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ETHICAL TENSIONS
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BIG ETHICAL 
QUESTIONS

 1. What is the highest good? 

 2. How do we know? 

 3. Why should we care?



YOUR QUESTION
How is Christian Ethics Different from “Normal” Ethics?
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THOUGHT 
EXPERIMENT

 What was it like to be a “Good Christian” for most of 
history?



WILLIAM OF 
OCKHAM (1287 
– 1347)
 Espoused Fideism:  

  "Only faith gives us access to theological truths.  

 The ways of God are not open to reason, for God 
has freely chosen to create a world and establish 
a way of salvation within it apart from any 
necessary laws that human logic or rationality can 
uncover.“ 

• We have no ultimate end (like happiness). 

• Good and evil are what God wills them to be 

• We learn God’s will through revelation and 
faith alone



RENAISSANCE 
HUMANISM (14TH-15TH 

CENTURIES)

Secular scholars, not priests 
Focus is human nature, not God 
Syncretism – All theological and 
philosophical systems are compatible 
Emphasis on human dignity (humans are 
special) 
Heartfelt goodness over formalistic piety 

Broke free from religious orthodoxy in 
favor of free inquiry and criticism 

Opened the door for secular (normal) 
ethics 



REFORMATION (16TH 
CENTURY)

 Sola Scriptura – Scripture alone is 
authoritative 

 Sola Fide – Justification by grace 
through faith alone 

 Infused vs. Imparted Righteousness 

 "The Lutheran ethic is summed up in the 
following characteristic features:  

 Confidence in God founded on His 
grace, and  

 Love of one's neighbor which is 
exercised in the social duties of one's 
calling 

 Combined with an obedient surrender to 
the order of Society created by the Law 
of Nature."



PRESBYTERIAN ETHICS

 Westminster Confession of Faith (1646): 

 Old Testament law is “abrogated” by New Covenant 

 Ten Commandments still hold 

 True believers are neither "justified or condemned" by the law 

 It serves as a rule of life informing them of the will of God 

  "God alone is Lord of the conscience, and hath left it free from the doctrines and 
commandments of men.“ 

 Good works the result of the Holy Spirit's influence and are evidence faith but cannot 
earn salvation or forgiveness of sins



WHAT DOES IT 
MEAN FOR US?

 Do you have to follow God’s law? 

 Can we believe whatever we want? 

 If conscience is strictly individual, what is 
role of the church? 

 What is this kind of relationship with 
God like? 



WHAT’S NEXT?

 Fast forward 400 years to the 20th century 

 What about Christians in society? 

 Does Christ call us to a social ethic? A political ethic? 

 Are there different answers depending on your social experience?


