proceeds to the poor. Had the young ruler sold his goods and given the proceeds to 
the poor, his heart would have turned from earthly treasure to heavenly treasure. 
Jesus was urging him to redirect his heart by divesting himself of his worldly 
riches, which had become his highest good, and thus his god. The man who began 
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by thinking of himself as a Law-keeper now had to accept the fact that he was not 
willing to forsake covetousness, and was thus a Law-breaker. 
 
The rich young ruler’s problem was, at its roots, a problem with his values, with 
what he believed to be good, and what therefore constituted his goal in life. He 
was willing to serve Jesus in addition to serving money, but he was not willing to 
sacrifice his money to serve God. Consequently, this man went away sad. Because 
he coveted money, he served money as his highest goal, the highest good. Because 
he served money, he sacrificed his soul, his relationship with God. How tragic this 
story is. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Understanding coveting gives us a very practical insight into the pathology of sin, 
and thus a means of avoiding the evils which stem from coveting. Many Christians 
have puzzled at how a mature brother or sister in Christ can throw off the 
teachings of the word of God and pursue some blatant sin. Surely one who knows 
Bible doctrine so well could not fall prey to such obvious sin. The explanation is 
frequently found in an understanding of coveting and its relationship to one’s 
ultimate goals. Once our heart is turned toward that which is forbidden as our 
highest (or at least most desirable) goal, we are willing to sacrifice whatever we 
value less to attain it. 
 
It is seldom lack of knowledge of what is right (or wrong) which is the reason for 
man’s sin, it is his decision to desire the wrong things, and to whatever is 
necessary to have them. When a man decides to forsake his wife and family it isn’t 
that he doesn’t know its wrong, it is that he has no commitment to do what is 
right. The reason why we do the wrong thing, knowing it is wrong, is because we 
want (covet) it more than we covet what is right. Coveting what is wrong causes us 
to be willing to sacrifice what is right to attain what we want, even if it is sin. 
 
The bottom line is simply this: sin is more often a problem with our heart 
(coveting) than it is a problem with our mind (knowledge). Solomon knew more 
than any man who ever lived, and yet his heart was turned to foreign wives, until 
finally his heart was turned from God by his foreign wives (1 Kings 11:1-8). Such is 
most often the case. We sin, not because we don’t know better, but because we 
desire to have what is wrong more than we desire to know God and to serve Him. 
It is indeed tragic that Solomon did not take his own advice: “Watch over your 
heart with all diligence, For from it flow the springs of life” (Prov. 4:23). 
 
One of the most common reasons why men refuse to submit to Jesus Christ and to 
follow Him is because they cannot commit themselves to Christ and continue to 
covet things. Covetousness and Christ are two different masters, and many men do 
not wish to forsake their coveting for Christ. This is because coveting has made 
things their god, and God (in Christ) will not take second place to things. 
 
Unlike Christ, Christians today attempt to lead men to Christ by minimizing the 
cost of following Him. Throughout Jesus’ life, He refused to minimize the cost of 
discipleship. Jesus refused to commit Himself to those who were uncommitted 
(John 2:23-25). He gave no encouragement to those who would have half-heartedly 
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followed Him (Luke 9:57-62). He said that those who would follow Him would have 
to deny themselves and take up their cross (Matt. 16:24). 
 

 Why is it, then, that we try to make discipleship so undemanding, so easily 
attained?  

 Why are we reluctant to ask men and women to give up everything to follow 
Him?  

 Why are we so timid as to only ask people to follow Christ conditionally?  
 
The great travesty of this is that it demeans the worth of our Lord. It suggests that 
He is not worthy of a total sacrifice of self and of self-interest. It is no wonder so 
many fall away, when they finally realize the high price of discipleship. 
 
Let me make the gospel as clear as I possibly can. There is nothing you can do, no 
sacrifice you can make which will ever be sufficient to earn salvation. All our 
righteous deeds are like filthy rags, the Bible tells us (Isa. 64:6). There is nothing 
we can do to earn God’s favor, for we are dead in our trespasses and sins. We are 
helpless and hopeless, apart from God’s grace (Eph. 2:1-3). The gift of salvation is 
free to the sinner, but at great cost to God—the death of His only Son (John 3:16). 
To receive the gift of salvation, all one has to do is to acknowledge his sinfulness, 
his lost condition, and receive by faith the death of Jesus Christ in his place. You 
need only trust in the righteousness of Christ which you receive by faith in His 
death, burial, and resurrection in your place. 
 
Having said that we cannot earn our salvation by self-sacrifice or good works does 
not mean that discipleship is of no personal cost or sacrifice. The Scriptures clearly 
stress the high cost of discipleship, and we dare not minimize it. When we 
recognize Christ as the “pearl of great price” we should be willing and ready to 
sacrifice anything and everything in order to follow Him. Let us never lose sight of 
the self-sacrifice which our Lord requires for discipleship. 
 
Covetousness is something which our culture seems to value, and which the church 
has become accustomed to, even catering to it instead of condemning it. I 
honestly believe that if coveting were to immediately cease in America, our 
economy would be in shambles. Madison Avenue incites us to covetousness, and 
credit buying enables us to buy what we don’t need and can’t afford. If coveting 
stopped, our economy would collapse. Coveting therefore seems to be one of those 
“sacred sins” which we dare not tamper with. 
 
Competitiveness is another of the foundational elements in society. We will hardly 
consider hiring or promoting anyone who does not have great ambition, but at its 
roots, ambition is built upon the competitive desire to do better than his neighbor 
so that we can have what he or she has: their position, their prestige and power, 
and their pleasures. 
 
With covetousness so interwoven into the fabric of our society, one would expect 
that the church would be condemning covetousness, especially among the saints, 
as the Old Testament prophets did. This is seldom the case. Instead, the church 
treads softly on matters of covetousness. 
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Worse yet, the church has come to accept covetousness as one of the “givens” of 
our culture, and has gone so far as to capitalize on covetousness by appealing to 
this illicit desire to motivate people to serve and to give. The “gospel of the good 
life” is one form of this error. We tell people that if they “do things God’s way” 
God will wonderfully bless them and prosper them. We tell people that God’s 
desire is to prosper everyone, if they will simply follow God’s prescribed guidelines 
for success. We appeal to men’s covetousness when we present the gospel, making 
it sound as if discipleship were the key to success and prosperity. We minimize the 
cost of discipleship or its demands of self-denial and self-sacrifice. We speak only 
of its benefits and blessings. 
 
When we speak of the benefits of discipleship we often refer to those passages 
which promise us that God will grant us the desires of our heart (cf. Ps. 37:4). In 
our carnality, we tend to think of these “desires” as the things which we covet. 
The commandment not to covet is a command to clean up the “desires of our 
heart” so that our desires conform to God’s word (cf. James 4:3). 
 
We do not ask Christians to give sacrificially, without any expectation of return, 
we speak of giving as a sure-fire investment, for which the giver is certain to gain 
back many fold. Whenever we attempt to induce people to give because of the 
returns they will receive, we are appealing to the ungodly motivation of 
covetousness, not the Christian motivation of sacrifice. We cease talking of 
treasures in heaven, and talk only of treasure here and now. I am sad to say that I 
know of very few Christian ministries which ask people to contribute without 
promising to give something (a book, a tape, a “cloth”) in return. In doing so we 
are in danger of appealing to people’s covetousness, not their commitment to 
Christ. God help us in this area. 
 
The church should therefore be calling Christians to self-sacrifice, but all too often 
it is the church which is characterized by self-indulgence. The Laodicean church of 
the Book of Revelation (3:14-22), for example, was very comfortable, but also very 
complacent and self-satisfied. We, too, are very much like the Laodicean church, I 
fear, and rather than calling the saints to commitment and self-sacrifice, we are 
caving in to the covetousness of our society. 
 
Put negatively, the Tenth Commandment, confirmed by the commands of the New 
Testament, is teaching us that we should put off coveting, that we must cease 
from making anything but God our God. Positively, this commandment is urging us 
to cultivate a hunger for God, the kind of hunger which characterized the psalmist 
when he wrote, “As the deer pants for the water brooks, So my soul pants for 
Thee, O God. My soul thirsts for God, for the living God; When shall I come and 
appear before God?” (Ps. 42:1-2). It is the kind of godly coveting on which our Lord 
pronounced His blessing: “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for 
righteousness, for they shall be satisfied” (Matt. 6:6). It is the orientation toward 
heaven and heavenly things which the apostles urged the saints to cultivate: 
 
Brethren, join in following my example, and observe those who walk according to 
the pattern you have in us. For many walk, of whom I often told you, and now tell 
you even weeping, that they are enemies of the cross of Christ, whose end is 
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destruction, whose god is their appetite, and whose glory is in their shame, who 
set their minds on earthly things, For our citizenship is in heaven, from which also 
we eagerly wait for a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, who will transform the body of 
our humble state into conformity with the body of His glory, by the exertion of the 
power that He has even to subject all things to Himself (Phil. 17-21). 
 
If then you have been raised up with Christ, keep seeking the things above, where 
Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. Set your mind on things above, not on 
the things that are on earth. For you have died and your life is hidden with Christ 
in God. When Christ, who is our life, is revealed, then you also will be revealed 
with Him in glory (Col. 3:1-4). 
 
I believe that more than any other of the Ten Commandments, the Tenth 
Commandment exposes the depth of our depravity, the seriousness of our sin. Our 
Lord used this commandment to convict the rich young ruler of his sin. Paul 
confessed that this commandment “wiped him out” also: 
 
What shall we say then? Is the Law sin? May it never be! On the contrary, I would 
not have come to know sin except through the Law; for I would not have known 
about coveting if the Law had not said, “You shall not covet.” But sin, taking 
opportunity through the commandment, produced in me coveting of every kind; 
for apart from the Law sin is dead. And I was once alive apart from the Law; but 
when the commandment came, sin became alive, and I died; and this 
commandment, which was to result in life, proved to result in death for me; for 
sin, taking opportunity through the commandment, deceived me, and through it 
killed me. So then, the Law is holy, and the commandment is holy and righteous 
and good (Rom. 7:7-12). 
 
May I ask you very candidly my friend, does this commandment forbidding 
covetousness condemn you, just as it did Paul? Have you ever experienced the kind 
of coveting for God which we find in the psalmists and in the godly men and 
women of the Bible? Then I urge you to come to the cross of Christ, where the 
commandments were nailed to the cross in Christ (Col. 2:14). Jesus Christ bore 
your guilt, shame, and punishment. He died in your place, and was raised for your 
justification (declaration of righteousness), if you will but receive Him. Once 
loosened from the bondage of sin and self-interest, you will find an appetite for 
God you never knew. 
 
And the Spirit and the bride say, “Come.” And let the one who hears say, “Come.” 
And let the one who is thirsty come; let the one who wishes take the water of life 
without cost (Rev. 22:17). 
 
My Christian friend, may I ask if you still have that same desire you once had? Can 
you honestly say, with the psalmist of old, that you thirst for God as a deer pants 
for water? I must admit to you that I have been convicted in my study this week of 
my own coldness of heart, of my own lack of strong desire for God. There is a way 
back, for God knows that our love for Him can grow cold. Let me close by 
suggesting some of the means God has provided for rekindling the flame of our 
desire for Him. 
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(1) First, pray that God will renew your heart, and that He will give you a passion 
for fellowship with Him. David, whose sin with Bathsheba began with covetousness, 
prayed this prayer, which can just as easily apply to us: “Create in me a clean 
heart, O God, And renew a steadfast spirit within me. Do not cast me away from 
Thy presence, And do not take Thy Holy Spirit from me. Restore to me the joy of 
Thy salvation, And sustain me with a willing spirit” (Ps. 51:10-12). 
 
(2) Second, saturate your heart and mind with the word of God, which will expose 
impurity and which will give you an appetite for the things of God: 
 
Teach me, O Lord, the way of Thy statutes, And I shall observe it to the end. Give 
me understanding, that I may observe Thy Law, And keep it with all my heart. 
Make me walk in the path of Thy commandments, For I delight in it. Incline my 
heart to Thy testimonies, And not to dishonest gain. Turn away my eyes from 
looking at vanity, And revive me in Thy ways. Establish Thy word to Thy servant, As 
that which produces reverence for Thee (Ps. 119:33-38). 
 
For the word of God is living and active and sharper than any two-edged sword, 
and piercing as far as the division of soul and spirit, of both joints and marrow, and 
able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart. And there is no creature 
hidden from His sight, but all things are open and laid bare to the eyes of Him with 
whom we have to do (Heb. 4:11-12). 
 
(3) Third, work at your worship of Him, for it is in our worship that we are 
reminded again of His worth, of His purity and perfection, and thus of Him as our 
ultimate goal, both to know and to serve. 
 
(4) We must begin to “take up our cross” of self-denial, while at the same time 
putting off our self-indulgence. 
 
(5) Finally, we should practice sacrificial giving. By thus “laying up our treasures in 
heaven” we will begin to experience that our hearts will follow our treasure, and 
begin to focus on heaven and not earth, on Christ and not things. 
 
May God grant that each of us may covet Him, for His glory, and for our good. 
 
 
The key texts for a study of coveting in the Bible are: Gen. 6:5; Exod. 18:21; 
20:17; Deut. 5:21; 15:7-10; Josh. 7:21; Ps. 119:33-40; Prov. 11:6-7; 21:25-26; 23:1-
8, 17-21; 28:22; 30:7-9; Ecc. 4:8; Jer. 22:13-17; Ezek. 33:31; Micah 2:1-2; Hab. 
2:4-9; Matt. 6:19-24; 13:44-46; 16:21-27; Mark 7:20-23; 10:17-22; Luke 12:13-21; 
16:14; Acts 20:33-35; Rom. 7:7-11; 8:5-8; 1 Cor. 5:9-13; 6:10; 12:31; 14:39; 2 Cor. 
9:5; Eph. 5:3-6; Phil. 3:17-20; 4:11-13; Col. 3:1-7; 1 Tim. 6:6-10; Heb. 13:5-6; 
James 1:13-15; 4:1-2. 
https://bible.org/seriespage/23-everything-you-ever-wanted-know-about-
coveting-and-whole-lot-more-exodus-2017  

 
 
 

https://bible.org/seriespage/23-everything-you-ever-wanted-know-about-coveting-and-whole-lot-more-exodus-2017
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COMMANDMENT – SAVE EACH WEEK 

 

1 CORINTHIANS 16:2 
‘On the first day of every week each one of you is to put aside and save, as he 
may prosper, so that no collections be made when I come.’ 
 
HEBREWS 13:5  
‘Keep your life free from love of money, and be content with what you have, for 
he has said, “I will never leave you nor forsake you.’ 
 
What is biblical stewardship? 
 
Answer:  To discover what the Bible says about stewardship, we start with the very 
first verse: “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth” (Genesis 
1:1). As the Creator, God has absolute rights of ownership over all things, and to 
miss starting here is like misaligning the top button on our shirt or blouse—nothing 
else will ever line up. Nothing else in the Bible, including the doctrine of 
stewardship, will make any sense or have any true relevance if we miss the fact 
that God is the Creator and has full rights of ownership. It is through our ability to 
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fully grasp this and imbed it in our hearts that the doctrine of stewardship is 
understood.  
 
The biblical doctrine of stewardship defines a man’s relationship to God. It 
identifies God as owner and man as manager. God makes man His co-worker in 
administering all aspects of our life. The apostle Paul explains it best by saying, 
“For we are God’s fellow workers; you are God’s field, God’s building” (1 
Corinthians 3:9). Starting with this concept, we are then able to accurately view 
and correctly value not only our possessions, but, more importantly, human life 
itself. In essence, stewardship defines our purpose in this world as assigned to us 
by God Himself. It is our divinely given opportunity to join with God in His 
worldwide and eternal redemptive movement (Matthew 28:19-20). Stewardship is 
not God taking something from us; it is His method of bestowing His richest gifts 
upon His people. 
 
In the New Testament, two Greek words embody the meaning of our English word 
“stewardship.” The first word is epitropos which means "manager, foreman, or 
steward." From the standpoint of government, it means “governor or procurator.” 
At times it was used in the New Testament to mean “guardian,” as in Galatians 
4:1-2: “What I am saying is that as long as the heir is a child, he is no different 
from a slave, although he owns the whole estate. He is subject to guardians and 
trustees until the time set by his father.” The second word is oikonomos. It also 
means "steward, manager, or administrator" and occurs more frequently in the 
New Testament. Depending on the context, it is often translated “dispensation, 
stewardship, management, arrangement, administration, order, plan, or training.” 
It refers mostly to the law or management of a household or of household affairs. 
 
Notably, in the writings of Paul, the word oikonomos is given its fullest significance 
in that Paul sees his responsibility for preaching the gospel as a divine trust (1 
Corinthians 9:17). Paul refers to his call from God as the administration 
(stewardship) of the grace of God for a ministry of the divine mystery revealed in 
Christ (Ephesians 3:2). In this context, Paul is portraying God as the master of a 
great household, wisely administering it through Paul himself as the obedient 
servant of the Lord Jesus Christ. 
 
Also significant in what Paul is saying is that once we’re called and placed into the 
body of Jesus Christ, the stewardship that is required of us is not a result of our 
own power or abilities. The strength, inspiration and growth in the management of 
our lives must come from God through the Holy Spirit in us; otherwise, our labor is 
in vain and the growth in stewardship is self-righteous, human growth. 
Accordingly, we must always remember the sole source of our strength in pleasing 
God: “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me” (Philippians 4:13 
NJKV). Paul also said, “But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace to 
me was not without effect. No, I worked harder than all of them—yet not I, but the 
grace of God that was with me” (1 Corinthians 15:10). 
 
More often than not, when we think of good stewardship, we think of how we 
manage our finances and our faithfulness in paying God’s tithes and offerings. But 
as we’re beginning to see, it’s much more than that. In fact, it’s more than just 
the management of our time, our possessions, our environment, or our health. 
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Stewardship is our obedient witness to God’s sovereignty. It’s what motivates the 
follower of Christ to move into action, doing deeds that manifest his belief in Him. 
Paul’s stewardship involved proclaiming that which was entrusted to him—the 
gospel truth. 
 
Stewardship defines our practical obedience in the administration of everything 
under our control, everything entrusted to us. It is the consecration of one’s self 
and possessions to God's service. Stewardship acknowledges in practice that we do 
not have the right of control over ourselves or our property—God has that control. 
It means as stewards of God we are managers of that which belongs to God, and 
we are under His constant authority as we administer His affairs. Faithful 
stewardship means that we fully acknowledge we are not our own but belong to 
Christ, the Lord, who gave Himself for us. 
 
The ultimate question, then, is this: Am I the lord of my life, or is Christ the Lord 
of my life? In essence, stewardship expresses our total obedience to God and our 
Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. 
 
The Bible teaches that saving money is a wise practice for many different reasons. 
God is our source and provider for everything we need. “And my God will meet all 
your needs according to the riches of his glory in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 4:19). 
One of the main ways God provides for us is through money, and it is our job to 
steward that money well (Matthew 25:14–27). 

http://www.gotquestions.org/biblical-stewardship.html   
 
We are accountable to God for how we use everything He gives us in this life, 
including money. Saving money demonstrates good stewardship of the resources 
God gives us. Saving money allows us to be prepared for the future, and being 
prepared for the future is good. Proverbs 6:6–8 shows us that this principle is lived 
out even in nature: “Go to the ant, you sluggard; consider its ways and be wise! It 
has no commander, no overseer or ruler, yet it stores its provisions in summer and 
its food at harvest.” Planning ahead and saving money makes it easier to 
accomplish goals and allows us to be more effective in ministry (see 1 Corinthians 
16:2). When we don’t plan ahead and save money, we are more prone to go into 
debt, which the Bible tells us is unwise (Proverbs 22:7). 

 

Of course, there are plenty of wrong motives for saving money. If we’re saving 
money out of fear of the future, it shows we’re not really trusting God to provide 
(see Luke 12:7; 2 Timothy 1:7). Miserliness is sin, and it’s foolish and arrogant to 
make money our security. “The wealth of the rich is their fortified city; they 
imagine it a wall too high to scale” (Proverbs 18:11), yet riches “will surely sprout 
wings and fly off to the sky like an eagle” (Proverbs 23:5). First Timothy 6:10 
warns against greed, saying, “The love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. Some 
people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves 
with many griefs.” 

To fully understand the value of saving money, we must remember what the Bible 
says about giving. God desires His people to be cheerful givers (2 Corinthians 9:7). 

http://www.gotquestions.org/biblical-stewardship.html
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It’s impossible to out-give God! “Give and it will be given to you. A good measure, 
pressed down, shaken together and running over, will be poured into your lap. For 
the measure you use, it will be measured to you” (Luke 6:38). 

Sometimes when God gives us things, be it money or something else, it’s intended 
for us to give away. Other times, He gives us things that are meant for us to keep 
for ourselves and use in His service and for His glory. It’s wise to hold everything 
God gives us loosely so that we can give it away if He asks us to. 
http://www.gotquestions.org/saving-money.html 

 
CORRUPTION 
 

LEVITICUS 25:14  
‘If you sell or buy land to a fellow countryman of yours, do not take advantage of 
him.’ 
 
His is all about integrity in our business dealings whether it is about buying a 
packet of crisps or selling a multi-million-dollar company. 
 
Leviticus 19:35-36 - ‘Do not use dishonest standards when measuring length, 
weight or quantity. Use honest scales and honest weights, an honest ephahd and 
an honest hin.  I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt.’ 
 
Trading Fairly (Leviticus 19:35-36) 
 
This passage prohibits cheating in business by falsely measuring length, weight, or 
quality, and is made more specific by reference to scales and stones, the standard 
equipment of trade. The various measurements mentioned indicate that this rule 
would apply across a wide spectrum, from tracts of land to the smallest measure 
of dry and wet goods. The Hebrew word tsedeq (NRSV “honest”) that appears four 
times in Leviticus 19:36 denotes character that is right in terms of having integrity 
and being blameless. All weights and measures should be accurate. In short, buyers 
should get what they have paid for. 
 
Sellers possess a vast array of means to deliver less than what buyers think they 
are getting. These are not limited to falsified measurements of weight, area, and 
volume. Exaggerated claims, misleading statistics, irrelevant comparisons, 
promises that can’t be kept, “vaporware,” and hidden terms and conditions are 
merely the tip of the iceberg. (For applications in various workplaces, see “Truth-
telling in the Workplace” at www.theologyofwork.org.) 
 
A woman who works for a large credit card issuer tells a disturbing story along 
these lines: 
 
Our business is providing credit cards to poor people with bad credit histories. 
Although we charge high interest rates, our customers’ default rate is so high that 
we can’t make a profit simply by charging interest. We have to find a way to 
generate fees.  
 

http://www.gotquestions.org/saving-money.html
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One challenge is that most of our customers are afraid of debt, so they pay their 
monthly balance on time. No fees for us that way. So we have a trick for catching 
them off-guard. For the first six months, we send them a bill on the 15th of the 
month, due the 15th of the following month. They learn the pattern and diligently 
send us the payment on the 14th every month. On the seventh month, we send 
their bill on the 12th, due on the 12th of the next month. They don’t notice the 
change, and they send us the payment on the 14th as usual. Now we’ve got them. 
We charge them a $30 service charge for the late payment. Also, because they are 
delinquent, we can raise their interest rate. Next month they are already in 
arrears and they’re in a cycle that generates fees for us month after month. 
 
It is hard to see how any trade or business that depends on deceiving or misleading 
people to make a profit could be a fit line of work for those who are called to 
follow a holy God. 
http://www.theologyofwork.org/old-testament/leviticus-and-work/holiness-
leviticus-1727/trading-fairly-leviticus-193536/  
 
Corruption: from the Bible point of view 
 
When we think of corruption, many other related ideas come to mind. Let me just 
mention a few: bribery, fraud, dishonesty, lack of integrity, underhandedness, 
unfair play, injustice, lies, greed, etc. Corruption takes on many forms and shades. 
I leave the definition to specialists here. I have been asked to tackle the issue only 
from the theological and Scriptural points of view. Within such a short time allotted, 
it is impossible for me to do justice to my topic. I will do my best. 
 
Even confining the concept of corruption to its narrowest meaning, there is no doubt 
that the Holy Scriptures condemns it. Let me quote just a few of a string of verses 
against corruption from various angles. Proverbs 17:23 says: “A wicked man accepts 
a bribe behind the back to pervert the ways of justice.” Hosea 7:1 writes: “When I 
would heal Israel, the corruption of Ephraim is revealed, and the wicked deeds of 
Samaria; for they deal falsely, the thief breaks in, and the bandits raid without.” A 
few of the other Old Testament texts are Deut. 10:17; 27:25;  2 Chron 19:7; Ex 23:8; 
Prov 15:27; 17:8, 23; Ecc 7:7; Ez 22:12, 22; Job 15:34;  Mic 7:3, etc. From the New 
Testament, we have 2 P 1:4; 2:19. Peter writes: “Through these, he (Jesus Christ) 
has bestowed on us the precious and very great promises, so that through them you 
may come to share in the divine nature, after escaping from the corruption that is 
in the world because of evil desire.”  Judas betrayed Jesus for 30 pieces of silver 
(Mt 27:3). The Jewish leaders tried to bribe the guards at the tomb of Jesus to lie 
about the disappearance of Jesus’ body (28:12). Felix, the governor and also judge, 
an immoral person who not only stole the wife of Azizus, king of Emesa, Drusilla, 
but also offered to set St. Paul free for money (Ac 24:26). For not offering bribe, 
Paul had to remain in prison. Simon the soothsayer tried to buy the power of the 
Holy Spirit with money. Peter condemned him saying: “Your silver perish with you, 
because you thought you could obtain the gift of God with money!” It is interesting 
to note that the Hebrew root word for bribery means ‘ruin.’1 I have cited only a few 
of the Scriptural texts to show that the Bible condemns corruption even in the 
strictest sense of the word.  

                                                             
 

http://www.theologyofwork.org/old-testament/leviticus-and-work/holiness-leviticus-1727/trading-fairly-leviticus-193536/
http://www.theologyofwork.org/old-testament/leviticus-and-work/holiness-leviticus-1727/trading-fairly-leviticus-193536/
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I would like, however, to approach the subject from a wider and more 
comprehensive understanding of the intent of God as revealed to us by the Holy 
Bible, concretely from the point of view of covenant between God and His people. 
 
The word corruption, which comes from the Latin word corruption, is used in the 
Latin Vulgate Bible for original sin of Adam and Eve. They deviated from what God 
had planned for them because they were lured by the temptation that Satan put 
before them: ”…you will be like gods.” (Gen 3:5)  God created human beings in His 
image and likeness (Gen 1:26-27), i.e., to love as God loves (1 Jn 4:16) which is 
expressed through service – “I have come to serve and not to be served” said Jesus 
(Mt 20:28) – and by so doing be happy. [I shall explain this in greater detail later.] 
Paradise in which Adam and Eve lived was the expression of this happiness and 
harmony. But they turned away from what they were supposed to be (the intent of 
God for them) because they wanted power to be like God. Instead of service in love 
they wanted power to dominate just as Satan and his angels wanted to be like God 
and refused to obey God. Adam and Eve fell as Satan and his angels plummeted from 
the heavens. 
  
The word corruption comes from the Latin root words cor, which means ‘altogether’, 
and rumpere which means ‘to break.’ To break altogether from what? 
 
As you know, the Jewish people of the Old Testament were for a long time nomads. 
Influenced by this cultural background, the idea of covenant (a sort of contract, but 
much richer and broader in meaning, between two parties) is one of the main 
important themes of the Bible. In fact, as Xavier Léon-Dufour writes: “It is the point 
of departure of all their religious thinking and is the difference between their 
religion (of the Jews) and the surrounding religions oriented to worship of divinities 
of Nature.” The relationship between God and His people was conceived of in terms 
of a covenant in which blood was used to seal the covenant. Since time is limited, I 
shall only touch upon this subject so that my thesis on corruption becomes clear. 
 
On Mount Sinai, the Jews, delivered from slavery in Egypt, entered into a covenant 
with Yahweh (God). Generally, the covenant was concluded with a meal together of 
the two parties and with a ritual of the sealing with the blood. The book of Exodus 
describes Moses ending the covenant with God with a meal and a liturgical ritual: 
i.e., after offering of bullocks on the altar, Moses took the blood, poured half of it 
on the altar and sprinkled on the people the other half as a sign of the covenant 
made between Israel and God. (Ex 24: 1-11) In this covenant, God promised to be 
with Israel and protect them, on one hand, and, on the other, this chosen people of 
God promised to worship only the God of Israel and keep His commandments. In the 
New Testament, Jesus Christ became the lamb of sacrifice and his blood sealed the 
new covenant between God and His people. At the last supper before Jesus went to 
his passion and death, he took bread and after that wine, blessed them and passed 
them round. The briefest text is from Mark 14:24 which says: “This is my blood of 
the covenant which is poured out for many.” See also Mt 26:28; Lk 22:20 and 1 Cor 
11:25. In the new covenant, it was not the blood of animals but the blood of Jesus 
Christ that was used to seal the covenant between God and human beings.  
 



 

355 

 

At this point you will ask, “But what has this to do with corruption?” It has everything 
to do with corruption. 
 
Since the notion of covenant was central to the religious thinking and worship of the 
Jews of the Old Testament which has been passed down into the New Testament, 
corruption as “breaking altogether” of the covenant becomes important. All sins - 
including bribery, fraud, injustice, underhandedness, dishonesty, lack of integrity, 
etc. – come from the basic infidelity to or the “breaking altogether” of the covenant. 
From the Old Testament, sin comes from breaking the commandments (the Torah) 
of God ending in breaking of the covenantal relationship between God and His chosen 
people. Seen from the New Testament point of view, i.e., the teaching of Jesus 
Christ, all sins spring from our unfaithfulness to love as God loves. As I have said 
above, in the New Testament, Jesus revealed that “God is love” (1 Jn 4: 8,16), i.e., 
His nature is love. And in 2 letter of Peter chapter 1, verse 4 which I have just 
quoted, we are “to share in the divine nature, after escaping from the corruption 
that is in the world because of evil desire.” Since we are made to God’s image, we 
are made to love. Thus, St. John can say, “… he who lives in love, God lives in him.” 
(I Jn 4:16)  If we love as Jesus loves, i.e., to serve others, then we fulfill the covenant 
between God and us. Hence, St. Paul can rightly say: “Love does no wrong to a 
neighbour; therefore, love is the fulfilling of the Law.” (Rm 13:10)  And because it 
is the fulfillment of all laws, Paul can add: “Above all, clothe yourselves with love, 
which binds everything together in perfect harmony.” (Col 3:14) Love is the 
perfecting of our nature. It is Jesus, the Son of God, who finally reveals to us the 
true meaning of the promises of the Old Testament about being made to “the image 
of God” and the covenant made between God and Human beings.  
  
Just as sin in the Old Testament is the breaking of the Torah leading to the breaking 
of the covenant between God and His chosen people, so sin in the New Testament 
is the breaking of the one and fundamental law of God: to love through service as 
God loves which is manifested in Jesus Christ, the Son of God became Man. He said, 
“I give you a new commandment that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, 
you also should love one another.” (Jn 13:34) See also Jn 15:12; Mt 22:34; Mk 12:31; 
Lk 10:27. 
 
Corruption in any form and in any shape – be it bribery, underhandedness, cronyism, 
palm-greasing, dishonesty, etc., – breaks the covenant of love according to which 
we are to love God and neighbour as ourselves (Lk 10:27), which we are to love 
through service of others as Jesus did, which we are to live and thus be fulfilled and 
be happy. Corruption is the breaking of the covenant of love that “binds everything 
together in perfect harmony.” (Col 3:14) 
 
In conclusion, corruption is definitely condemned in the Bible. Seen in the context 
of the biblical notion of the covenant between God and human beings, corruption 
“breaks altogether” the love relationship between God and human beings and among 
human beings themselves, resulting in the destruction of  harmony in the person 
himself or herself and in the society in which he or she lives. 
http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=18&ved=0ah
UKEwjhwd6eg8jNAhWhDsAKHfNfBTM4ChAWCGIwBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.ohms

http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=18&ved=0ahUKEwjhwd6eg8jNAhWhDsAKHfNfBTM4ChAWCGIwBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.ohmsi.net%2Fview_file.cfm%3Ffileid%3D8&usg=AFQjCNH4WYOqAnwMtqNA74S-UZ40P69_hw&sig2=qNcKDgRlX9lG6qIk32kBfg
http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=18&ved=0ahUKEwjhwd6eg8jNAhWhDsAKHfNfBTM4ChAWCGIwBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.ohmsi.net%2Fview_file.cfm%3Ffileid%3D8&usg=AFQjCNH4WYOqAnwMtqNA74S-UZ40P69_hw&sig2=qNcKDgRlX9lG6qIk32kBfg
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LAUSANNE STATEMENT ON PROSPERITY THEOLOGY 
 

Preamble 
 
We, the participants of The Lausanne Consultation on ‘Prosperity Theology, 
Poverty and the Gospel’, gathered in Brazil to discuss, debate, and better 
understand the growing influence and work of what is known as Prosperity 
Theology (PT) in our world today, how it relates to poverty, and how it affects the 
mission of ‘the whole church taking the whole gospel to the whole world’. We 
studied the Scriptures, prayed together, heard stories and reports from various 
parts the world, and worked to discern the Holy Spirit’s prophetic voice to the 
church. We came together, driven by our passion for the gospel of Jesus Christ and 
in obedience to the mandate to share the good news through words, deeds, and 
character, because of a shared concern that PT offers a shallow gospel that 
actually undermines the fullness of the good news of Jesus. The fullness of the 
gospel includes a plan of personal salvation, leading to eternal life, in the context 
of the over-arching biblical story of what God has done to save his whole creation 
through the death and resurrection of Christ. 
 
We understand that the term ‘Prosperity Theology’ is itself imprecise. There are 
varieties of prosperity theologies, all of which are rooted, expressed, and 
embraced in particular contexts. We further acknowledge the need for a better 
understanding of the diverse historical, sociological, cultural, economic, 
psychological, and theological contexts in which the teachings of PT take hold. We 
recognize that the issues raised in this consultation will not be exhausted or solved 
in a few days, and that a deeper understanding of PT might lead to a more 
nuanced response to its manifestations in different parts of the world. Yet despite 
the limitations, we humbly offer these recommendations to the wider church as a 
call for further reflection and action by evangelicals as we work together to serve 
God’s Kingdom and to participate in God’s work of reconciling the world to 
himself. 
 
This consultation built on prior work and resources within The Lausanne 
Movement. In particular, the Lausanne Theology Working Group’s ‘Declaration 
from Akropong’ (2008 – 2009) and Section IIE of the Cape Town Commitment, 
‘Calling the Church of Christ back to humility, integrity and simplicity.’1 We 
encourage churches and Christian organizations to study and carefully consider the 
challenges raised in those documents. 
 
A call to confession 
 
•We recognize that The Lausanne Movement was birthed and remains largely 
within a privileged context. Such a context shapes our worldview, informs our 
perspectives on simplicity, and limits our understanding of the complexities of 
poverty. Therefore, walking in humility must include a deep awareness of the ways 

http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=18&ved=0ahUKEwjhwd6eg8jNAhWhDsAKHfNfBTM4ChAWCGIwBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.ohmsi.net%2Fview_file.cfm%3Ffileid%3D8&usg=AFQjCNH4WYOqAnwMtqNA74S-UZ40P69_hw&sig2=qNcKDgRlX9lG6qIk32kBfg
http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=18&ved=0ahUKEwjhwd6eg8jNAhWhDsAKHfNfBTM4ChAWCGIwBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.ohmsi.net%2Fview_file.cfm%3Ffileid%3D8&usg=AFQjCNH4WYOqAnwMtqNA74S-UZ40P69_hw&sig2=qNcKDgRlX9lG6qIk32kBfg
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any call to simplicity or a biblical lifestyle might be irrelevant to, or even further 
burden, those who already find themselves oppressed by poverty. 
 
•We recognize that often we have been too quick to judge and to make 
pronouncements about justice, poverty, or wealth distribution, without taking the 
time to listen and to be present with those whose lives are shaped by poverty and 
oppression. We confess that our failure to live out the gospel is in some cases 
responsible for some of the aberrations and injustices. 
 
•We recognize that we have often denounced the excesses of PT while failing to 
denounce the ways a therapeutic or self-help gospel has replaced the supremacy of 
Christ in many of our churches. 
 
•We recognize that a consumerist understanding of the Christian life is pervasive in 
many churches. Such an understanding blinds us to the suffering, persecution, and 
oppression endured by many of our sisters and brothers around the world. 
 
A Call to Action 
 
•Justice, mercy and service: Christians are called to act justly and to love 
tenderly. We are further called to serve others and in so doing to recognize Christ 
in the least of our sisters and brothers. Service is not just for others, but is done 
with others – with the poor, with the oppressed, with the neighbour. 
 
•Acts of service – such as education, health care, relief services – and acts of 
justice and advocacy are an integral part of witnessing to the gospel. The 
exploitation of poverty and need has no place in Christian outreach. In witnessing 
to the gospel through service and advocacy, Christians should denounce and refrain 
from the exploitation of poverty, including offerings of false hope, rooted in a 
mechanistic understanding of divine reward and blessing. 
 
•Ethics of power and wealth: 
 Christians are called to denounce injustice. In many parts of the world the media 
expose scandals of abuse and corruption by leaders of PT movements. Whether 
such evils are public or hidden, Christians must challenge (i) the abuse of power, 
including spiritual power; (ii) a ‘right to wealth’ ethos that discourages 
accountability and promotes unethical fundraising efforts; and (iii) practices that 
exploit and oppress those who are most vulnerable. 
 
•Christians must confront any teaching which measures its success in material 
health and wealth with a coherent theology of creation, sin, Christ-centred 
redemption, and future creational hope. 
 
•Generosity and blessings: Christians are called to give of our very being and to 
share the gifts that God has given us. We recognize the empowerment that comes 
from gift-giving and the importance that Jesus our Lord placed on even the 
smallest gift offered sacrificially for the Kingdom. Acts of generosity and blessings 
should be central marks of the Christian church. 
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•Structural justice and shalom: Christians are called not only to give and share 
generously, but to work for the alleviation of poverty. This should include offering 
alternative, ethical ways, for the creation of wealth and the maintenance of 
socially-responsible businesses that empower the poor and provide material 
benefit, and individual and communal dignity. This must always be done with the 
understanding that all wealth and all creation belong first and foremost to God. 
 
•We recognize that there are places where structural changes must take place 
before alternative sources of income can be created. In such cases Christians must 
denounce the corruption and oppression that limit the options for those caught in 
poverty and thus engage in the search for alternative and just political, economic 
and cultural structures. 
 
•Healing and compassion: As an integral part of our witness to the gospel, 
Christians exercise ministries of healing and compassion. We are called to have 
great discernment as we carry out these ministries, fully respecting human dignity 
and ensuring that the vulnerability of people and their need for healing and / or 
compassion are not exploited. We affirm the need for compassionate evangelism, 
knowing that suffering for the gospel and bearing the pain of another are acts 
worthy of the Kingdom of God and are genuine ways to embody Christ with those 
who suffer. 
 
•Building relationships: Christians should strive to build relationships of trust and 
respect with all people, seeking ways for genuine, truthful conversations in which 
convictions can be challenged and the gospel made clear. 
 
A call to life in the Kingdom 
 
•We affirm a biblical vision for the wellbeing of humanity and all of God’s 
creation. 
 
•We affirm that God wishes the best for his children, and we seek ourselves to 
emulate his desire; but we recognize the ways our cultures distort our desires and 
draw us away from the fullness of life that is offered to all in Christ Jesus. 
Materialism and consumerism are two primary forms of the distortion of desires. 
Where the teachings of PT manipulate and control, Christians must be a prophetic 
voice, offering genuine justice and hope. 
 
•We affirm the need to distinguish between a pastoral response that cares for 
individuals and the prophetic denouncement of the leadership responsible for any 
kind of manipulation and oppression. Jesus had compassion for those who were 
confused and lost because of being led astray, but he fiercely denounced those 
who did the leading. All Christian leadership must embody the model of service 
and self-sacrifice given to us by Jesus Christ. 
 
•We call the church back to life in the Kingdom – a life marked by service, 
humility, and integrity, where we speak the truth to those in power, denounce the 
false gods of our cultures, and live as followers of Christ in the multiplicity of our 
contexts. 
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In obedience to God the Father, we call the church to be of the same mind, the 
mind that is in Christ Jesus; to share life in the Spirit, life in all its fullness, so that 
we shine like stars in order that the world may know the saving love of God, 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 
 
A call to reflection 
 
◦We must respond to immoderate and to subtle manifestations of PT by careful 
engagement with the entirety of Scripture. This means we will (i) engage with the 
whole biblical narrative; and (ii) give  a clear expression of the gospel, and 
thoughtful reflection on the hermeneutical assumptions and practices that inform 
interpretations of the Bible. It is not enough simply to claim that ‘the Bible is on 
our side’, since Christians with different convictions, who would also affirm the 
authority of Scripture, will make the same claim, pointing to numerous texts that 
they believe support their practices. 
 
◦We are called to participate in a productive conversation about how the whole 
Bible should shape convictions regarding health and prosperity, and how we 

understand our lifestyles in light of God’s saving act in Jesus Christ. ◾How do we 
engage those whose hermeneutical strategies are so different that a fruitful 
conversation about interpretation seems almost impossible? 
 
◦We acknowledge that sometimes God uses suffering to refine people’s faith and to 
strengthen his people. Too often the church focuses on preaching a gospel of 
blessings whereas the proclamation of the whole gospel to the whole world will 
require the church to take adequate account of the place of mourning and lament. 
 
What are the biblical resources and practices that need to be learned so that we 
can better engage and be present with those who suffer and grieve? 
 
We recognize that poverty is a complex, multi-dimensional reality. It includes (i) 
lack of income and productive resources sufficient to ensure sustainable 
livelihoods; (ii) hunger and malnutrition; (iii) ill health; (iv) limited access or no 
access to education and other basic services; (v) increased morbidity and mortality 
from illness; (vi) homelessness and inadequate housing; (vii) unsafe environments; 
and (viii) social discrimination and exclusion. It is also characterized by a lack of 
participation in decision-making and in civil, social and cultural life. It affects both 
the individual and the community and has wide-ranging repercussions on all of 
creation.  
 
◦As a relational reality, poverty has economic, physical, social, mental, and 
spiritual causes. How would a biblical, evangelical gospel offer an answer to these 
poverties? 
 
•We acknowledge that, in the global market economy, one of the most effective 
tools for the elimination of poverty is economic development, and yet evangelicals 
have often failed to promote value-driven business solutions to poverty. ◦How can 
we more effectively work for the establishment of creative, ethical, and 
sustainable business endeavours in the fight against poverty? 
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•We realize that many manifestations of PT, even in its basest and most 
contractual expressions, offer people a place of belonging, a sense of hope, and a 
theology that challenges the status quo. ◦How can we offer deeper community, a 
better hope, and a theology that challenges the status quo and oppression through 
the embodiment of justice and love? What are the biblical resources for developing 
a Christian anthropology that accounts for the emotions, religious experiences, 
feelings and thought processes of people and communities in the multiplicity of 
their contexts? 
 
Epilogue 
 
A Consultation such as this often raises more questions than answers. We hope we 
have helped to shed light on some of the challenges PT brings. We also hope that 
through careful reflection we might reconsider the ways we think about wealth 
and poverty and the relation of these to an ethical Christian witness. 
 
It is our prayer that Christians worldwide will take this text and use it wisely within 
the many contexts in which God has placed us. We trust that it will inspire biblical 
preaching, teaching and living that confronts the abuses of PT, and that it will 
encourage Christians to lead ethical lifestyles that indeed make us bearers of a 
better hope, the hope we have in Christ Jesus. 
https://www.lausanne.org/content/statement/atibaia-statement  

 
AN EVANGELICAL COMMITMENT TO SIMPLE LIFESTYLE 
 

Introduction 
 
“Life” and “life-style” obviously belong together and cannot be separated. All 
Christians claim to have received a new life from Jesus Christ. What life-style, 
then, is appropriate for them? If the life is new, the life-style should be new also. 
But what are to be its characteristics? In particular, how is it to be distinguished 
from the life-style of those who make no Christian profession? And how should it 
reflect the challenges of the contemporary world—its alienation both from God and 
from the earth’s resources which he created for the enjoyment of all? 
 
It was such questions as these which led the participants in the Lausanne Congress 
on World Evangelization (1974) to include in paragraph 9 of their Covenant these 
sentences: “All of us are shocked by the poverty of millions and disturbed by the 
injustices which cause it. Those of us who live in affluent circumstances accept our 
duty to develop a simple life-style in order to contribute more generously to both 
relief and evangelism.” These expressions have been much debated, and it became 
clear that their implications needed to be carefully examined. 
 
So the Theology and Education Group of the Lausanne Committee for World 
Evangelization and the Unit on Ethics and Society of the World Evangelical 
Fellowship’s Theological Commission agreed to co-sponsor a two-year process of 
study, culminating in an international gathering. Local groups met in 15 countries. 
Regional conferences were arranged in India, Ireland and the United States. Then 

https://www.lausanne.org/content/statement/atibaia-statement
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from March 17 to 21, 1980, at High Leigh Conference Center (about 17 miles north 
of London, England) an International Consultation on Simple Life-style was 
convened. It brought together 85 evangelical leaders from 27 countries. 
 
Our purpose was to study simple living in relation to evangelism, relief and justice, 
since all three are mentioned in the Lausanne Covenant’s sentences on simple life-
style. Our perspective was, on the one hand, the teaching of the Bible; and, on the 
other, the suffering world-that is, the billions of men, women and children who, 
though made in his image and the objects of his love, are either unevangelized or 
oppressed or both, being destitute of the gospel of salvation and of the basic 
necessities of human life. 
 
During the four days of the Consultation we lived, worshipped and prayed 
together; we studied the Scriptures together; we listened to background papers (to 
be published in a book) and heard some moving testimonies; we struggled to relate 
the theological and economic issues to one another; we debated these in both 
plenary sessions and small groups; we laughed and cried and repented and made 
resolutions. Although at the beginning we sensed some tension between 
representatives of the First and Third Worlds, yet by the end the Holy Spirit of 
unity had brought us into a new solidarity of mutual respect and love. 
 
Above all, we tried to expose ourselves with honesty to the challenges of both the 
Word of God and the world of need, in order to discern God’s will and seek his 
grace to do it. In this process our minds were stretched, our consciences pricked, 
our hearts stirred and our wills strengthened. 
 
This Lausanne Occasional Paper deals section by section with the statement, “An 
Evangelical Commitment to Simple Life-style.” Its original text, drafted out of the 
papers and the discussion, was carefully studied during three exacting hours of 
plenary debate, and numerous alterations were agreed upon. The revised text was 
resubmitted at a final plenary session and, with a few further and minor 
amendments, was approved. None of the participants was asked to subscribe to it 
by personal signature, but it carries the substantial endorsement of the 
Consultation. As individuals, too, we all made our own private commitment, in 
response to its call. 
 
The “Commentary and Exposition” has been written at our request by Alan Nichols, 
an Australian participant in the Consultation, with a view to making the 
Consultation’s thinking more easily available to church members. 
 
While what he has written is a personal view, we are happy for it to be published 
in this form, in order to provoke and stimulate the church at large to consider 
these issues. 
 
We recognise that others have been discussing this topic for several years, and we 
are ashamed that we have lagged behind them. We have no wish, therefore, to 
claim too much for our Consultation or commitment. Nor have we any grounds for 
boasting. Yet for us the week was historic and transforming. So we send this 
booklet on its way for the study of individuals, groups and churches, with the 
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earnest hope and prayer that large numbers of Christians will be moved, as we 
have been, to resolve, commitment and action. 
 
Preamble 
 
For four days we have been together, 85 Christians from 27 countries, to consider 
the resolve expressed in the Lausanne Covenant (1974) to “develop a simple life-
style.” We have tried to listen to the voice of God, through the pages of the Bible, 
through the cries of the hungry poor, and through each other. And we believe that 
God has spoken to us. 
 
We thank God for his great salvation through Jesus Christ, for his revelation in 
Scripture which is a light for our path, and for the Holy Spirit’s power to make us 
witnesses and servants in the world. 
 
We are disturbed by the injustice of the world, concerned for its victims, and 
moved to repentance for our complicity in it. We have also been stirred to fresh 
resolves, which we express in this Commitment. 
 
While many of the participants at the Simple Life-style Consultation had already 
been together in conference on the theological basis of aid and development, for 
four days 85 Christians from 27 countries met at High Leigh Conference Center, 
London (U.K.), from March 17 to 21, 1980, to consider the resolve expressed in the 
Lausanne Covenant (1974) to “develop a simple life-style.” Over half the 
participants were from the Third World, as was the case at the Lausanne Congress 
on World Evangelization; but the purpose was much narrower, much more closely 
defined, and participants were conscious of a great shift in thinking about world 
poverty and Christian affluence since 1974. Western Christians at Lausanne had 
been worried about whether “simple” or “simpler” life-styles should have been 
advocated. This does not enter into the concerns of 1980. Participants were keen 
to get straight into the issue, as they tried to listen to the voice of God, through 
the pages of the Bible, our only infallible rule of faith and practice, for this must 
be the starting point for any Christian considerations. They heard God through the 
cries of the hungry poor, though not in the sense that because people are poor 
they are automatically blessed by God. They heard God speaking through each 
other as fellowship deepened day by day. And we believe that God has spoken to 
us, they were able to say at the end. Not that four days together brought about 
the definitive word on life-style issues, but that participants were sure that at 
least the important questions were raised, and that some directions for thinking 
and action ensued. 
 
The unity experienced by participants at the Consultation was because each was 
grounded in God’s great salvation through Jesus Christ and was confident that the 
Scriptures are his revelation and a light for our path on life-style as on every other 
question in life. We prayed and sought the Holy Spirit’s power to make us 
witnesses and servants in the world. This put the Consultation foursquare in the 
tradition of the Lausanne Congress of 1974 in bringing Evangelical Christians 
together to seek God’s will and to recommit themselves to the task of world 
evangelization. For the Life-style Consultation participants would not permit 
themselves to be distracted by ethical questions from the very first and primary 
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obligation laid on all God’s people: to be a light to the world offering the gospel of 
Jesus Christ. That is central. 
 
In considering the task of world evangelization at Lausanne, the participants were 
extremely conscious of and disturbed by the injustice of the world. Many had come 
from hazardous and personally risky ministries in Third World situations where they 
are among those who challenge political, social, and economic injustice and 
cannot help feeling concerned for the victims of the injustices they continually see 
around them. Where the Lausanne participants expressed penitence and shame for 
failing in the mission of evangelism, the Life-style participants were moved to 
repentance for our complicity in world injustice. We deeply felt that world 
evangelism was stifled and compromised by our complacency about social 
injustice, and we were stirred to fresh resolves, which were then expressed at the 
end of the conference in the Commitment to Simple Life-style. 
 
1. Creation 
 
We worship God as the Creator of all things, and we celebrate the goodness of his 
creation. In his generosity he has given us everything to enjoy, and we receive it 
from his hands with humble thanksgiving (I Timothy 4:4, 6:17). God’s creation is 
marked by rich abundance and diversity, and he intends its resources to be 
husbanded and shared for the benefit of all. 
 
We therefore denounce environmental destruction, wastefulness and hoarding. We 
deplore the misery of the poor who suffer as a result of these evils. We also 
disagree with the drabness of the ascetic. For all these deny the Creator’s 
goodness and reflect the tragedy of the fall. We recognise our own involvement in 
them and we repent. 
 
The Commitment opens with a paragraph about God as Creator, not just because it 
is the natural place to start, but because Creation Ethics are becoming an 
important part of how the church is thinking about mankind’s responsibility to the 
world we live in. 
 
Dr. Donald Hay, Oxford University economist, wrote in a paper presented at the 
International Consultation: 
 
“The creation story in Genesis emphasises God’s sovereign work in creating the 
earth within the universe and then filling it with life. It is within this abundant 
environment that man was placed. He is the image or likeness of God, placed 
there to show God’s sovereign possession, but as a vice-regent with full power to 
use and dispose of the resources at hand. Man is given dominion over nature to 
care for it, and to provide for his existence. After the flood, God promises that the 
natural cycle of day and night, seedtime and harvest will be maintained (Genesis 
8:22). Noah is enjoined to replenish and subdue the earth. The doctrine of God’s 
provision reappears in Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 6:25-
32). The implications of this teaching are three: First, there can be no pessimism 
about the ability of the earth to provide adequately for the human race. There is 
no hint of a niggardly provision, that they may run out. The emphasis is rather on 
the abundance of the creation. We would not therefore expect to find that world 
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shortages of resources are the source of international inequality. We do not deny 
that man can and does waste resources, but properly used there should be enough 
for all. 
 
“Second, although the created order is provided for man’s use he is in the position 
of a trustee. Trusteeship or dominion is extended to all men. So the created order 
is for men in general, to satisfy our needs. Economic activity is justified in that it 
provides the goods and services necessary for the continuation of man’s social 
existence. 
 
“Third, man’s trusteeship, and the requirement not to waste what God provides, 
carries with it an obligation to use resources efficiently. The economist’s version 
of this is that man’s wants are unlimited, and the resources available at any one 
time are limited. Hence efficiency, and production and distribution, is a major 
preoccupation of much economic analysis. As Christians we may wish to define the 
satisfaction of needs rather than wants as the objective of economic life, but the 
goal of efficiency in meeting those needs will again be incumbent upon us.” 
 
So the first statement of the Commitment reaffirms the joy with which Christians 
worship God as the Creator of all things, acknowledging the responsibilities which 
go along with that. Christians celebrate the goodness of his creation and so do not 
despise the natural resources and blessings which come to us. Western Christians 
need to think carefully through any sense of guilt they feel about enjoying life; 
sometimes guilt may be falsely based on the idea that we deserve nothing and 
therefore should enjoy nothing. On the contrary, Christians recognise that God in 
his generosity has given us everything to enjoy, and we receive it from his hands 
with humble thanksgiving (I Timothy 4:4, 6:17). 
 
The Commitment then develops a positive principle by which Christians may test 
what they suspect may be destruction or wastage of God’s natural gifts to 
mankind: God’s creation is marked by rich abundance and diversity, and he intends 
its resources to be husbanded and shared for the benefit of all. How then can we 
explain the tragic imbalance of food supplies across the world? How can 
governments possibly justify the kind of extraction of mineral wealth from a 
country that leaves it devastated? How can defoliation and destruction of crops 
during war be tolerated? These were some of the issues troubling participants at 
the Consultation; they are the issues which are troubling people of goodwill all 
over the world today. 
 
It was the personal experiences of a political activist in Brazil, an evangelist to 
peasants in India, and an articulate woman leader from Nigeria which led the 
Consultation to denounce environmental destruction, wastefulness and hoarding. It 
was not just theory but daily experience for some participants which led to 
deploring the misery of the poor who suffer as a result of these evils. 
 
This does not mean that Christians promote dullness: we also disagree with the 
drabness of the ascetic. For all these-waste, poverty and asceticism—deny God’s 
goodness and reflect the tragedy of the fall of Adam and Eve in the Garden and the 
involvement of all mankind in the consequences of their fall. But Christians today 
are conscious not just of involvement in the fall (as a theological idea) but of our 
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own involvement in creating, perpetuating and allowing misery, poverty, 
destruction and irresponsibility to continue in the world. We are now much more 
conscious of living in a global village, and because we can no longer separate 
ourselves because of distance from the poverty of the world, we must take the 
only other course-we must repent. 
 
2. Stewardship 
 
When God made man, male and female, in His own image, he gave them dominion 
over the earth (Genesis 1:26-28). He made them stewards of its resources, and 
they became responsible to him as Creator, to the earth which they were to 
develop, and to their fellow human beings with whom they were to share its 
riches. So fundamental are these truths that authentic human fulfilment depends 
on a right relationship to God, neighbour and the earth with all its resources. 
People’s humanity is diminished if they have no just share in those resources. 
 
By unfaithful stewardship, in which we fail to conserve the earth’s finite 
resources, to develop them fully or to distribute them justly, we both disobey God 
and alienate people from his purpose for them. We are determined, therefore, to 
honour God as the owner of all things, to remember that we are stewards and not 
proprietors of any land or property that we may have, to use them in the service of 
others, and to seek justice with the poor who are exploited and powerless to 
defend themselves. 
 
We look forward to the restoration of all things at Christ’s return (Acts 3:21). At 
that time our full humanness will be restored, so we must promote human dignity 
today. 
 
Consideration of the Bible’s doctrine of Creation leads naturally to man’s 
responsibility of stewardship. More and more people everywhere are becoming 
conscious of the possibility that within our own lifetime natural resources may be 
so crazily exploited to find new energy sources that the earth’s limited natural 
resources may soon be dangerously depleted. 
 
According to the creation narrative, when God made man, male and female, he set 
them in a world already ordered by him. This harmony and order in creation was a 
reflection of God’s own being. As Genesis 1 indicates, God made them in his own 
image. And the task he gave them was to act as his representatives by exercising 
dominion over the earth. 
 
God commanded them: “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and 
subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every 
living creature that moves on the ground” (Genesis 1:28). Thus he made mankind 
stewards of the earth’s resources. 
 
Stewardship is also a New Testament idea which is expressed, for example, in 
Jesus’ parable of the Shrewd Manager (Luke 16). 
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In both Old and New Testaments, man is responsible to God as Creator, and is also 
responsible to the earth which we are to develop, and to our fellow human beings 
with whom we are to share its riches. 
 
As Dr. Donald Hay pointed out at the Consultation, there is great abundance in 
creation, more than enough to provide adequately for the needs of all. This does 
not mean however that mankind may exploit the created order to satisfy his never-
ending greed. 
 
This is where economics comes in, and where many Christians bow out. It seems 
easier to talk about personal life-style than to consider the macro issues. These 
truths are so fundamental that authentic human fulfilment depends on a right 
relationship with God, neighbour and the earth with all its resources. But Western 
Christians often think of them in purely Western terms, and ignore the fact that 
half the world is at starvation level. Instead, Western Christians should be asking 
radical questions from the viewpoint of less developed countries. For example, 
should the world’s economic productive system now register zero growth? Or 
should mineral and energy resources (still largely untapped) be fully exploited? 
Will accelerated economic growth place an intolerable burden on the earth’s 
entire ecosystem and cause irreversible damage to the entire human environment? 
 
There seems no doubt that people’s humanity is diminished if they have no just 
share in those resources. But is it fair to call a halt to economic expansion when 
the West has had plenty of growth to enjoy and some of the less developed world 
is now looking forward to it? How can these resources be more justly shared? 
 
The least we should agree to is a serious curtailment or redirection of growth in 
the Western World, which is in any case choking the West with a surfeit of goods, 
services and waste. What will be the results of unfaithful stewardship? If we fail 
because of our unlimited exploitation to conserve the earth’s finite resources; if 
we fail to develop them fully in under-developed countries to enable them to 
enjoy the goods and services we have enjoyed for generations; and if we fail to 
distribute justly our over-supply; then we will fall under the same judgement as 
the nations in the early chapters of Amos, because of their unjust and inhumane 
behaviour, for we shall both disobey God and alienate people from his purpose for 
them. Can we from the West evangelize people in developing nations if they 
perceive our own multi-national corporations to be exploiting them? Or if our own 
wastes would fill their empty bellies? What is the “cup of cold water” Jesus 
mentioned (Matthew 10:42) if it does not include sharing the abundance which we 
have? 
 
Mindful of these responsibilities, participants in the Simple Life-style Consultation 
were determined to honour God as the owner of all things, to remember that we 
are stewards and not proprietors of any land or property that we may have, and to 
use them in the service of others. The wording thus far is a fairly normal 
commitment of Christians, but the next resolve is more radical, for the 
participants also expressed their determination to seek justice with the poor who 
are exploited and powerless to defend themselves. 
 



 

367 

 

The justice theme became very prominent in the Consultation. We were led into it 
from the beginning by Dr. Ronald Sider, when he said that relief and development 
were not enough: “One of the most urgent agenda items for the church in the 
industrialised nations is to help our people begin honestly to explore to what 
extent our abundance depends on international economic structures that are 
unjust. To what extent do current patterns of international trade and the 
operations of the International Monetary Fund contribute to affluence in some 
nations and poverty in others? Unless we grapple with that systemic question, our 
discussion of simple life-style has not gone beyond Christmas baskets and 
superficial charity which at times can even be, consciously or unconsciously, a 
philanthropic smoke screen diverting the oppressed from the structural causes of 
their poverty and our affluence.” 
 
We recognise both that international economics is a highly complex and specialised 
subject, and that we had too few expert economists at our Consultation. 
Nevertheless, those who were present convinced us that a measure of injustice is 
built into the present system. The Brandt Commission report North and South (see 
the bibliography), published shortly before our Consultation convened, adds a 
distinguished endorsement to this view. 
 
However much we try or even succeed in our responsibility to secure greater 
economic justice, Christians can look beyond this world, with all its tribulations 
and inequities, to the restoration of all things at Christ’s return (Acts 3:21). Our 
faith is not pinned or limited to humanity’s capacity to share generously; for it is 
only at the Second Coming that our full humanness will be restored. This does not 
mean that we cease our efforts to improve this world however. On the contrary, it 
is because we cherish the vision of completed humanness in the end that we must 
all the more promote human dignity today. 
 
3. Poverty and Wealth 
 
We affirm that involuntary poverty is an offence against the goodness of God. It is 
related in the Bible to powerlessness, for the poor cannot protect themselves. 
God’s call to rulers is to use their power to defend the poor, not to exploit them. 
The church must stand with God and the poor against injustice, suffer with them 
and call on rulers to fulfill their God-appointed role. 
 
We have struggled to open our minds and hearts to the uncomfortable words of 
Jesus about wealth. “Beware of covetousness” he said, and “a person’s life does 
not consist in the abundance of his possessions” (Luke 12:15). We have listened to 
his warnings about the danger of riches. For wealth brings worry, vanity and false 
security, the oppression of the weak and indifference to the sufferings of the 
needy. So it is hard for a rich person to enter the kingdom of heaven (Matthew 
19:23), and the greedy will be excluded from it. The kingdom is a free gift offered 
to all, but it is especially good news for the poor because they benefit most from 
the changes it brings. 
 
We believe that Jesus still calls some people (perhaps even us) to follow him in a 
life-style of total, voluntary poverty. He calls all his followers to an inner freedom 
from the seduction of riches (for it is impossible to serve God and money) and to 
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sacrificial generosity (“to be rich in good works, to be generous and ready to 
share”-] Timothy 6:18). Indeed, the motivation and model for Christian generosity 
are nothing less than the example of Jesus Christ himself, who, though rich, 
became poor that through his poverty we might become rich (2 Corinthians 8:9). It 
was a costly, purposeful self-sacrifice,- we mean to seek his grace to follow him. 
We resolve to get to know poor and oppressed people, to learn issues of injustice 
from them, to seek to relieve their suffering, and to include them regularly in our 
prayers. 
 
The 1980 Simple Life-style Consultation was one of the many consequences of the 
Lausanne Congress on World Evangelization 1974, at the end of which thousands of 
Evangelicals signed a Covenant which included this statement: “All of us are 
shocked by the poverty of millions and disturbed by the injustices which cause it. 
Those of us who live in affluent circumstances accept our duty to develop a simple 
life-style in order to contribute more generously to both relief and evangelism.” 
Thus, a primary motive in the Lausanne Covenant for developing a simple life-style 
was “the poverty of millions” and “the injustices which cause it.” Yet this is 
sometimes lost in the many discussions going on around the world today about 
simple life-style. These are often more a “back to earth” and “back to nature” 
movement than a redirection of resources and power. 
 
This issue was very prominent in the minds of the participants in the Simple Life-
style Consultation in March 1980. While starting with the Bible, they were very 
conscious-especially because of the presence of significant representatives of the 
poorer parts of the world-of the dramatic contrasts in both material standards of 
living and access to power which exist in the different countries of the world. 
 
While recognising that God still calls some to voluntary poverty, participants 
expressed the strong affirmation that involuntary poverty is an offence against the 
goodness to God, and added that it is related in the Bible to Powerlessness, for the 
poor cannot protect themselves. 
 
The biblical call to stand with the poor is rooted in the Incarnation. 
 
Ronald Sider’s paper at the Consultation put it clearly: 
 
“When God became flesh, he did not come as a wealthy Roman Imperialist or a 
comfortable Hellenistic intellectual. He was born in an insignificant, oppressed 
province controlled by Imperialist Rome. Too poor to bring a lamb, the normal 
offering of purification, his parents brought two pigeons to the temple. Carpenters 
were presumably not the poorest folk in Galilean society, but they were hardly 
wealthy either. And when he entered his public ministry, he gave up even a 
carpenter’s comforts. ‘Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the 
Son of man has nowhere to lay his head’ (Matthew 8:20). 
 
“His identification with the poor and the weak was, he said, a sign that he was the 
Messiah. When John the Baptist asked if he was the expected Messiah, Jesus simply 
pointed to what he was doing. ‘Go and tell John what you have seen and heard: 
the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, and the deaf 
hear, the dead are raised up and the poor have good news preached to them’ 
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(Luke 7:22). Certainly he preached to the rich, but it was his preaching to the poor 
that validated his Messiahship. Indeed his identification with the poor went so far 
that he said his followers would meet him in the lives of the poor. ‘I was hungry 
and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink-truly I say to you, as 
you did to the least of these my brethren, you did it to me’ (Matthew 25:35-40). 
We begin to fathom that teaching only when we see that it was spoken by the 
Almighty One who had become flesh in the person of a homeless Galilean 
evangelist.” 
 
Since it is those who have power who are able to redistribute to the poor, God’s 
call to rulers must be to use their power to defend the poor, not to exploit them. 
The church of God therefore must stand with God and the poor against injustice. 
The words of Amos 5:11 are appropriate in many countries today: “You trample on 
the poor and force him to give you corn … You oppress the righteous and take 
bribes, and you deprive the poor of justice in the courts.” One important way that 
the church stands with the poor is by evangelizing new Christians who are then 
taught all that Jesus and the Scriptures say about justice for the poor. 
 
In standing with the poor, the church is finding today in some countries that it 
must suffer with them, but despite that risk it must call on rulers to fulfil their 
God-appointed role. 
 
Christians have a lot more thinking to do on what it means that God champions the 
poor and powerless. But at the very least it means that he opposes injustice, 
corruption and exploitation, and that he calls on his people to stand with him. As 
the Lausanne Covenant said: “Although reconciliation with man is not 
reconciliation with God, nor is social action evangelism, nor is political liberation 
salvation, nevertheless we affirm that evangelism and socio-political involvement 
are both part of our Christian duty. For both are necessary expressions of our 
doctrines of God and man, our love for our neighbour and our obedience to Jesus 
Christ.” 
 
The Consultation did not stop there, however. Many of us might feel helpless to do 
anything to change the world’s distribution of wealth and resources, but we can do 
something about our own relative wealth and affluence. So the Consultation 
participants said: “We have struggled to open our minds and hearts to the 
uncomfortable words of Jesus about wealth. ‘Beware of covetousness’ he said, and 
‘a person’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions’ (Luke 12:15).” 
This saying of Jesus introduces the parable of the rich fool, who pulled down his 
barns to build bigger ones on the basis of taking life easy, eating, drinking and 
being merry. It is a typical warning of Jesus about the danger of riches. For wealth 
nearly always brings worry, vanity and false security; and often leads also to the 
oppression of the weak, and indifference to the suffering of the needy. 
 
Another of Jesus’ sayings which—to use Ronald Sider’s phrase—is “largely ignored 
by rich Christians,” is Matthew 19:23,24; “I tell you the truth, it is hard for a rich 
man to enter the kingdom of heaven. Again I tell you, it is easier for a camel to go 
through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.” 
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The corollary is clear, as the Apostle Paul taught (e.g., 1 Corinthians 5:10; 
Ephesians 5:5): namely that the greedy also will be excluded from the kingdom. 
The reason Paul gives is that greed or covetousness is idolatry. Participants 
debated a great deal the extent to which the gospel has special relevance, or 
offers special blessing to the poor. By a wide consensus they agreed that the 
kingdom is a free gift offered to all, but it is especially good news to the poor 
because they benefit most from the changes it brings. This wording does not 
exclude an affluent person from entering the kingdom and receiving God’s free gift 
of salvation; what it stresses is that the poor may benefit more from the gospel 
because of the social changes as well as the spiritual wealth which it brings them. 
 
While Jesus still calls some people … to follow him in a life-style of total, voluntary 
poverty, he calls all his followers to two attitudes which derive from the heart of 
the gospel: One is an inner freedom from the seduction of riches (for it is 
impossible to serve God and money), and the other is sacrificial generosity. This 
last thought is based on 1 Timothy 6:18, which urges God’s people “to be rich in 
good works, to be generous and ready to share.” This paragraph concludes by 
moving on from the teaching of Jesus to his example. There can be no greater 
incentive to simplicity of life-style than this. The motivation and model for 
Christian generosity are nothing less than the example of Jesus Christ himself, who 
(quoting from 2 Corinthians 8:9) though rich, became poor, that through his 
poverty we might become rich. 
 
The example of Jesus was one of a costly, purposeful self-sacrifice; and since we 
are to imitate him in all things, we should therefore seek his grace to follow him in 
this also. It is not impossible to do so while still living in middle-class suburbia in 
Western cities, far removed from the needs of even the relatively poor in our own 
communities. Even in such an environment as this, Christians can seek freedom 
from the seduction of riches and become committed to sacrificial generosity. 
Nevertheless, such a solidarity with the poor would be at a distance, and probably 
therefore without any passion. So aware of this anomaly, participants at the 
Consultation resolved to get to know poor and oppressed people by deliberately 
cultivating friendships with them in order to learn issues of injustice from them, to 
seek to relieve their suffering, and to include them regularly in our prayers. Prayer 
for their evangelization and prayer for an end to suffering and injustice are both 
crucial elements of this resolution to pray for the poor. In this resolution there is 
an important combination of knowledge, compassion, commitment to action and 
regular intercessory prayer. Anything less would be an inadequate response by rich 
Christians to the poverty of much of the world. 
 
Perhaps our motivation could also come from such a passage as Philippians 2:4-8: 
“Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of 
others. Your attitude should be the same as that of Jesus Christ: who, being in 
very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but 
made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human 
likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and 
became obedient to death—even death on a cross.” Ronald Sider comments: 
“Imagine what would happen if one-tenth of the Christians in the world would 
really start to follow the model of the Incarnation. They would cast aside self-
centered concern for their own affluent way of life and instead focus on the needs 
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of the poor and unevangelized. They would identify as fully with those who need 
the gospel and those who need food and justice as did Jesus who took the form of 
a slave. Hundreds of thousands would move physically to contexts of oppression or 
unevangelized cultures and sub-cultures. Millions more would support those who 
move, by identifying through radically transformed life-styles that enabled them to 
share sacrificially in the work of evangelism and justice. Looking not only to our 
own interests, but also to the needs of others in our kind of world, will mean a 
costly imitation of the God of the poor who cared so much for us that he became 
flesh as a homeless Galilean to die for our sins, and gave us a perfect model of 
incarnational identification with those who yearn for food, justice and 
reconciliation with God.” 
 
4. The New Community 
 
We rejoice that the church is the new community of the new age, whose members 
enjoy a new life and a new life-style. The earliest Christian church, constituted in 
Jerusalem on the Day of Pentecost, was characterised by a quality of fellowship 
unknown before. Those Spirit-filled believers loved one another to such an extent 
that they sold and shared their possessions. Although their selling and giving were 
voluntary, and some private property was retained (Acts 5:4), it was made 
subservient to the needs of the community. “None of them said that anything he 
had was his own” (Acts 4:32). That is, they were free from the selfish assertion of 
proprietary rights. And as a result of their transformed economic relationships, 
“there was not a needy person among them” (Acts 4:34). 
 
This principle of generous and sacrificial sharing, expressed in holding ourselves 
and our goods available for people in need, is an indispensable characteristic of 
every Spirit-filled church. So those of us who are affluent in any part of the world, 
are determined to do more to relieve the needs of less privileged believers. 
Otherwise, we shall be like those rich Christians in Corinth who ate and drank too 
much while their poor brothers and sisters were left hungry, and we shall deserve 
the stinging rebuke Paul gave them for despising God’s church and desecrating 
Christ’s body (1 Corinthians 11:20-24). Instead, we determine to resemble them at 
a later stage when Paul urged them out of their abundance to give to the 
impoverished Christians of Judea “that there may be equality” (2 Corinthians 8:10-
15). It was a beautiful demonstration of caring love and of Gentile-Jewish 
solidarity in Christ. 
 
In the same spirit, we must seek ways to transact the church’s corporate business 
together with minimum expenditure on travel, food and accommodation. We call 
on churches and para-church agencies in their planning to be acutely aware of the 
need for integrity in corporate life-style and witness. 
 
Christ calls us to be the world’s salt and light, in order to hinder its social decay 
and illumine its darkness. But our light must shine and our salt must retain its 
saltness. It is when the new community is most obviously distinct from the world-in 
its values, standards and life-style—that it presents the world with a radically 
attractive alternative and so exercises its greatest influence for Christ. We commit 
ourselves to pray and work for the renewal of our churches. 
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Is our response to life-style questions to be only personal and individual, or does 
the church of God have a corporate responsibility in the matter? Participants in the 
Life-style Consultation emphasised the responsibility of the church, because of 
what it is: “We rejoice that the church is the community of the new age, whose 
members enjoy a new life and a new life-style.” The stress on “newness” must not 
be overlooked. Jesus ushered in a new age, founded a new community and made 
possible a new life. Inevitably, then, the new life of the new society in the new 
age will express itself in a new life-style. At the beginning it certainly did. The 
starting point for looking at how the church should function is the earliest Christian 
church, constituted in Jerusalem on the Day of Pentecost. This necessitates a close 
look at the Acts of the Apostles, which these days is sometimes dismissed as 
providing any example or standard of Christian community life. The Consultation 
was not willing to treat the Acts in that fashion. It points out that the church in 
Jerusalem was characterised by a quality of fellowship unknown before. These 
Spirit-filled believers loved one another to such an extent that they sold and 
shared their possessions. Most Christian fellowships and local churches today, do 
not even consider the possibility that this might relate to them today. 
 
Dr. Rene Padilla of Argentina commented on Acts 5: “Neither the Acts of the 
Apostles nor the New Testament Epistles ever referred to the ‘love communism’ of 
the early Jerusalem church as normative for the church throughout the ages. It is 
quite clear, however, that the concern for the poor was for the early Christians an 
essential aspect of the life and mission of the church.” The Consultation agreed 
that although their selling and giving were voluntary, and some private property 
was retained (Acts 5:4), it was made subservient to the needs of the community. 
“None of them said that anything he had was his own” (Acts 4:32). That is, they 
were free from the selfish assertion of proprietary rights. And as a result of their 
transformed economic relationships, “there was not a needy person among them” 
(Acts 4:34). 
 
So the Consultation avoided making the Acts 2, 4 and 5 experience a precise 
normative standard for today’s church, but stressed instead the principle 
exemplified in it: This principle of generous and sacrificial sharing, expressed in 
holding ourselves and our goods available for people in need, is an indispensable 
characteristic of every Spirit-filled church. This challenge cannot be dodged. So 
those of us who are affluent in any part of the world—and here the Consultation 
was reminded that even in many poor countries of the Third World there are levels 
of affluence which some Christians enjoy—are determined to do more to relieve 
the needs of less privileged believers. To do this in any corporate way, local 
churches feeling convicted about their affluence would need to search out and 
establish personal relations with churches in their own or other countries which 
are experiencing poverty. Bridges need to be built. 
 
Otherwise, if this does not happen in our generation, with the world already 
shrunk to a global village, and communications satellites bringing us the world’s 
troubles in an instant, we shall be like those rich Christians in Corinth who ate and 
drank too much while their poor brothers and sisters were left hungry, and we 
shall deserve the stinging rebuke Paul gave them for despising God’s church and 
desecrating Christ’s body (1 Corinthians 11:20-24). Instead, following the church in 
Corinth through to a later stage reflected in 2 Corinthians 8:10-15, we should seek 
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to resemble them … when Paul urged them out of their abundance to give to the 
impoverished Christians of Judea “that there may be equality.” This was a 
beautiful demonstration of caring love and of Gentile-Jewish solidarity in Christ. 
 
In the same spirit, bearing in mind the cost of running the church’s affairs and 
even the cost of bringing together the International Consultation on Simple Life-
style, participants felt obliged to say something about this area of church life: we 
must seek ways to transact the church’s corporate business together with minimum 
expenditure on travel, food and accommodation. We call on churches and para-
church agencies in their planning to be acutely aware of the need for integrity in 
corporate life-style witness. The Consultation saw this area as one of increasing 
accountability. 
 
Returning to the basic imagery of the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5:13-16), this 
paragraph continues: Christ calls us to be the world’s salt and light, in order to 
hinder its social decay and illumine its darkness. But our light must shine and our 
salt must retain its saltness. Must this only be done by individuals acting 
personally? Or by small Christian communities living in isolation from the main 
stream of church life, however encouraging it may be that such communities are 
springing up in Western cities today? The Consultation felt that every local church 
should be reaching towards the style of life of the New Testament church. For it is 
only when the new community is most obviously distinct from the world—in its 
values, standards and life-style—that it behaves most obviously as the church of 
God and also presents the world with a radically attractive alternative to the 
greed, covetousness and materialism that are the marks of most world 
communities today. It is then, too, that the church as God’s new community 
exercises its greatest influence for Christ. In other words, the future is in the 
hands not so much of individuals committing themselves to a simple life-style, as 
of the church as a whole. Participants of the Consultation therefore committed 
themselves to pray and work for the renewal of their churches. 
 
5. Personal Life-style 
 
Jesus our Lord summons us to holiness, humility, simplicity and contentment. He 
also promises us his rest. We confess, however, that we have often allowed unholy 
desires to disturb our inner tranquility. So without the constant renewal of Christ’s 
peace in our hearts, our emphasis on simple living will be one-sided. 
 
Our Christian obedience demands a simple life-style, irrespective of the needs of 
others. Nevertheless, the facts that 800 million people are destitute and that 
10,000 die of starvation every day make any other life-style indefensible. 
 
While some of us have been called to live among the poor, and others to open our 
homes to the needy, all of us are determined to develop a simpler life-style. We 
intend to reexamine our income and expenditure, in order to manage on less and 
give away more. We lay down no rules or regulations, for either ourselves or 
others. Yet we resolve to renounce waste and oppose extravagance in personal 
living, clothing and housing, travel and church buildings. We also accept the 
distinction between necessities and luxuries, creative hobbies and empty status 
symbols, modesty and vanity, occasional celebrations and normal routine, and 
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between the service of God and slavery to fashion. Where to draw the line requires 
conscientious thought and decision by us, together with members of our family. 
Those of us who belong to the West need the help of our Third World brothers and 
sisters in evaluating our standards of spending. Those of us who live in the Third 
World acknowledge that we too are exposed to the temptation to covetousness. So 
we need each other’s understanding, encouragement and prayers. 
 
The Life-style Consultation was a response to the declaration of the Lausanne 
Covenant that “those of us who live in affluent circumstances accept our duty to 
develop a simple life-style in order to contribute more generously to both relief 
and evangelism.” In 1974, when these words were framed, the life-style debate 
was only just beginning. By 1980, there was a much greater consciousness of the 
underlying biblical mandate for it. 
 
So the Consultation was conscious of Jesus’ summons to holiness, humility, 
simplicity and contentment. It was Gottfried Osei-Mensah who, using the New 
Testament metaphor of an athlete in a contest, called on us to “admonish and help 
one another get rid of those things that stand in the way of godly and upright 
character, behaviour and relationships.” And Mark Cerbone, the assistant co-
ordinator of the Consultation, pointed out that Christian simplicity embraces much 
more than our economic life-style. It describes an inner attitude of humble joy and 
peace. 
 
Dr. Rene Padilla showed us that to be free of an inner drive for riches leads to a 
deep contentment (Philippians 4:11-13), which Paul went on to commend in church 
leaders: “There is great gain in godliness with contentment; for we brought 
nothing into the world, and we cannot take anything out of the world” (see 1 
Timothy 6:6-8). 
 
So it was necessary for us, in the light of the scriptural teaching on holiness, to 
confess … that we have often allowed unholy desires to disturb our inner 
tranquility. This is not to say that simple life-style is to be pursued only for reasons 
of inner peace, by reducing the covetousness which breeds worry and tension 
(Luke 12:15), but rather that without the constant renewal of Christ’s peace in our 
hearts, our emphasis on simple living may be purely a matter of economics and 
even politics, and so be one-sided. 
 
It was agreed that the Scriptures contain many warnings against greed and 
materialism (e.g., Luke 1:52-53; Mark 10:23f; Luke 12:13-20,33; Matthew 13:22, 
6:24), and therefore that our Christian obedience demands a simple life-style, 
irrespective of the needs of others. But the other side of the coin was very much in 
our minds because of the presence with us of some very poor Third World 
participants. So the statement makes an important addition: the facts that 800 
million people are destitute in various countries of Asia, Africa and Latin America, 
and that about 10,000 die of starvation every day—appalling statistics which 
seldom hit the headlines or disturb the affluent but should weigh heavily on the 
Christian conscience, make any other life-style indefensible. For when the facts of 
destitution are known, ignorance can no longer be pleaded as an excuse. The cries 
of the poor can no more be suppressed. 
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Some of those attending the Consultation knew that they had been called to live 
among the poor and so to identify with them and to share their poverty. Others did 
not have this vocation, but knew that they had been rather called to open their 
homes to the needy, which in the privatised suburban society in which so many 
Christians live is not always easy to do. Whatever our precise calling-and a 
diversity of callings was recognized—all of us were determined to develop a 
simpler life-style. Such a determination has to be related, of course, to our 
present standard of living, so “simple life-style” is a relative term. Nevertheless, 
our society in the West is so hooked on rising affluence that any decision to reduce 
life-style will mark us out from our neighbours and friends, and may be regarded 
by them as irrational and foolish. 
 
How to begin simplifying our life-style? First, we determined to re-examine our 
income and expenditure, in order to manage on less, not in order to save more for 
a “rainy day,” but in order to give away more. 
 
The dangers of legalism and regimentation, however, as Ronald Sider rightly 
warned us, must be avoided. “There is no one life-style that is right for all 
Christians in one country, or even for all Christians in one congregation. There 
must be room for the variety and diversity so gorgeously displayed in the 
creation.” So the Consultation declared: we lay down no rules or regulations, for 
either ourselves or others. 
 
Yet we must be practical and concrete, or the life-style debate will be just “word 
and speech” rather than actions (1 John 3:18). So we resolved to renounce waste 
and oppose extravagance in personal living (am I buying it for self-image or status 
reasons?), clothing (how many outfits do I need?) and housing (will the new setting 
help make my thinking and living more biblical?), travel (is the journey really 
necessary?) and church buildings (motives for construction and renovation need to 
be examined with ruthless honesty). 
 
How is this kind of self-examination going to happen? Why would people sit down 
and consider changes which may appear to be against their own self-interest? 
“Only” one participant told the Consultation, “as the Holy Spirit guides individual 
Christians as they prayerfully seek his will by studying both the Bible and the 
newspaper, in the context of Christian community.” A congregation could decide 
at an annual business meeting that in the course of the next two years it would try 
to help each member of the congregation discover what life-style God wills for 
them. An extended process of Bible study on topics like the biblical perspective on 
the poor, justice, evangelism, etc., could be initiated. So could in-depth analysis 
of the facts of evangelistic opportunity and world poverty. As well as sermons and 
Sunday School classes, people would ideally also be in weekly fellowship groups 
where each person’s or family’s expenditure on clothes, housing, transportation, 
etc., could be examined with gentle thoughtfulness and with the goal of 
developing a specific budget that each person or family would consider faithful in 
today’s world. 
 
As we do this, we will accept the distinction between necessities and luxuries, for 
we will not despise the gifts God has given us (1 Timothy 4:4-5) nor the obligation 
to be responsible for our own family (1 Timothy 5:8). We will learn to discern 
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between creative hobbies and empty status symbols, for we recognise both the 
legitimacy of recreational activities on the one hand, and on the other the 
warnings of Jesus about the hunger for honour and deference (Mark 12:38,39), as 
in the Pharisees who “loved praise from men more than praise from God” (John 
12:43). How to discriminate between modesty and vanity and between occasional 
celebrations and normal routine can be a matter for discussion with people outside 
the family circle as well as within it. A supportive context for living this kind of 
life-style is indispensable. Sociologists have discovered that people tend to accept 
the beliefs and values of the people with whom they live. There was a very strong 
temptation in the West in the 1970s to keep up with the trends, but Christians 
should be able to perceive the difference between the service of God and slavery 
to fashion. These five distinctions deserve to be pondered carefully. They show 
that the Consultation had no mind to reject the good gifts of a good Creator, and 
no wish to impose on themselves or others a drab or joyless asceticism. 
 
Not that the distinctions can always be made with ease. Where to draw the line 
requires conscientious thought and decision by us, together with members of our 
family. Moreover, we will always need to offer others the option of seeing their 
obedience in different terms. Legalism is pernicious, and judging others for 
following a different life-style would be a denial of the body of Christ. 
 
One difficulty is that what may seem to Christians in developed countries a 
dramatic voluntary reduction in life-style may appear to believers in less 
developed countries a pathetically small step. So those of us who belong to the 
West need the help of our Third World brothers and sisters in evaluating our 
standards of spending. Think of how the discussion would change if your family’s 
discussion of a new car took place in the presence of a Christian family from rural 
Brazil who not only had never possessed a car but were surrounded by poverty, 
malnutrition and starvation! During the Consultation, it was suggested that we 
need processes in the world-wide body of Christ by which poor Christians in the 
inner city and the Third World can help affluent Christians discuss the question of 
faithful life-styles. Perhaps missionary agencies could develop structures to enable 
an individual congregation in an affluent context to become a sister congregation 
to a local church in a developing country. Sister churches would then exchange 
information about relative budgets. 
 
Such an arrangement would thus be reciprocal. It could be a challenge to poorer 
churches too, lest they desire the affluence which Western churches are trying to 
shed. A person does not have to be rich to be guilty of coveting, which Jesus 
warned us so clearly against (Luke 12:15). So participants from developing 
countries asked for the following sentence to be added: Those of us who live in the 
Third World acknowledge that we too are exposed to the temptation to 
covetousness. So then, white and black, North and South, developed and less 
developed, we need each other’s understanding, encouragement and prayers. 
 
6. International Development 
 
We echo the words of the Lausanne Covenant: “We are shocked by the poverty of 
millions, and disturbed by the injustices which cause it.” One quarter of the 
world’s population enjoys unparalleled prosperity, while another quarter endures 
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grinding poverty. This gross disparity is an intolerable injustice,—we refuse to 
acquiesce in it. The call for a New International Economic Order expresses the 
justified frustration of the Third World. 
 
We have come to understand more clearly the connection between resources, 
income and consumption: people often starve because they cannot afford to buy 
food, because they have no income, because they have no opportunity to produce, 
and because they have no access to power. We therefore applaud the growing 
emphasis of Christian agencies on development rather than aid. For the transfer of 
personnel and appropriate technology can enable people to make good use of their 
own resources, while at the same time respecting their dignity. We resolve to 
contribute more generously to human development projects. Where people’s lives 
are at stake, there should never be a shortage of funds. 
 
But the action of governments is essential. Those of us who live in the affluent 
nations are ashamed that our governments have mostly failed to meet their targets 
for official development assistance, to maintain emergency food stocks or to 
liberalise their trade policy. 
 
We have come to believe that in many cases multi-national corporations reduce 
local initiative in the countries where they work, and tend to oppose any 
fundamental change in government. We are convinced that they should become 
more subject to controls and more accountable. 
 
Nothing that has happened in the six years since the Lausanne Congress has 
lessened the sense of “shock” which poverty and injustice, the Covenant said, gave 
to the participants. So there is a critical need for Evangelical Christians to take 
part in the international justice debate. The Third World participants at High Leigh 
were keen to examine what some regard as the new imperialism, namely some 
forms of international aid and development, and in particular the role of multi-
national corporations in foreign countries. For still one quarter of the world’s 
population enjoys unparalleled prosperity, while another quarter endures grinding 
poverty. This gross disparity is an intolerable injustice, using that term not in its 
legal sense but in the sense of distributive justice—an idea very strongly expressed 
both in the Old Testament (Isaiah 58:6-12) and in the New (2 Corinthians 8:13-15). 
Christians, knowing the facts, should refuse to acquiesce in this inequality. Though 
not everybody at the Consultation supported the call for a New International 
Economic Order, yet all saw that it expresses the justified frustration of the Third 
World in the face of economic inequality. 
 
British economist Dr. Donald Hay, aided by another economist George Monsma, Jr., 
of the U.S.A., led the Consultation to a clearer understanding of the macro-
economic issues involved in the international development question. Dr. Hay drew 
from the Bible’s principles of creation the concept of sufficient resources for 
mankind: “We would not expect to find that world shortages of resources are the 
source of international inequality. We do not deny that man can and does waste 
resources; but, properly used, there should be enough for all.” So all mankind, as 
trustees of the world’s resources, must use them efficiently and equitably. Thus 
participants at the Consultation came to see and understand more clearly, both in 
Scripture and in fact, the connection between resources, income and consumption. 
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People often (that is, in some countries) starve because they cannot afford to buy 
food, (sometimes because the price is fixed at arbitrary or inflated levels for 
political reasons beyond their control), because they have no income 
(unemployment is often due to government policies), because they have no 
opportunity to produce (being powerless to affect the macro-economic policies 
determined elsewhere), and because they have no access to power (those of us in 
democratic countries find it hard to appreciate how powerless people feel under 
other forms of government). 
 
Concern was expressed at the continued “imperialism” not only of Western 
countries but also of some Western missionary societies. Sometimes there is little 
attempt to come to grips with the culture and tradition of the country in which 
missionaries are working; worse, sometimes there is no attempt to hand over 
decision-making to whatever indigenous church has grown up locally. We therefore 
applaud the growing emphasis of Christian agencies on development rather than 
aid. For the transfer of personnel and appropriate technology from a more- to a 
less-developed country, as happens under a developmental model, can enable 
people to make good use of their own resources, while at the same time respecting 
their dignity. This dignity has a biblical base, stemming from mankind’s creation in 
the image of God, and Christian missionaries should be the first to guard and 
promote it. 
 
The Consultation went on to express a clear resolve to contribute more generously 
to human development projects. The emphasis here is on the word “human.” Far 
more important even than the development of agriculture and industry, is the 
development of human potential. One central aspect of human development is the 
emergence among the poor of a new sense of worth, dignity and power to produce 
change. Nothing can better create this new sense of self-worth than a living 
relationship with Jesus Christ. Hence, evangelism and development should be 
closely related. Nor dare we forget that development requires funds. It is 
scandalous that development should ever be hampered by lack of money. Where 
people’s lives are at stake, there should never be a shortage of funds. 
 
This emotional appeal should be heard by governments as well as by Christian 
congregations and individuals. For the action of governments is essential. As 
George Monsma had pointed out at the U.S. Life-style Consultation the previous 
April, the net flow of government aid from the high income Western donors was 
$13.6 billion in 1975, or an average of .36% of their combined GNPs. Monsma said: 
“Not only is the level of transfer low, the aid has often not been directed in such a 
way as to help the poorest of the world’s people. Most of the aid goes to middle-
income countries rather than to the poorest countries.” Consequently, those of us 
who live in the affluent nations should be ashamed that our governments have 
mostly failed to meet their targets for official development assistance, to maintain 
emergency food stocks or to liberalise their trade policy in a way which positively 
discriminates in favour of the poorest countries. Dr. Hay said: “The explanation of 
international inequality is to be found in the workings of international economic 
systems. One suspects that most economic actors in the developed countries are 
blissfully unaware of the consequences of the system, and find the whole question 
very puzzling.” Dr. Hay saw the move to reduce life-style as useful, but only a 
palliative. “The real difficulty is the system. . . . * [W]e must be prepared to bring 
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pressure to bear on the system itself to redress the injustices. This means getting 
involved in the politics of the situation.” 
 
Multi-national corporations have come under fire in World Council of Churches 
circles. Perhaps this is one reason why there has been some reluctance among 
Evangelicals to criticise them. But the advice of the economists present was clear; 
and participants felt, in the end, convicted that our voice should be added to 
those of others. Not that we were blind to the positive benefits which multi-
national corporations have brought in some cases (a Christian business man who 
works for one was at pains to point this out). Nor that we felt it just to make an 
unqualified or blanket condemnation of them. Our statement was carefully 
framed: We have come to believe that in many cases multi-national corporations 
reduce local initiative in the less developed countries where they work. Dr. Hay 
explained it: “The arrival on the scene of a highly efficient multi-national producer 
will tend to eliminate indigenous firms. Local firms will be happy to sell out to the 
multi-national. But inability to compete will stunt the growth of local enterprise, 
and in particular local savings may diminish as profitable opportunities are not 
available to national entrepreneurs.” 
 
Another major problem caused by multi-nationals is that they tend to oppose any 
fundamental change in government in countries where they are working. As Dr. 
Hay said: “It has been well established that such corporations show a distinct 
preference for stable regimes. In practice, this means economies with strong 
governments of the political Right. Any hint of a radical government seeking to 
promote social and economic reform will divert investment to other economies.” 
 
It was on account of these deleterious effects of the operation of multinational 
corporations that participants in the Life-style Consultation became convinced that 
such corporations should become more subject to controls and more accountable. 
This is, in fact, widely recognised. Thus Evangelicals joined their voices to other 
Christian commentators on the international scene. Their conviction arose directly 
from the concerns of the conference. It lifted the sights of the participants beyond 
the personal life-style issue to the very serious economic and political questions 
which are also involved. 
 
7. Justice and Politics 
 
We are also convinced that the present situation of social injustice is so abhorrent 
to God that a large measure of change is necessary. Not that we believe in an 
earthly utopia. But neither are we pessimists. Change can come, although not 
through commitment to simple life-style or human development projects alone. 
 
Poverty and excessive wealth, militarism and the arms industry, and the unjust 
distribution of capital, land and resources are issues of power and powerlessness. 
Without a shift of power through structural change, these problems cannot be 
solved. 
 
The Christian church, along with the rest of society, is inevitably involved in 
politics which is “the art of living in community.” Servants of Christ must express 
his lordship in their political, social and economic commitments and their love for 
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their neighbours by taking part in the political process. How, then, can we 
contribute to change? 
 
First, we will pray for peace and justice, as God commands. Secondly, we will seek 
to educate Christian people in the moral and political issues involved, and so 
clarify their vision and raise their expectations. Thirdly, we will take action. Some 
Christians are called to special tasks in government, economics or development. 
All Christians must participate in the active struggle to create a just and 
responsible society. In some situations, obedience to God demands resistance to an 
unjust established order. Fourthly, we must be ready to suffer. As followers of 
Jesus, the Suffering Servant, we know that service always involves suffering. 
 
While personal commitment to change our life-style without political action to 
change systems of injustice lacks effectiveness, political action without personal 
commitment lacks integrity. 
 
The time spent at the Consultation on international economics, together with the 
personal experiences of delegates from such countries as Brazil, Zaire, Tanzania 
and India, led to the conviction that the present situation of international social 
injustice is so abhorrent to God that a large measure of change is necessary, and 
that Christians should participate in the move towards change. 
 
Evangelical commitment to socio-political action arouses so much 
misunderstanding and suspicion, that we felt it necessary to begin with two 
negative points, for the sake of clarification. First, we were not cherishing that 
“proud self-confident dream” which the Lausanne Covenant so decisively rejected, 
namely “the notion that man can ever build a utopia on earth” (para. 15). No, we 
emphatically do not believe in an earthly utopia. God’s kingdom will be 
consummated as a gift from heaven, not as a human achievement. Nevertheless, if 
we are not utopians, neither are we pessimists about the place of man in God’s 
world (Psalm 8:5) or about God’s power to change him (2 Corinthians 5:17). Apart 
from such scriptural encouragements, history furnishes many examples of 
Christians influencing society and securing a greater measure of social justice. 
Change can come, although not through commitment to simple life-style or human 
development projects alone. Personal and philanthropic endeavours are not 
enough; political action is essential to achieve fundamental structural change. 
 
There are several fundamentally different ways of analysing society. The Marxist 
view emphasises the class struggle, and expects the proletariat to exercise 
collective power on a massive scale—if necessary, by violence. But the Life-style 
Consultation saw the issue differently, namely in terms of the biblical concept of 
power and powerlessness, which also seemed to accord with the facts of 
international inequality. Poverty and excessive wealth, militarism and the arms 
industry (inserted here, but not argued at any length), and the unjust distribution 
of capital, land and resources are issues of power and powerlessness. Sympathy 
and compassion will not be enough to change the situation. Without a shift of 
power through structural change these problems cannot be solved. 
 
As Donald Hay reminded us: “Though not necessarily entailing the use of violence, 
the option of collective power nevertheless offends Western ears which are 
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attuned to hearing of less heroic ways of influencing political decisions and 
changing social structures. Such people ought to reflect on the fact that Jesus’ 
crucifixion was historically due to the stand he took on behalf of the materially 
and spiritually dispossessed against the vested self-interests of the controllers of a 
lucrative theocratic state.” This may not be theologically the heart of the Cross, 
but it reflects an important part of the historical reality. 
 
Quite apart from the search for justice the Christian Church, along with the rest of 
society, is inevitably involved in politics, which is after all only “the art of living in 
community.” The choice is either involvement or withdrawal. Which was the 
choice of our Master? The Life-style participants believed that Jesus’ life is a 
model of involvement. 
 
So servants of Christ must express their obedience to his lordship in their political, 
social and economic commitments by taking part in the political process. This may 
mean rethinking commitments from the past which were more a family and 
cultural inheritance than emerging from a Christian perspective. Love and justice 
meet in this process, for Christians must also express their love for their 
neighbours by active involvement in politics. Otherwise they cannot be serious 
about oppressive and alienating social structures which perpetuate poverty and 
injustice. How then can Christians, who in many countries are a tiny minority and 
themselves feel powerless, contribute to change? 
 
The starting point for the Christian is to pray for peace and justice, as God 
commands (Luke 18:1-8 and 1Timothy 2:1-4). David Wells has written: “Prayer is 
the refusal of every agenda, every scheme, every interpretation that is at odds 
with the norm as originally established by God. It is itself an expression of the 
unbridgeable chasm that separates Good from Evil, the declaration that Evil is not 
a variation of Good but its antithesis.” Is there not a relationship between our lack 
of prayer for justice and our loss of anger at the level of social witness? 
 
Secondly, we will seek to educate Christian people, and others willing to listen 
who may well join us, in the moral and political issues involved. Some of this will 
be unlearning, as well as learning, for we each bring our background and personal 
prejudice. Just as Jesus refused to have the kingdom of God identified with any 
political cause of his day, so we will need to keep our political options open and 
free ourselves from past commitments. The result of this education process will be 
to clarify Christian people’s vision and raise their expectations. 
 
Thirdly, Christians fired with a passion for social justice will take action. But it will 
not always be of the same kind. The model for all, as David Watson told the 
Consultation, should be the Incarnate Jesus. He quoted a Korean missionary in 
Pakistan, who said: “I think it is significant that today’s image of the Christian 
missionary endeavour from the Asian receptor’s point of view is an image of 
comfort and privilege. Hence, Asians tended to reject the missionary and 
misunderstand his message.” 
 
Some Christians—and there were some at the Consultation in significant 
government posts—are called to special tasks in government, economics or 
development. Other influential tasks could have been added: the Public Service, 
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the communications industry, and foreign affairs. Those in such positions will need 
support from Christian friends who understand the pressures they are under and 
the choices they have to make. 
 
But all Christians must participate in the active struggle to create a just and 
responsible society. This is the heart of the Life-style Consultation. It is not just a 
superficial “trimming of the fat” of an affluent life-style in the cause of 
moderation. It is a deliberate, personal commitment to social and political action 
towards the creation within our own country, and internationally, of a just and 
responsible society. Suddenly, the issue has become very serious indeed. 
 
The Consultation was not agreed whether the church as a corporate body should 
engage in such action, or whether the results are better when Christians act 
individually. In most Western countries, it now appears that political leaders listen 
courteously to church spokesmen, while doing little or nothing to modify their 
policies. There are, of course, some outstanding exceptions in countries today 
where human rights are curtailed, and where churchmen have raised their voices 
and their prayers against injustice. In some situations obedience to God demands 
resistance to an unjust established order, and we would expect that any Christian 
taking this course of action would think and pray long about it, concluding only 
reluctantly that Caesar has overstepped the mark (Matthew 22:21). The 
Consultation avoided supporting violent overthrow of revolution, but recognised 
that passive resistance to unjust laws is an authentic way for Christians to act in 
some circumstances. This is not to deny that the emphasis of Scripture is on the 
duty of submission to rulers. But there are biblical examples of civil disobedience—
e.g., Daniel (in Daniel 6) and Peter and John (in Acts 4:19). Such resistance is 
ethically justifiable only when obedience to God demands it. 
 
The result of such resistance, and in many cases of even raising a voice, will be 
that we must be ready to suffer. Hunger for righteousness and being persecuted 
for righteousness’ sake commonly go together, as Jesus implied (Matthew 5:6,10). 
Moreover, if one member suffers, all suffer together (1 Corinthians 12:26), and a 
sense of this belonging is now beginning to spread around the world as the media 
quickly tell us what happens to Christians and others in the cause of justice. Our 
prayer books and our newspapers should be side by side. 
 
It ought not to surprise us when God’s people suffer, for as followers of Jesus—the 
Suffering Servant—we know that service always involves suffering. Gottfried Osei-
Mensah called this “a painful and costly penetration of every segment of society 
with a message that will both hurt and heal, convict and convert; but a message of 
hope, holding forth a convincing alternative to the life of sin and rebellion against 
God.” This suffering was forecast in the Old Testament as the Messiah’s lot (Isaiah 
50:6) and it is natural to expect his followers to experience the same. 
 
A Christian penetration into social and political structures calls for balance: for we 
recognise that personal commitment to change our life-style without political 
action to change systems of injustice lacks effectiveness. Personal commitment 
needs social action to authenticate it. But likewise political action without 
personal commitment lacks integrity; and without that, the Christian is “a 
resounding gong or a clanging cymbal” (1 Corinthians 13:1). As John Stott has said: 
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“We become personally culpable when we acquiesce in the status quo by doing 
nothing.” Thus the Consultation pointed in two directions—personal commitment 
and political action—and urged a balance between the two. 
 
8. Evangelism 
 
We are deeply concerned for the vast millions of unevangelized people in the 
world. Nothing that has been said about life-style or justice diminishes the urgency 
of developing evangelistic strategies appropriate to different cultural 
environments. We must not cease to proclaim Christ as Savior and Lord throughout 
the world. The church is not yet taking seriously its commission to be his witnesses 
“to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). 
 
So the call to a responsible life-style must not be divorced from the call to 
responsible witness. For the credibility of our message is seriously diminished 
whenever we contradict it by our lives. It is impossible with integrity to proclaim 
Christ’s salvation if he has evidently not saved us from greed, or his lordship if we 
are not good stewards of our possessions, or his love if we close our hearts against 
the needy. When Christians care for each other and for the deprived, Jesus Christ 
becomes more visibly attractive. 
 
In contrast to this, the affluent life-style of some Western evangelists when they 
visit the Third World is understandably offensive to many. 
 
We believe that simple living by Christians generally would release considerable 
resources of finance and personnel for evangelism as well as development. So by 
our commitment to a simple life-style we recommit ourselves wholeheartedly to 
world evangelization. 
 
The Lausanne Committee’s involvement in the Consultation on Simple Life-style 
arose from the sentences in the Covenant which have already been quoted more 
than once. They relate the need to develop a simple life-style to three Christian 
duties—the quest for justice, the work of relief, and evangelism. Consequently, 
the second stated goal of the Consultation was “to reflect on the biblical basis and 
the contemporary need for a simple life-style for evangelism, relief, and justice.” 
 
The Consultation has been criticised for concentrating on relief and justice at the 
expense of evangelism. It has even been suggested that this paragraph of the 
Commitment headed “Evangelism” was tacked on almost as an appendix. We 
believe this to be an unjust criticism. In all the preparations for the Consultation, 
the evangelistic dimension of its goals was repeatedly remembered and 
emphasised. Dr. Harvie Conn produced pre-Consultation notes for a series of 15 
Bible Studies, which were entitled “World Evangelization and the Simple Life-
style,” each of which specifically related the issues of poverty, justice and life-
style to evangelism. Then Dr. Sider’s keynote address, whose title was “Living 
more Simply for Evangelism and Justice,” asserted that there were two basic 
reasons for a simple life-style, namely: “the desperate poverty of hundreds of 
millions, and the existence of billions who need to hear the Gospel.” Throughout 
the Consultation one sensed the heartthrob of participants for evangelism. 
Evangelism was no appendix for them. 



 

384 

 

 
So, when the Evangelical Commitment came to be drafted and debated, a clear 
balance was achieved. The first four sections lay a theological foundation, 
summarising biblical teaching on creation and stewardship, possessions and the 
church. The next four apply this teaching to four areas of Christian duty, namely: 
personal life-style, relief and development, justice, and evangelism, before the 
conclusion looks forward and focuses our attention on the Lord’s return. We do not 
think, therefore, that the Consultation’s statement can justly be accused of 
imbalance. The convictions expressed in Section 8 on “Evangelism” are entirely 
genuine and an integral part of the Commitment as a whole. 
 
“Imagine what would happen,” Ronald Sider dreamed, “if one-tenth of the 
Christians in the world would really start to follow the model of the Incarnation. 
They would cast aside self-centred concern for their own affluent way of life and 
instead focus on the needs of the poor and unevangelized. They would identify as 
fully with those who need the gospel, and those who need food and justice, as 
Jesus, who took the form of a slave.” 
 
We are deeply concerned for the vast millions of unevangelized people in the 
world. It would be a terrible distraction if the life-style debate going on in the 
churches round the world were to turn our attention away from the primary need 
to proclaim the Good News. And nothing that has been said about life-style or 
justice diminishes the urgency of developing evangelistic strategies appropriate to 
different cultural environments. The participants, who were all signatories of the 
Lausanne Covenant, knew that they were substantially agreed about the contents 
of the gospel, especially the truths of the Atonement and the Resurrection of Jesus 
Christ, and the continuing necessity to preach this message throughout the world 
and call people to Christ. So we did not need to re-debate the substance of the 
gospel. We were also conscious that at the Willowbank Consultation careful 
thought had been given to the complexities of cross-cultural evangelism and how 
to relate the gospel to the setting. Different strategies are suitable in different 
cultural environments. But whatever the strategy, we must not cease to proclaim 
Christ as Saviour and Lord throughout the world. In our gathering of First and Third 
World Christians, conscious both of the many competing responsibilities facing the 
church and of the somewhat hesitant hold which the church has on its message, it 
was nevertheless agreed that the church is not yet taking seriously its commission 
to be Christ’s witnesses “to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). 
 
So the call to a responsible life-style must not be divorced from the call to 
responsible witness. David Watson used the early chapters of the Acts of the 
Apostles as a model of powerful evangelism and as a clue to why our evangelism 
makes comparatively little impact: “No one can read the first few chapters of Acts 
without noticing that the amazing sharing of their lives and possessions so 
demonstrated the love of God amongst them that others were drawn to Jesus 
Christ almost irresistibly.” The credibility of our message is seriously diminished 
whenever we contradict it by our lives. How many times have we undone the 
influence of our words by careless living or contradictory standards? 
 
Although the Apostle Paul was able to rejoice whenever Christ was proclaimed, 
even from ulterior motives (Philippians 1: 18), yet we have no right to use this fact 
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as an excuse for hypocrisy. On the contrary, any dichotomy between what we say 
and what we are diminishes our credibility in the eyes of our hearers and makes 
them less willing to listen to us. The Commitment goes on to identify three 
examples of inconsistency, all of which relate to our economic attitudes and life-
style. 
 
First, it is impossible with integrity to proclaim Christ’s salvation if he has 
evidently not saved us from greed. This brings us back to the heart of the gospel 
we profess and to the biblical doctrine of salvation. Salvation is more than 
forgiveness; it includes deliverance from sin’s slavery, including covetousness. This 
is a strong challenge to materialist churches in the West, as well as to individuals. 
How important to us are our clothes, car and house as status symbols? 
 
Secondly, it is impossible with credibility to proclaim Christ’s lordship and 
sovereignty if we are not good stewards of our possessions. To preach Jesus as Lord 
is a fundamental part of the gospel (e.g., 2 Corinthians 4:5). But if we preach him 
thus, people have a right to see his lordship in our lives. Do we see our goods as 
belonging to us, or as on loan from the Lord of the Universe, whose trustees we 
are? This attitude makes all the difference in the world to our possessiveness, and 
to our desire to accumulate more things for ourselves. 
 
Thirdly, we cannot proclaim his love with authenticity if we close our hearts 
against the needy. If we are indifferent to the plight of the destitute, how can we 
claim to have God’s love in us? And if God’s love is not in us was our firm belief at 
the Consultation that when Christians care for each other (John 15:12, Galatians 
2:10) and for the deprived (1 John 3:17, Matthew 25:34-36), Jesus Christ becomes 
more visibly attractive. For then what we offer is not just a message, but a Person, 
And if the life of that Person is seen in and through our living, how much more will 
he attract the outsider! 
 
As a result of strong representation from Third World church leaders who have 
observed for years a series of visiting evangelists, mainly from North America, the 
Consultation inserted this terse but strong statement: “In contrast to the gospel 
which is authenticated by consistent living and caring, the affluent life-style of 
some Western evangelists when they visit the Third World is understandably 
offensive to many. It should be noted that only “some” culturally and economically 
insensitive evangelists are thus criticised; it was recognised that there are 
exceptions. 
 
This section of the Commitment goes on to give another fundamental reason for 
simpler living: We believe that simple living by Christians generally would release 
considerable resources of finance and personnel for evangelism as well as 
development. Tightening our belt in order either to bolster our self-righteousness 
or to put money in the bank is not what the Consultation was all about. It was 
about sharing our savings with a needy world. So by our commitment to a simple 
life-style we recommit ourselves wholeheartedly to world evangelization. 
 
What a difference it would make if affluent churches took world evangelization 
seriously! Ralph Winter has demonstrated that Christians in the U.S. give $700 
million each year to mission agencies—a figure equal to what Americans spend on 
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chewing gum, and one-seventh of the amount they spend on pet food. Dr. Winter 
calculates (as an example) that if just the few million American Presbyterians were 
willing to live on the salary of the average Presbyterian minister in the U.S. (hardly 
an austere poverty existence!) two billion extra dollars would become available. 
To our shame, who live in affluence, Christians who are far poorer are also far 
more generous. Ralph Winter instanced The Friends’ Missionary Prayer Band of 
South India, which has 8,000 members who support 80 full-time missionaries in 
North India. “If my denomination,” he comments, “with its unbelievably greater 
wealth per person, were to do that well, we would not be sending 500 missionaries 
but 26,000.” The same mathematics can be extended across the developed world, 
but the impact is the same: a simpler life-style would release new resources for 
the world-wide evangelistic task, which could double and then redouble the human 
resources available to take the Good News into all the world. 
 
9. The Lord’s Return 
 
The Old Testament prophets both denounced the idolatries and injustices of God’s 
people and warned of his coming judgment. Similar denunciations and warnings 
are found in the New Testament. The Lord Jesus is coming back soon to judge, to 
save and to reign. His judgment will fall upon the greedy (who are idolaters) and 
upon all oppressors. For on that day, the King will sit upon his throne and separate 
the saved from the lost. Those who have ministered to him by ministering to one of 
the least of his needy brothers and sisters will be saved, for the reality of saving 
faith is exhibited in serving love. But those who are persistently indifferent to the 
plight of the needy, and so to Christ in them, will be irretrievably lost (Matthew 
25:31-46). All of us need to hear again this solemn warning of Jesus, and resolve 
afresh to serve him in the deprived. We therefore call on our fellow Christians 
everywhere to do the same. 
 
The natural starting point for thinking about God’s judgment on exploitation and 
oppression is the prophets Amos, Hosea, Micah and Isaiah. These and other Old 
Testament prophets both denounced the idolatries and injustices of God’s people 
(e.g., Micah 6:1-8; Isaiah 56:1, 58:6-7) and warned of his coming judgment (e.g., 
Hosea 9; Amos 6, 9:8). Similar denunciations and warnings are found in the New 
Testament (e.g., Matthew 23:25,26; 1 Corinthians 6:10, Romans 1:29, James 2:1-7, 
Revelation 18). 
 
Although scientific humanism has eroded the historic faith of the church in the 
Second Coming of Christ, Evangelical Christians maintain their confidence in this 
biblical truth: The Lord Jesus is coming back soon to judge, to save and to reign. 
We do not know the details about the manner of his return, but we are certain 
about its purpose—salvation and judgment. His judgment will fall on the greedy, 
who are idolaters (e.g., Colossians 3:5), and upon all oppressors (James 5:1-6). 
Consequently, although some will welcome his coming, others will have good cause 
to fear. 
 
For on that day, the King, whose kingly rule is available now to poor and rich, will 
sit upon his throne and separate the saved from the lost. Here the Commitment 
draws heavily on both the imagery and principles of Matthew 25:31-46, the classic 
passage of the sheep and the goats. Those who have ministered to Jesus by 
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ministering to one of the least of his needy brothers and sisters will be saved. 
There is no avoiding the thrust of Jesus’ teaching at this point. He was not, of 
course, saying that good works of love can earn salvation, but rather that they are 
the necessary evidence of it, for the reality of saving faith is exhibited in serving 
love. 
 
It is not only what is said here that is significant; it is also what is avoided. The 
Commitment does not say that a person finds Christ or finds faith in the process of 
service. Instead, it carefully says that our Christian profession is made visible by 
loving acts and relationships which serve the deep needs of other people, and that 
without these our profession lacks authenticity. 
 
As God is pleased with such service, so we must face the fact of his displeasure 
with the opposite. Those who are persistently indifferent to the plight of the 
needy, and so to Christ in them will be irretrievably lost (Matthew 25:31-46). How 
many exploitive landlords in comfortable pews on Sundays should quake to hear 
those words! How many industrialists using sweated labour! How many middle-class 
churchmen who give preference to those with the status wealth brings! How this 
teaching of Jesus threatens all of us to whom greed is an attraction and 
covetousness an everyday experience! 
 
Since no one is exempt, rich or poor, in a developed or under-developed country, 
all of us need to hear again this solemn warning of Jesus, and resolve afresh to 
serve him in the deprived. We therefore call on our fellow Christians everywhere 
to do the same. 
 
Our Resolve 
 
So then, having been freed by the sacrifice of our Lord Jesus Christ, in obedience 
to his call, in heartfelt compassion for the poor, in concern for evangelism, 
development and justice, and in solemn anticipation of the Day of Judgement, we 
humbly commit ourselves to develop a just and simple life-style, to support one 
another in it and to encourage others to join us in this commitment. 
 
We know that we shall need time to work out its implications and that the task will 
not be easy. May Almighty God give us his grace to be faithful! Amen. 
 
The statement concludes with a personal resolve which we ourselves (who were 
participants in the Consultation) felt able to make, although we called on others to 
join us in it. Our Commitment is not to be viewed as a new and oppressive 
bondage, however. On the contrary, we could make it only because we knew we 
had been freed by the sacrifice of our Lord Jesus Christ. Yet we sensed an 
obligation to make it. This obligation arose partly out of obedience to Christ’s call, 
partly out of heartfelt compassion for the poor, partly out of concern for 
evangelism, development and justice, and partly out of solemn anticipation of the 
Day of Judgement. These four incentives combine to make a powerful motivation 
to develop a just and simple life-style. To be sure, we need time to work out the 
implications, and we are well aware that the task will not be easy. Yet, however 
far-reaching the implications and hard the task, our Commitment is now made for 
the world to see. Only God’s grace can keep us faithful. 
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COMMANDMENT – DO NOT STEAL 

 

EXODUS 20:15  
‘You shall not steal’ 
  
“You shall not steal” (Exodus 20:15) is one of the Ten Commandments people can 
readily recall, even though it is number eight in the Decalogue. And while there 
may be those who attempt to undermine the authority of the Ten Commandments 
by suggesting it is part of the Old Covenant, our Lord Jesus, speaking to the rich 
young ruler, quoted five of them, including this one (Matthew 19:18). The Ten 
Commandments are part of the moral law of God and, unlike the ceremonial and 
sacrificial laws of the Old Testament which were given to Israel, they apply to all 
men in all ages.  
 
Stealing is defined as “taking another person’s property without his or her 
permission.” However, there are many other forms of theft. For example, taking 
longer over our lunch breaks at work or arriving late and leaving early are actually 
forms of stealing from our employers, stealing time they have paid for. Taking 
advantage of employers in that way indicates a lack of love for others. The apostle 
Paul, when discussing God’s commandments, sums up the entire law in the same 
way as our Lord Jesus did, with “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Mark 12:31; 
Romans 13:9). And, again like Jesus, he states that this is the fulfilment of the 
“Law” (Matthew 22:39-40). So, we know from such instructions that “Do not 
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steal,” as with all of the Ten Commandments, is about “loving one another” (John 
13:34-35).  
 
Victims of theft know the horrible feeling it produces. The very act of someone 
taking what may have been an especially precious gift from a loved one really 
pierces our hearts and makes us feel vulnerable and unsafe. Theft has a 
tremendous impact not only on individuals, but on society as a whole. Theft 
disturbs societal stability and the results are feelings of fear and insecurity and a 
desire for revenge. One has only to look at some third world countries where laws 
against stealing are ignored to see how detrimental it is to the population. God’s 
laws are not only moral and spiritual; they are infinitely practical as well.  
 
Christians have received tremendous physical and spiritual gifts from God, and we 
should desire to give back to Him all that we have. When we withhold the things 
that are rightly His—our time and talents, our possessions and our finances, indeed 
our very lives—we are in effect stealing from Him. The prophet Malachi put it this 
way when addressing the Israelites: “Will a man rob God? Yet you rob me. But you 
ask, 'How do we rob you?' ‘In tithes and offerings. You are under a curse — the 
whole nation of you — because you are robbing me. Bring the whole tithe into the 
storehouse, that there may be food in my house. Test me in this,’ says the Lord 
Almighty, ‘and see if I will not throw open the floodgates of heaven and pour out 
so much blessing that you will not have room enough for it’” (Malachi 3:8-10). One 
day we will be judged by God and expected to give an account of what we did with 
the gifts God has so generously bestowed on us (Romans 14:12; 2 Corinthians 5:10; 
Hebrews 4:13). 
http://www.gotquestions.org/you-shall-not-steal.html  
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COMMANDMENT – RESTITUTION MUST BE MADE 

 

Restitution is a biblical concept, and there are passages in both Old and New 
Testaments that reveal the mind of God on this subject. In the Old Testament, the 
Israelites were under the Law, which specified restitution in a variety of 
circumstances: “If a man steals an ox or a sheep and slaughters it or sells it, he 
must pay back five head of cattle for the ox and four sheep for the sheep. . . . A 
thief must certainly make restitution, but if he has nothing, he must be sold to pay 
for his theft. If the stolen animal is found alive in his possession—whether ox or 
donkey or sheep—he must pay back double. If a man grazes his livestock in a field 
or vineyard and lets them stray and they graze in another man's field, he must 
make restitution from the best of his own field or vineyard. If a fire breaks out and 
spreads into thornbushes so that it burns shocks of grain or standing grain or the 
whole field, the one who started the fire must make restitution. . . If a man 
borrows an animal from his neighbor and it is injured or dies . . . he must make 
restitution” (Exodus 22:1, 3-6, 14). 
 
Leviticus 6:2-5 covers other situations in which the stolen property is restored, 
plus one fifth of the value. Also of note in this passage, the restitution was made 
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to the owner of the property (not to the government or any other third party), and 
the compensation was to be accompanied by a guilt offering to the Lord. The 
Mosaic Law, then, protected victims of theft, extortion, fraud, and negligence by 
requiring the offending parties to make restitution. The amount of remuneration 
varied anywhere from 100 to 500 percent of the loss. The restitution was to be 
made on the same day that the guilty one brought his sacrifice before the Lord, 
which implies that making amends with one’s neighbor is just as important as 
making peace with God. 
 
In the New Testament, we have the wonderful example of Zacchaeus in Luke 19. 
Jesus is visiting Zacchaeus’s home, and the people who know the chief publican to 
be a wicked and oppressive man are beginning to murmur about His associating 
with a sinner (verse 7). “But Zacchaeus stood up and said to the Lord, ‘Look, Lord! 
Here and now I give half of my possessions to the poor, and if I have cheated 
anybody out of anything, I will pay back four times the amount.’ Jesus said to him, 
‘Today salvation has come to this house, because this man, too, is a son of 
Abraham. For the Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost’” (verses 8-
10). From Zacchaeus’s words, we gather that 1) he had been guilty of defrauding 
people, 2) he was remorseful over his past actions, and 3) he was committed to 
making restitution. From Jesus’ words, we understand that 1) Zacchaeus was saved 
that day and his sin was forgiven, and 2) the evidence of his salvation was both his 
public confession (see Romans 10:10) and his relinquishing of all ill-gotten gains. 
Zacchaeus repented, and his sincerity was evident in his immediate desire to make 
restitution. Here was a man who was penitent and contrite, and the proof of his 
conversion to Christ was his resolve to atone, as much as possible, for past sins. 

 

The same holds true for anyone who truly knows Christ today. Genuine repentance 
leads to a desire to redress wrongs. When someone becomes a Christian, he will 
have a desire born of deep conviction to do good, and that includes making 
restoration whenever possible. The idea of “whenever possible” is crucially 
important to remember. There are some crimes and sins for which there is no 
adequate restitution. In such instances, a Christian should make some form of 
restitution that demonstrates repentance, but at the same time, does not need to 
feel guilty about the inability to make full restitution. Restitution is to be a result 
of our salvation—it is not a requirement for salvation. If you have received 
forgiveness of sins through faith in Jesus Christ, all of your sins are forgiven, 
whether or not you have been able to make restitution for them. 

http://www.gotquestions.org/restitution-Bible.html  

 
PROPERTY RIGHTS 
 

DEUTERONOMY 19:14  
‘Do not move the boundary stone of your neighbour that your predecessors set up 
in the inheritance you receive from Yahweh your God given to you to possess.’ 

 
It was at creation that God the Creator committed the world and its resources to 
humanity (Gen. 1:28–29). It was because the man and the woman were made in 
the image of God that they were commanded to subdue the created order and to 
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exercise dominion over the whole of it. As a result, God granted dominion to this 
first human pair under his law, but he did not grant his sovereignty to them, for 
God alone is Lord and the only sovereign over all. 
 
Along with creation, this dominion was reinforced in the Decalogue’s eighth 
commandment, “You shall not steal” (Ex. 20:15), which provided for property 
rights as well. With this command, not only was the principle of individual 
ownership recognized, but it also thereby regarded as criminal all attempts to take 
that property from a person in a fraudulent way and to then regard it as one’s 
own. 
 
However, in an ultimate sense, in Israel all property belonged to the Lord, as 
Leviticus 25:23 (NIV, 1984) made clear: “the land is mine and you are but aliens 
and my tenants.” Because Yahweh is the one and only Lord and ultimate king over 
Israel, he was also Lord of the soil and its products. Accordingly, the Holy Land was 
God’s domain (Josh. 22:19) and that land was the land of Yahweh (Hos. 9:3; Ps. 
85:1 [2]; Jer. 16:18). Indeed, this was the very land that had been promised to the 
Patriarchs—Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (Gen. 12:7; 13:15; 15:18; 26:4; Ex. 32:13; 
Deut. 1:35–36). In this article, we will examine the case some have made for a 
duality of the material and the spiritual realms—a duality that was counter to 
biblical thought. Then we will examine scriptural themes related to property, 
theft, land, and Jubilee. We will find that the biblical picture is one in which 
absolute sovereignty is attributed to God alone, while stewardship responsibilities 
are attributed to human beings who are accountable to God for the fulfillment of 
these responsibilities. 
 
Manichaeanism and Modernists 
 
In the past, a strong vein of Manichaeanism in the early church led to a disregard 
of the material world in favor of the realm of the Spirit. Manichaeanism was a 
system of religious and philosophical thought that originated in the teachings of an 
Iranian prophet Mani. Therefore, its adherents renounced the material and 
physical aspects of life in order to maintain a purity that was required to pass on 
into the realm of light. This dualism was not biblically derived. Because this world 
must perish in the eschaton, it therefore must be renounced, this group argued. 
The world and the flesh were just too hostile to be linked to the spiritual realm. 
Thus all calls to subdue the earth or the promise of a restored nature and of a 
resurrected body were usually disregarded by a Manichaean philosophy, or were 
just left untreated. There is little or no reality to history; history is completely 
irrelevant to time and eternity, or so this position claimed. 
 
Today’s modernists, however, tend to espouse the exact opposite. They choose the 
material order of creation rather than the spiritual aspects. Thus, for example, 
they turn the birth narratives of Jesus into a myth, for (they claim) we must be 
able to see physical evidences for such happenings and not assert divine 
intervention as the basis for what takes place. The reality that Jesus will come to 
claim his realm, his property, and his rule as sovereign over all in heaven and on 
earth is missed by both the Manichaeans and the modernists for opposite reasons. 
Scripture, however, affirms the reality of both the material and the spiritual 
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realms. It is a true spirituality that also has a high regard for property and the 
whole of created order. 
 
Acquisition of Property 
 
Scripture teaches that possessions and property may be acquired, for example, 
under certain conditions by way of reward. Thus even the ox is to remain 
unmuzzled as it tramps out the grain (Deut. 25:4) and mortals are similarly 
entitled to appropriate rewards for their labors (1 Cor. 9:9–11). Moreover, all 
deliberate withholding of wages that are due workers are roundly condemned (Lev. 
19:13), because fairness and justice demands the proper pay for honest labor. On 
the other hand, any gains made through dishonesty must not be given any place in 
a believer’s life (Eph. 4:28; Prov. 11:1; 21:6; Hos. 12:7; Mic. 6:10–11). That is 
exactly how stealing is defined. 
 
Possessions and property may also be acquired through inheritance (Deut. 21:16; 
Prov. 19:14), but even here there is a warning against discrimination (Deut. 21:16). 
Later on in Israel, only the eldest son received a double portion according to the 
Mosaic legislation, but this seems to be roughly equivalent to our laws that allow 
for the executor of the will (in addition to being an heir) to receive a larger 
portion than the other heirs who are required to pay the executor for the work of 
distributing the contents of the parents’ will. 
 
Finally, possessions or property could be gained by industriousness (Prov. 10:4; 
13:4; 14:23), wisdom (Prov. 3:16; 24:3), or by the development of insight (Prov. 
14:15). The book of Proverbs, in particular, stressed the merits of doing a job with 
pride, satisfaction, and excellence (Prov. 12:24). 
 
Theft of Possessions and Property 
 
Theft is both a shortcut to obtaining possessions and property by means of avoiding 
any work to gain such, as well as by an outright denial of God’s law. Wealth, if it 
comes to a person, will come either as a result of labor, inheritance, or a gift, but 
it is easy for either the rich or the poor to violate God’s law, because humans are 
sinners as well. 
 
The eighth commandment, while one of the two shortest in the Decalogue (Ex. 
20:15; Deut. 5:19), taught that stealing was not only taking another person’s 
property, but it also included all forms of coercion, fraud, or taking another 
person’s possessions or property without consent, along with all forms of cheating 
or harming property by destroying its value in one way or another. Thus theft 
involved the following: robbing victims directly; using indirect and legal means of 
gaining benefits not deserved; or by being part of a corporate group that steals, 
even though you are not a knowing party of all that is going on. 
 
Some have tried to argue on the basis of Proverbs 6:30–31 that thievery in times of 
necessity is not morally wrong.1 That, however, is to misunderstand this text in 
Proverbs, for while it compares the sin of adultery over against that of thievery, it 
argues that the sin of stealing to satisfy one’s hunger brings less dishonor and 
public shame than one who commits adultery receives—even though both are 
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violations of the law of God. The thief in this case is to be pitied, but the adulterer 
earns scorn and contempt; his acts of disgrace violate both the law of God and his 
own marriage vows. 
 
Private property is both a gift and a certain type of power God has entrusted to 
humanity as stewards. It was God’s intention that mortals should be equipped with 
this gift and power and that under God they should exercise dominion over the 
earth. An attack on the rights to private property in recent centuries has denied 
God’s law and design by weakening those same property rights. Some people, 
known as “robber barons,” used their power as corporate bosses to trample the 
law of God underfoot and appealed instead to evolution with its “struggle for the 
survival of the fittest,” in what became known as “the law of competition.” 
Oftentimes, the theory of evolution became an excuse for justifying massive theft 
in all too many instances where the weak or the poor were the victims. Sensing 
that property was a form of power, the totalitarian state sought to gain more and 
more power over private property to be able to subjugate the people. Therefore, 
private property understood as a gift, given to mortals by God to be used for his 
honor and glory, was often confiscated in increasing portions to ensure the power 
of the state or of the corporation. This, too, received criticism and judgment from 
heaven because God did not intend for his gift to be abused in this manner. This 
can be seen especially in what the state calls “the right of eminent domain.” 
 
Eminent Domain 
 
The right of eminent domain is the claim of sovereignty by the state over all 
property within the state. This right is appropriately used when, in the view of the 
state, a part or a whole of that property was necessary for public, state, or federal 
use, such as in obtaining the right of way to build a highway through one’s 
property or to erect some state building on what had been one’s private property. 
Usually some type of compensation is given to the original property owner, but this 
was not regarded as a binding limitation on the state. Moreover, it is an assertion 
of sovereignty by the state or the legislative body, which Scripture has declared to 
exist solely in and for God alone. 
 
It is for this reason that God brings judgment on the land; he is the only one with 
the right of eminent domain (e.g., Ex. 9:29: “so you may know that the earth is 
the LORD’s”). In fact, God claimed that “the whole earth is mine” (Ex. 19:5), 
which Deuteronomy 10:12 repeated: “To the LORD your God belong the heavens, 
even the highest heavens, the earth and everything in it.” 
 
R. J. Rushdoony observed that the concept of eminent domain originated in the 
idea of pagan kingship, even though the term was not generally known and utilized 
in modern times until the time of Grotius in 1625. Eminent domain is located in the 
concept of natural law, which attributes ultimate law to nature—not to God. As a 
result, sovereignty is then granted to a temporal power of ruling officials, such as 
a king or the state. However, the American colonies and states did not at first 
claim or use this power, but it came about as natural-law concepts grew and 
English law affected American law. Thus Americans adopted and began to use the 
concept of the right of eminent domain as natural-law thinking tended to take over 
in the United States. 
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Nevertheless, there is no express delegation of eminent domain in the United 
States Constitution. It is only by assuming with Grotius, as a prior right found in 
the law of nature, that such authority can be identified and used. In fact, nowhere 
in the Constitution of the United States is the word sovereignty found, for it 
deliberately avoided the use of the term sovereignty. In the Puritan tradition, that 
word was reserved for exclusive use by God, therefore, it was not shared with 
mortals, even if they were kings, presidents, and the like. 
 
George Mason, drafter of the Virginia Declaration of Rights, singled out that the 
right of eminent domain was to be excluded from the authority of the state of 
Virginia. The declaration states: “That no part of a man’s property can be taken 
from him, or applied to public uses, without his consent, or that of his legal 
representatives.” It was this very same principle that the Fifth Amendment to the 
US Constitution was attempting to introduce. However, the amendment is worded 
so poorly that it is ineffectual in controlling this concept. 
 
Rushdoony goes on to note that it was not surprising, therefore, that the 
humanistic concept of the sovereignty of the state was later rivaled by a 
counterassertion of the sovereignty of the individual, also on humanistic grounds. 
Against such natural-law philosophies, the Bible announces the unique sovereignty 
of the triune God who alone had the sole right to eminent domain over property 
and persons. If it is asked, “Then how can roads and buildings be built by the state 
without the tool of eminent domain?” the answer is to use procedures that come 
from other areas of authority rather than from a statist doctrine of sovereignty. 
 
The Case of Naboth’s Vineyard 
 
There is little doubt that the promise of the land was one of the three major 
elements in the Abrahamic promise (Gen. 12:7; 15:7; 18–21; 17:8; the other two 
being the seed and the gospel). Christopher Wright showed how this concept of the 
centrality of the land was so in pure statistical terms. Out of forty-six references 
to the promise-plan of God from Genesis to Judges, only seven of the forty-six 
references do not mention the land. Moreover, twenty-nine have it as the sole 
feature of its content (cf. Gen. 28:4). 
 
In the days after Solomon, especially, the land of Canaan becomes the focus of an 
ongoing struggle between the forces of greed, land grabbing, and exploitation. As 
such it became one of the constant issues mentioned by the prophets as they 
warned against “add[ing] house to house and join[ing] field to field” (Isa. 5:8)7 or 
other forms of abuse, such as tearing the land away from those who were weak, 
poor, or disadvantaged in their rights. 
 
One of the best-known cases in Scripture was the case where the prophet Elijah 
confronted King Ahab and Queen Jezebel over their treatment of poor landowner 
Naboth. King Ahab coveted Naboth’s land, adjacent to the summer palace in 
Jezreel, for his own garden. Naboth, however, stood his ground and argued that 
this was impossible: “The LORD forbid that I should give you the inheritance of my 
ancestors.” (1 Kings 21:3). His appeal was to the Lord himself who in Leviticus 
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25:23 had said, “The land must not be sold permanently, because the land is 
mine.” 
 
When King Ahab was rebuffed by Naboth, he went into a sulk until his wife 
promised to fix everything and get the land for him. This she did by arranging for 
damaging false testimony against Naboth, which resulted in his being falsely 
accused, tried, and then executed. Thus Ahab grabbed the land that had formerly 
belonged to Naboth and his family. In the estimation of Scripture, “There was 
never anyone like Ahab, who sold himself to do evil in the eyes of the LORD, urged 
on by Jezebel his wife” (1 Kings 21:25). No wonder, then, that Harry Orlinsky 
noted that the land was “the cornerstone of the covenant between God and 
Israel.” 
 
Removing Boundary Markers on the Land 
 
In at least five major passages, there was a divine injunction against moving or 
shifting the ancient boundary markers on any land. For example, it was clearly 
stated in Deuteronomy 19:14: “Do not move your neighbor’s boundary stone set up 
by your predecessors in the inheritance you receive in the land the LORD your God 
is giving you to possess.” 
 
This warning was also repeated in Deuteronomy 27:17: “Cursed is the man who 
removes his neighbor’s boundary stone”; in Job 24:2: “Men move boundary stones; 
they pasture flocks they have stolen”; in Proverbs 22:28: “Do not move an ancient 
boundary stone set up by your ancestors”; and in Proverbs 23:10: “Do not move an 
ancient boundary stone or encroach on the fields of the fatherless.” 
 
Rome made this crime one that was punishable by death, so seriously did they view 
such an action. John Calvin found removing the boundary stone to be an act of 
double deceit, for it was both an act of theft and one of false witness. Likewise, 
the Talmud commented on land laws at length, for in the view of the Rabbis, the 
land was sacred to the Lord. 
 
So sacred was property that there is a complete absence of any land or property 
taxes in biblical law. God clearly intended that these land laws should give 
stability to society, thus he protected the land from any, and all, taxation. 
Taxation on property later became a means for ultimately destroying property, 
and, therefore, it became a form of civil robbery. For example, often beautiful 
areas of residential living became so heavily taxed that many of those homes and 
estates, because of their enormously increased taxation, had to be torn down or 
be sold to a nonprofit organization to escape paying the taxes. 
 
The problem with taxation on the land is that it provides opportunities for the 
speculative use of land, which often upsets the stability of a community. Thus, in 
our day, new forms of community or governmental objections, and even hostility, 
have been raised against religious groups by those wanting to extend property 
taxes to places of worship. In the end, this form of taxation by the community 
downgrades the community and its properties as one of the chief anchors in 
society. The church, then, is blocked from being a part of that community and of 
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being able to insert the needed civility and respect for God, persons, and property 
among those same people. 
 
In the Bible, the basic tax laws were head taxes or poll taxes, as they were known 
(Ex. 30:11–16), which was a uniform tax for all. All men over the age of twenty 
(and only men) paid this tax, which was collected by the civil authority. The cry 
then arose that the rich should be taxed more heavily, and a more intricate tax 
code was developed to the point where most were not able to decipher it with any 
level of equanimity. 
 
Land and the Jubilee Year 
 
The year of “Jubilee” (Hebrew, yobel, Lev. 25) is deeply rooted in the theology 
and practice of Israel’s concept of land tenure. The Jubilee year occurred at the 
end of seven sabbatical years (Lev. 25:8–10), which may have coincided with the 
forty-ninth year. Some contend that it was the year following the seventh seven-
year cycle, that is, the fiftieth year, which would mean that the land would lay 
fallow and the Israelites would have planted nothing for two years. However, this 
does not seem to be realistic and practical, for Pentecost, another fifty-sequence 
(although it was fifty days and not years), came on the Sunday that was fifty days 
after the resurrection Sunday. 
 
One of the central affirmations of the faith of Israel was that the land they 
occupied belonged exclusively to the Lord; it did not belong to Israel even after 
they occupied it (Ex. 15:13, 17). Therefore, the land could not be sold 
permanently, for it belonged to the Lord, and the people of Israel were only 
residents or “guests” and “tenants” (Hebrew, gerim and toshabim) there (Lev. 
25:23). The chief landlord was Yahweh. 
 
Leviticus 25:1–7 opens with an expansion of the fallow-year law (stated also in Ex. 
23:10–11). This concept is enlarged in Deuteronomy 15:1–2 into a year in which 
debts (pledges given for loans) were to be released or redeemed. In Leviticus 25:8–
12, the Jubilee is introduced. Two concepts mentioned in 25:10 were at the heart 
of the whole institution of the Jubilee year: liberty (from the burden of debt and 
the bondage it had embodied) as well as the return of all ancestral property that 
had been mortgaged to a creditor. 
 
Verses 13–17 of Leviticus 25 go on to spell out the financial implications of this 
transaction, for what appeared to have been the sale of the land was in fact only 
the sale of the use of the land. Therefore, as the year of Jubilee approached, and 
the years were few, it diminished the value and the cost of the land to the 
purchaser, depending on the number of harvests the land could produce until the 
Jubilee. 
 
A theological note is introduced in Leviticus 25:18–22 that encouraged the 
observance of the Sabbath law. The implication was that obedience would mean 
that the users of the land trusted the Lord, who could not only control nature but 
also history. God would reward faithfulness to the Sabbath requirements. This, 
then, sets us up well for the central verses in this chapter, verses 23–24: “The land 
must not be sold permanently, because the land is mine and you are but aliens and 
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my tenants. Throughout the country that you hold as a possession, you must 
provide for the redemption of the land.” 
 
Chapter 25 closes in verses 25–55 with practical details connected with the Jubilee 
year. They treat three types of situations: (1) those who have come onto hard 
times (25–28); (2) a brother whose lot worsens despite several such sales and who 
needs to be rescued by a kinsman with interest-free loans (35–38); and (3) where 
there is a total economic collapse of a man so that he and his whole family have 
had to enter into bonded service to a wealthier family member (39–40). These 
rules do not apply to houses in a walled city (29–31), nor did they apply to the 
Levites as a tribe because they did not have an inherited share in the land but 
were allotted towns and dwellings in Israel (32–34). It is also noted that these rules 
of redemption and Jubilee provisions applied only to Israelites and not to foreign 
slaves or resident aliens (44–46). 
 
The Jubilee became the main instrument that preserved the socioeconomic fabric 
of both the multiple-household land tenure as well as the smallest family land 
units. Of course, a relative could have redeemed the land at any time, depending 
on the action of one’s kinsfolk, but the Jubilee occurred only twice a century as a 
national event. If redemption functioned by itself, without the stabilizing effect of 
the Jubilee, it could have meant that the land could have fallen into the hands of 
few wealthy families and the rest of the families in the clan were bound by debt-
servitude. The year of Jubilee erased all of that and purposely returned everything 
back to where it had been before the poorer families got into debt. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The year of Jubilee is very interesting theologically. First, to observe the fallow 
year principle required strong faith in God’s care and providence. Second, Jubilee 
pronounced God’s sovereignty over time, nature, and all the earth. Finally, to 
remember that the year of Jubilee was proclaimed on the Day of Atonement meant 
that Israel, with its significance of redemption, and with the remission of all debt 
and bondage, was not indebted to anyone else but to God himself. 
 
Just as the anticipation of the Jubilee affected all economic values and set a limit 
on unjust social relationships, so these economic terms became terms of hope for 
the future, for with the blast of the “trumpet” (yobel), God’s decisive act at the 
conclusion of time and history would be announced once more (Isa. 27:13; 1 Cor. 
15:52). In that day, liberty and release and return and restoration would be 
offered to God’s people worldwide. 
 
Yet, sovereignty belonged to God alone; mortals and governing officials were 
merely given dominion over the earth for which they answered to God as steward. 
See http://tifwe.org/resources/ownership-and-property-in-the-old-testament-
economy/ for one view. 
In much of today’s economy, owning land is not the chief means to make a living, 
and social structures are not ordered around tribes and clans. Therefore, the 
specific regulations in Numbers and Leviticus do not apply directly today. 
Conditions today require different specific solutions. 

http://tifwe.org/resources/ownership-and-property-in-the-old-testament-economy/
http://tifwe.org/resources/ownership-and-property-in-the-old-testament-economy/


 

399 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

COMMANDMENT – TREAT POSSESSIONS AS THOUGH THEY BELONG TO THE 
CHRISTIAN COMMUNITY 

 

ACTS 2:42-47 
‘And they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and the fellowship, to the 
breaking of bread and the prayers. And awe came upon every soul, and many 
wonders and signs were being done through the apostles. And all who believed 
were together and had all things in common. And they were selling their 
possessions and belongings and distributing the proceeds to all, as any had need. 
And day by day, attending the temple together and breaking bread in their 
homes, they received their food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and 
having favor with all the people. And the Lord added to their number day by day 
those who were being saved.’ 

 
There is continuing debate about whether or not these community summaries 
advocate a certain economic system, with some commentators describing the 
practice of the community as “proto-communism” and others seeing a mandatory 
divestiture of goods. The text, however, does not suggest an attempt to change 
the structures beyond the Christian community. Indeed, it would be difficult to 
think of a small, marginalized, socially powerless group having designs on changing 
the imperial economic system. It is clear that the community did not fully opt out 
of the systems of economics within the empire. Likely, fishermen remained 
members of fishing cartels and artisans continued to do business in the market. 
Paul, after all, continued making tents to support his missionary travels (Acts 
18:3). 
 
Rather, the text suggests something far more demanding. In the earliest church, 
people of means and power liquidated their goods for the sake of the less powerful 
“from time to time” (Acts 4:34) as anyone “had need” (Acts 2:45; 4:35). This 
describes a kind of radical availability as the normal status of each person’s 
possessions. That is, the resources—material, political, social, or practical—of any 
member of the community were put at the constant disposal of the Christian 
community, even while individual members continued to oversee their particular 
resources. Rather than systematically prescribing the distribution of wealth in such 
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a way as to ensure flat equality, the earliest church accepted the reality of 
economic disequilibrium, but practiced a radical generosity whereby goods 
properly existed for the benefit of the whole, not the individual. This form of 
generosity is, in many ways, more challenging than a rigid system of rules. It calls 
for ongoing responsiveness, mutual involvement in the lives of community 
members, and a continual willingness to hold possessions loosely, valuing the 
relationships within the community more than the (false) security of possessions. 
 
It is highly likely that this system within a system was inspired by the economic 
ideals expressed in Israel’s law, climaxing with the practice of Jubilee—the once-
in-fifty-years redistribution of land and wealth within Israel (Leviticus 25:1-55). 
Jubilee was designed by God to ensure that all people had access to the means of 
making a living, an ideal that appears never to have been widely practiced by 
God’s people. Jesus, however, introduces his ministry with a set of texts from 
Isaiah 61 and 58 that produce a great many Jubilee themes: 
 
The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news 
to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of 
sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s 
favour. (Luke 4:18–19) 
 
Jubilee ethic is further alluded to in Acts 4:34, where Luke tells us “there were no 
needy persons among them.” This appears to be a direct echo of Deuteronomy 
15:4, where the practice of the Sabbath year (a mini-Jubilee occurring once every 
seven years) is designed to ensure that “there should be no poor among you.” 
 
It is fitting that the Christian community would see this as a model for their 
economic life. But whereas in ancient Israel, the Sabbath year and the Jubilee 
were to be practiced only every seven and fifty years, respectively, radical 
availability marked the resources of the early Christian community. We can 
imagine it in terms similar to the Sermon on the Mount. “You have heard that it 
was said of old, ‘Give back your land to those who are landless once every fifty 
years,’ but I say to you, ‘Make your power and resources available any time you 
see the need.’” Radical generosity based on the needs of others becomes the basis 
of economic practice in the Christian community. We will explore this in depth 
through the incidents in the book of Acts. 
 
The practices of the early churches challenge contemporary Christians to think 
imaginatively about models for radical generosity today. How could radical 
availability stand as a witness to the kingdom of God and form a plausible 
alternative way of structuring human life in a culture marked by the tenacious 
pursuit of personal wealth and security? 
 
The Holy Spirit Empowers Radical Generosity With Every Kind of Resource (Acts 
2:42-47; 4:32-38) 
 
Two final points are important to note with regard to the use of resources in the 
early Christian community. First is the necessity of the Holy Spirit to the practice 
of radical generosity. The descriptions of the community in Acts 2:42-47 and 4:32-
38 follow immediately from the first two major manifestations of the Holy Spirit. 
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Luke could not be clearer in forging a link between the Spirit’s presence and power 
and the ability of the community to live with Christ-like generosity. We must 
understand that one of the fundamental works of the Spirit in the life of the early 
Christians was the cultivation of a community that took a radically different stance 
toward the deployment of resources. So, while we often get caught up in looking 
for the more spectacular manifestations of the Spirit (visions, tongues, and so on), 
we need to reckon with the fact that the simple act of sharing or consistent 
hospitality might be one of the most magnificent gifts of the Holy Spirit. 
 
Second, lest we begin to think that this word is only for those with financial 
resources, we see Peter and John demonstrate that all resources are to be used for 
the sake of others. In Acts 3:1-10, Peter and John encounter a beggar at the gate 
of the temple. The beggar is looking for money, though Peter and John have none. 
They do, however, have a witness to the coming of the kingdom through the life, 
death and resurrection of Jesus. Hence, Peter replies, “Silver or gold I do not 
have, but what I have I give you. In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, walk” 
(Acts 3:6). Here is an example of resource sharing that is not connected to 
monetary wealth. The use of power and position to build community will occur on 
several further occasions in Acts. 
 
Perhaps the most moving expression occurs when Barnabas—who, in Acts 4:32-38, 
is an example of radical generosity of financial resources—also puts his social 
resources at Paul’s disposal, helping welcome him into the reluctant fellowship of 
the apostles in Jerusalem (see Acts 9:1-31). Another example is Lydia, who 
employs her high social standing in the textile industry in Thyatira as a means of 
entry for Paul into the city of Thyatira (Acts 16:11-15). Social capital is to be 
deployed, like any other capital, for the good of the kingdom as understood by the 
Christian community. 
 
A Just Community Is a Witness to the World (Acts 2:47; 6:7) 
 
When resources are properly deployed in the life of the Christian community—as 
they are after the selection of the table servers in Acts 6—the community becomes 
a magnet. The community’s life of justice—marked primarily by the other-centered 
use of power and possessions—draws people to it and to its head, Jesus. When the 
community uses its possessions and privileges to give life to those in need, when 
the resources of the individual are fully committed to benefit others in the 
community, people flock to join. We have seen already that “the Lord added to 
their number daily those being saved” (Acts 2:47). It is evident in the aftermath of 
the Spirit-empowered service in Acts 6 as well. The community-forming, justice-
promoting work of the seven deacons results in life for many. “The word of God 
spread; the number of disciples increased greatly in Jerusalem, and a great many 
of the priests became obedient to the faith” (Acts 6:7). 
 
Acts 2:44. The wording of verse 24 merits careful attention. A literal translation 
reads: “But all who have faith were together and had all [things] fellowshipped.” 
The first use of “all” (pantes) in this verse refers back to “all (pasē) soul” in 2:43. 
The “all” who have experienced God’s power through the apostles’ signs and 
wonders are further described as “those who have faith” (presumably) in the 
gospel taught by the apostles. All these gospel-believers were together (or in a 
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single place)17 and had “all” (hapanta) in “common” (koina) or—to be consistent 
with the translation “fellowship” (koinōnia) in 2:42—“all” had “all fellowshipped.” 
This is Luke’s way of expressing that all had adopted an attitude of mutuality, 
sharing their individual material possessions with one another as fellow members 
of the household of faith. Such pooling of possessions was not imposed on them by 
the apostles but was a voluntary response born out of a sense of spiritual unity and 
mutual care. Acts 2:45. Both imperfect verbs “were selling and were distributing” 
(epipraskon kai diemerizon) are iterative in force; that is, as the first community 
members perceived need, they sold their “possessions and belongings” and 
distributed them accordingly. Such transactions did not happen overnight, nor 
were they forced by the apostles. They were progressive and voluntary as the 
community became more cognizant of one another’s needs and more convicted of 
their common bond in Jesus Christ. The use of the pronoun “all” (pasin) reiterates 
the absence of discrimination and the profound unity of the first community. All 
who had need received from those with plenty, since they were all of one faith. 
https://www.theologyofwork.org/new-testament/acts/  

  
INHERITANCE  
 

NUMBERS 27:8-11  
‘If there are no sons, then the inheritance passes onto the daughters.  If there are 
no daughters, the inheritance passes onto the man’s brothers.  And if no brothers, 
then the inheritance goes to the nearest relative of the clan.’ 
 
A legal transmission of property after death. The Hebrew Bible has no exclusive 
term for “inheritance.” The words often translated “inherit” mean more generally 
“take possession.” Only in context can they be taken to mean “inheritance.” The 
Greek word in the New Testament does refer to the disposition of property after 
death, but its use in the New Testament often reflects the Old Testament 
background more than normal Greek usage. 
 
In ancient Israel possessions were passed on to the living sons of a father, but the 
eldest son received a double portion (Deuteronomy 21:17 ). Reuben lost 
preeminence because of incest with Bilhah (Genesis 35:22; Genesis 49:4; 1 
Chronicles 5:1 ), and Esau surrendered his birthright to Jacob (Genesis 25:29-34 ). 
These examples show that possession of this double portion was not absolute. Sons 
of concubines did not inherit unless adopted. Jacob's sons by the maidservants 
Bilhah and Zilpah (Genesis 30:3-13 ) inherited (Genesis 49:1 ) because those 
offspring were adopted by Rachel and Leah. Sarai promised to adopt the offspring 
of her maid Hagar when she gave Hagar to Abram (Genesis 16:2 ) but went back on 
that promise after Isaac's birth (Genesis 21:10 ). 

 
Women were not to inherit from their fathers except in the absence of a son 
(Numbers 27:1-11 ). Before this ruling from the Lord, if a man had no offspring, 
the inheritance went to his brothers, to his father's brothers, or to his next 
kinsman. 

 

https://www.theologyofwork.org/new-testament/acts/
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Because the Hebrew words did not necessarily presuppose a death, they could be 
used in reference to God's granting of the land to Israel (Joshua 1:15; Numbers 
36:2-4 ). Levites had no share of the land, and the Lord Himself was their 
“inheritance” (Numbers 18:20-24; Deuteronomy 10:9; Deuteronomy 18:2; Joshua 
13:33 ). Jeremiah used the concept of “inheritance” to refer to the restoration of 
Israel to the land from “the north” after the time of punishment (Jeremiah 3:18-19 
). 

 
Israel is the “inheritance” of the Lord (Jeremiah 10:16 ). Psalm 79:1 speaks of 
Jerusalem and the Temple as God's “inheritance.” In a broader sense, however, 
God can be said to “inherit” all nations ( Psalm 82:8 ). 
 
Anything given by God can be called an “inheritance.” In Psalm 16:5 the pleasant 
conditions of the psalmist's life were his “inheritance” because he had chosen the 
Lord as his lot. In Psalm 119:111 God's testimonies are an “inheritance.” In Job 
27:13 “heritage” refers to God's punishment of the wicked. Proverbs 3:35 
compares the honor the wise “inherit” with the disgrace of the fool. 

 
In the New Testament “inheritance” can refer to property (Luke 12:13 ), but it 
most often refers to the rewards of discipleship: eternal life (Matthew 5:5; 
Matthew 19:29; Mark 10:29-30 and parallels; Titus 3:7 ), the kingdom (Matthew 
25:34; James 2:5; negatively 1 Corinthians 6:9-10; 1 Corinthians 15:50 ), generally 
(Acts 20:32; Ephesians 1:14 ,Ephesians 1:14,1:18; Revelation 21:7 ). Christ is the 
Heir par excellence ( Matthew 21:38 and parallels; Hebrews 1:2 ). Through Christ 
Christians can be heirs of God and “fellow heirs” with Christ (Romans 8:17; 
compare Ephesians 3:6 ). Only Hebrews makes explicit use of the idea of 
“inheritance” as requiring the death of the testator, Christ. A “will” requires a 
death to come into effect, so the death of Christ brings the new “covenant”/”will” 
into effect (Hebrews 9:16-17 ). See Covenant; Land; Promise . 
https://www.studylight.org/dictionaries/hbd/view.cgi?n=3022  
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