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Unit 9

Christian Ethics

Introduction
Our goal in this unit is to become familiar with the ethical teachings of Christianity as they developed out of
the Jewish tradition and evolved throughout the formative period. Beginning as a branch or “sect” of Judaism
over two thousand years ago, Christianity centres mainly on the teachings of Jesus of Nazareth, and later, on
the interpretations of those teachings by the apostle Paul of Tarsus. Coming out of a Jewish context in ancient
Israel, Christianity adopted many of the values, customs, and traditions of the Hebrew Bible, while claiming
to go beyond Judaism with a “new covenant” that emphasized faith over law, and a commitment to spreading
the Gospel (good news) to all nations.

Antiquated church in Barbados.
Photo by Matt Sheedy, 2007.

Used with permission
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Timeline

4 BCE Birth of Jesus

30 CE Death of Jesus

48–64 CE Letters of Paul

65 CE Death of Paul

70 CE Destruction of the Second Temple (post-apostolic period)

70–95 CE Gospels composed

325 CE First Council of Nicea

337 CE Constantine baptized on his deathbed

382 CE A complete list of the Old and New Testament at a council in Rome

392 CE Roman Empire adopts Christianity as its official religion

405 CE Canon of Bible is set

Following the unit structure, we will explore:

early Christianity: origin and development;

Christian scriptures: the tradition’s source texts for ethics;

the basic ethical teachings of Jesus;

the basic ethical teachings of Paul;

analysis and discussion of Christian ethics: conduct, principles, worldview; 

Christian virtues and vices
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moral self and moral community

Learning objectives
At the end of this unit you will be able to: 

1. outline the historical and cultural context out of which Christianity emerged and describe the
significance of the New Testament to Christian ethics; 

2. identify some of the scriptural sources for Christian belief and how its ethical teachings developed out
of the Jewish tradition;

3. distinguish and discuss the ethical teachings of Jesus of Nazareth;

4. discuss the interpretation and expansion of those teachings by Paul of Tarsus;

5. analyze Christian ethics on the levels of conduct, principles, and foundation; 

6. suggest what are considered to be Christian virtues; and

7. suggest what the early Christian tradition defines as the moral self and the moral community.

Required readings
Read the following from the required textbooks:

The World’s Religions, chapter 11: Christianity: The Way of Jesus Christ

Anthology of World Scriptures, chapter 11, Christianity

Suggested viewing
My Religion Lab: The World’s Religions: Christianity  

Chapter 11 in the Companion website for Anthology of World Scriptures (do not submit any exercises
to your instructor)

How to proceed

Step
1         Read through the entire unit to gain a sense of it as a whole.

Step Skim chapter 11 in The World’s Religions. Although your attention to this chapter is selective you
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2          will gain an overall understanding of Christianity and its ethical teachings, key concepts, and terms.
At this point you may wish to view the Christianity section of the My Religion Lab that
accompanies The World’s Religions text.

Step
3        

Skim chapter 11 in the Anthology of World Scriptures. This, too, is an introduction to Christianity
and its ethical teachings, introduced through excerpts from the New Testament, as well as a
selection from the Gospel of Thomas. The excerpts are brief and present ethical teachings in a
simple and memorable form. In this unit we will read some of these excerpts from scripture and
analyze their ethical teachings.

Step
4           

Work through the unit carefully, one section at a time. Write notes in the margins or highlight what
you think is important. As you work through each section, read the assigned page(s) in Van Voorst
or Young. Always work from the course materials to the books.

Step
5        

As you work through the unit, complete the various exercises. They help you measure your
comprehension of the material you have just read. They also promote the development of critical
thinking skills.

Access the discussion area, and either begin a discussion or join a discussion in progress.

Test your knowledge of the terms listed in the glossary.

Take note of the additional readings that the text referred to in unit 9 other than Van Voorst and
Young.

Instructional content

Early Christianity: Origin and development

Christianity originated in the Middle East around the turn of the Common Era, as a branch or ‘sect’ of
Judaism. While the terms BC (“Before Christ”) and AD (“anno domini,” Latin for “year of our Lord”), along
with the contemporary usage BCE (“Before Common Era”) and CE (“Common Era”), were not used until
long after the death of Jesus, the historical transition in the Western calendar from BCE to CE. is marked by
his lifetime, which dates approximately between 4 BCE and 30 CE Though Christianity was not well known
until several decades after the death of Jesus, its historical origins can be said to correspond roughly to the
time he began his ministry around the age of 30. Scholars have noted that Christianity is not just the religion
of Jesus but also the religion about Jesus, based on his death and resurrection.

The twenty-seven books of the New Testament comprise a broad range of viewpoints and perspectives, which
we will discuss in more detail in the proceeding sections. For now, it is enough to point out that the canonical
version of the Christian Bible was the result of over three centuries of divisions and debate. What began as a
self-proclaimed sect of Judaism would later identify as a new religion altogether after the death of Christ. As
Young points out in your text, one event that galvanized this split from Judaism was the destruction of the
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Second Temple in Jerusalem (70 CE), which had been preceded by a Jewish revolt. In an attempt to distance
themselves from the Jews, who were then being persecuted by the Roman authorities, Christians began to
stress their uniqueness as a new and separate covenant with the God of Israel. Through the missionary
activity of such figures as Peter and Paul, potential converts were told of a new covenant that was based on
faith in Jesus Christ and not on a strict adherence to laws of the Torah, which they felt were too numerous and
had led people astray.

After 70 CE, often referred to as the post-apostolic period, Christianity became more and more
institutionalized as the belief in the imminent return of Christ began to fade. Bishops, elders, and deacons
began to exercise control over regional churches, which grew to the point where Christianity was made the
official religion of the Roman Empire under the reign of Theodosius (379–395). In this way, Christianity
broke away from Judaism, and would go on to become the largest religious tradition in human history, thus
fulfilling Jesus’ plea to his disciplines in the Gospel of Matthew that they should go into the world and make
disciples of all the nations. (28:19-20)

While it can be said that all religious traditions have developed, evolved, and changed over time, this is
particularly true of the Christian tradition given its sheer size and cultural/geographic spread. By most
estimates, Christianity today comprises some 21,000 different denominations and three major divisions:
Eastern Orthodox, Roman Catholic, and Protestant.

Read

The World's Religions: chapter 11, “Introduction,” “The New Testament and the Birth of Christianity,”
and “The Institutionalization and Spread of Christianity”

It will be useful for our discussion on Christian ethics to keep in mind the distinction between the early
Christian communities as they grew up and spread around the Mediterranean region, and those that were to
develop after Christianity became the official religion of the Roman Empire under the reign of Theodosius
(379–395). While the Roman Era will not be discussed in this chapter, it is important to be aware that the
New Testament was composed while Christianity was still a minority tradition under Roman rule and thus
subject to various objections from both Romans and Jews. In this way, a culture of marginalization and
persecution became the norm for Christian communities until its ascendancy in the late fourth century. This
marks a distinction from Judaism, which, though also persecuted during its formative period, never gained
the power of a large state. As we will see in the next chapter, Christianity is also distinct from Islam in this
respect, in that the latter did gain considerable power during its early formative period. 

It took several decades after the death of Jesus for any non-Christian writer to mention this newly formed
tradition. Commenting on this development in his book The Christians as the Romans Saw Them, Robert L.
Wilken makes the following observation:

The first mention of the Christians by a Roman writer, Pliny, governor in the province of Bithynia
(modern Turkey), was at the beginning of the second century. He called Christianity a “superstition.”
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Later in the century, Celsus, a Greek philosopher, wrote that Jesus was a magician and a sorcerer (xii).

To this Wilken adds the following questions: 

Do statements such as these reflect simple prejudice or slander, or do they tell us something about the
kind of religion Christianity was during this period? What do comments of this sort mean in the world in
which Christianity was first making its way (xii)?

While it is not our intention to deal with such questions in this course, they are nonetheless instructive for
thinking about how Christianity sought to define itself in its earliest period as both an emerging sect that
would eventually break with the Jewish tradition, and as a minority faith that was sometimes persecuted by
the dominant (pagan) Roman Empire. As with all religious traditions, there is an unbridgeable gap between
the social conditions that gave rise to certain beliefs and practices, and the growth of that tradition into a mass
movement. As Christianity began to spread around the Mediterranean (and later to Europe, and eventually to
the Americas and around the world), it blended with local cultures and traditions, which had their own beliefs
and ethical practices that they would incorporate into a broader Christian framework. It is therefore worth
noting that when we speak of Christian ethics (and religious ethics more generally) we make a distinction
between the original context that gave rise to certain beliefs and the later developments that would shape
these beliefs in accordance with cultural norms and preferences. 

Putting these historical and sociological questions aside, there remain certain identifiable characteristics that
we can broadly attribute to all Christians. As Van Voorst points out, the New Testament is perhaps the only
thing that all Christians share in common. Beyond this commonality, most, if not all Christians share a belief
in Jesus Christ as their lord and saviour, who they maintain was resurrected from the dead and will one day
come again. This notion of salvation in Christ is but one important distinction that separates Christians from
Jews, among whom many are still waiting for the return of the (Jewish) messiah. 

Whatever distinctions we might make between early Christianity and its later developments, its success
marks an enormous shift in human history, where the shared belief in one God went from being a
geographically isolated and “ethnic” tradition within Judaism, to a religion that claimed universal significance
and would eventually spread all over the globe. Whatever else one might think of Christianity, its professed
goal to preach to all nations and to win converts to Jesus Christ has been largely successful, claiming over
two billion adherents in the present-day. 

Before moving on to discuss the Christian scriptures, let us look at a few terms and key figures that will help
situate early Christianity: apostolic succession, Augustine, post-apostolic period and Theodosius. You will
find these terms discussed in the section you have just read in Young. Put briefly, we can state their meaning
as follows:

“apostolic succession” refers to the Roman Catholic belief that the authority of the church leaders has
been transmitted through their connection with the apostles of Jesus

Augustine was an early Christian theologian, whose thinking helped shape Christian orthodoxy

post-apostolic refers to the period after 70 CE where Christianity started to undergo increased
institutionalization

Theodosius was an emperor under whom Christianity was first accepted as the official religion of
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Rome.

Terminology Exercise

Directions: Using your text, The World’s Religions, write out the definitions and provide the appropriate
context for:

apostolic succession

Augustine

post-apostolic period

Theodosius 

Visit the companion website for the Anthology of World Scriptures textbook. Select the appropriate
chapter and use the flashcards for terms and definitions in the unit.

Christian Scriptures: The Tradition’s Source Texts for Ethics

The Christian Bible is composed of the Hebrew Scriptures and the twenty-seven books of the New
Testament. Christians believe that the Bible represents a new covenant with God, which expands the “old”
covenant beyond the nation of Israel to all people, Jews and Gentiles alike. While the New Testament is often
given pride of place among Christians (since it remains the sole source for the teachings of Jesus), the
relationship between the two books is perhaps best seen as complementary and dialectical, where one speaks
to the other as the combined totality of “God’s revelation.” For Christians then, The New Testament is God’s
final word and covenant with humanity that promises fulfilment and salvation through the teachings of Jesus
Christ.

Read

Anthology of World Scriptures: chapter 11, "Introduction,” and “Names”
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It took over 300 years after the death of Christ for authorities to compile the official “canon” of the Christian
Bible. During this time there was much dispute over the true gospels and modes of belief, as many writings
emerged offering their own interpretations. While some maintain that the kind of diversity that we see among
contemporary Christians is a modern phenomenon, the tradition was anything but unified in its formative
period. As Bart Erhman writes in his book, The New Testament: A Historical Introduction to the Early
Christian Writings:

If we turn back the clock 1,850 years to the middle of the second century, we find people calling
themselves Christians who subscribe to beliefs that no modern eye has seen or ear heard, Christians who
believe that there are two different gods, or 32, or 365, Christians who claim that the Old Testament is an
evil book inspired by an evil deity, Christians who say that God did not create the world and has never
had any involvement with it, Christians who maintain that Jesus did not have a human body, or that he
did not have a human soul, or that he was never born, or that he never died (1). 

As we find in Young’s text, disputes among Christian leaders over such things as the “nature” of Christ were
commonplace well into the fourth century, before the Emperor Constantine convened the Council of Nicaea
in 325 CE to settle this question once and for all. It was not until 367 CE that we find any record of an
“official canon” of the Christian Bible, proposed by Athanasius, Bishop of Alexandria. The list of canonical
books provided by Athanasius, approximates the one proclaimed by Pope Innocent I in 405 CE, which set the
standard for the Christian Bible as we have it today. It can thus be suggested that the formative period of
Christianity spanned nearly four hundred years, with different sects in different regions adhering to similar—
though often conflicting—versions of the faith.

Read

Anthology of World Scriptures: chapter 11, "Overview of Structure,” “Contemporary Use,” and “The
Council at Jerusalem” for an account of when Christianity began to separate from its Jewish roots

The New Testament is broken down into four major sections: 1) the four Gospels and Acts, 2)
the Letters or Epistles that are attributed to Paul, 3) the “General” or “Catholic” Letters or Epistles, and 4) the
book of Revelation. Van Voorst and Young touch briefly on the significance of the Jewish Bible for
Christianity, though in this section we will be focusing on the New Testament. *See Van Voorst Table 10.2
for a description of the Hebrew texts that also appear in the Christian Bible. * Note that Van Voorst also
suggests some key passages (2017, 269) that will be helpful for establishing connections between the Old and
New Testaments. 

1. The four gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John) are biographical stories of the life and ministry of
Jesus Christ. They offer similar, though sometimes contradictory accounts of his teachings. While Jesus
is mentioned in other books of the New Testament, it is only the four gospels that claim to represent his
actual words and deeds, as they were passed on and eventually written down by his followers. As we
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will see in a moment, the works of the four evangelists are not the only books that lay claim to the
words of Christ, though they remain the only texts that have been accepted by Christian orthodoxy.

Biblical scholars are skeptical about the attribution of the four gospels, though for convenience sake they
refer to them as Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. It is commonly believed that Mark was the first gospel to be
composed sometime around 70 CE, followed by Matthew, Luke, and John. It is also commonly held that
Matthew and Luke borrowed extensively from Mark, leading scholars to label these three texts
the synoptic gospels, which literally means “seen together.” The Acts of the Apostles is usually grouped with
the four gospels, as it is believed to be a second volume to the Gospel of Luke. This book traces the history of
Christianity from the time of Jesus’s resurrection to the arrest of the apostle Paul. It is also the earliest
account of the Christian church and its spread through massive conversions from Jerusalem to Rome. 

Some lesser-known books, such as the Gospel of Thomas, were considered authoritative by certain early
Christian sects like the Gnostics. *Read Anthology of World Scriptures, “The Gospel of Thomas.” Until
recently, the Gnostic texts remained shrouded in mystery and were known only to scholars indirectly through
the writings of some of the early church fathers. In 1945, a jar of ancient scrolls was found in a cave in Nag
Hammadi Egypt, containing several Gnostics texts, which have since been the subject of much research and
debate. These same texts have caused a stir in recent years and were the main focus of the controversy that
surrounded the popular book and film, The Da Vinci Code by Dan Brown. 

While we will only be dealing briefly with historical and textual issues in this chapter, it is important to
consider how these multiple, and sometimes contradictory sources for the life and teachings of Jesus, might
have lead to disagreements (esp. in the formative period), while leaving certain ethical questions open to
interpretation. In her book A History of God, Karen Armstrong provides one example of these difficulties:

In St. Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus is made to utter violent and rather unedifying diatribes against “the
Scribes and Pharisees,” presenting them as worthless hypocrites. Apart from this being a libelous
distortion of the facts and a flagrant breach of the charity that was suppose to characterize his mission,
the bitter denunciation of the Pharisees is almost certainly inauthentic. Luke, for example, gives the
Pharisees fairly good press in both his Gospel and the Acts of the Apostles, and Paul would scarcely
have flaunted his Pharisaic background if the Pharisees really had been the sworn enemies of Jesus who
had hounded him to death. (81)

Whatever questions these textual and source issues might raise, the four gospels remain the definitive
documents on the life and teachings of Jesus Christ and represent the core ethical teachings for the Christian
tradition. In the next section, we will discuss the basic ethical teachings of early Christianity in more detail.

Read

Anthology of World Scriptures: chapter 11, “The Twelve Apostles and their Mission”

2. In addition to the gospels, the New Testament consists of several Letters or Epistles, composed by
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various church leaders, which detail instructions on the proper codes of conduct and belief for all
Christians. *See Anthology of World Scriptures, table 11.1 for an overview of the various letters and
their attribution. As discussed in Van Voorst, several of these letters are considered pseudonymous,
written by someone other than the purported author, while the rest are deemed authentic. Thirteen of
these letters are attributed to Paul (seven of which are deemed authentic), where he discusses a variety
of issues concerning early Christian communities, including matters of worship, doctrine, and morality.
It should be noted that from ancient times until the present, no figure except Jesus has proven more
important to Christianity than Paul. Paul emphasized that faith was not to be restricted to Jews, nor to
Gentiles who converted to Judaism. This was a radical claim in the ancient world, since the earliest
Christians were all Jews who believed that Jesus had been sent by God in fulfillment of Jewish law.
Conversely, Paul’s teachings did not require Christians to follow Jewish law but only to have faith that
Jesus had died for their sins and had been raised for the salvation of the world. Moreover, the Letters of
Paul represent both the transition from a Jewish to a Gentile audience and a transition for the Christian
faith as a whole. No longer certain about the immanent return of Christ, it was necessary for Christians
to establish rules and norms of conduct for life in “this world.” We will have more to say on these
letters in section 9.9, where we will discuss the basic ethical teachings of Paul.

3. The “General” or “Catholic” Letters were thusly named by early church authorities because they were
assumed to have been written for all the church. These “General” Letters are not universal, however, as
scholars have come to determine. In the case of 1, 2, and 3, John, for example, the author addresses the
specific problems of a particular community. Some of the themes that these letters take up include early
Christian relations with non-Christian Jews and pagans and the wayward tendencies amongst their own
members. The Epistle to the Hebrews, for example, portrays the Jewish law as imperfect and stresses
the inadequacy of the “old” covenant. The Epistle of James, for its part, consists of a series of ethical
admonitions to those who claim to believe in Jesus but have strayed from the path. “James” stresses the
need to combine faith and good works, such as helping the poor and oppressed. As he writes, “a person
is justified by works and not by faith alone” (2:24) because “faith without works is dead”
(2:26). *Read Anthology of World Scriptures, “Confession and Anointing.”

4. The Book of Revelation, also known as The Apocalypse of John, is a vision of God’s triumph over evil
at the end of the world. The arrival of the end of time was a strong conviction of the prophet named
John, the Christian “seer” who penned this mystical rendering. Apocalyptic writings were not
uncommon in the ancient world, though the Book of Revelation is unique among apocalypses in the
sense that it does not appear to be written pseudonymously. The author simply calls himself John and
does not lay claim to any famous personage in the past. Read from an allegorical and historical
perspective, the book was meant to encourage readers to remain faithful to their commitments and not
to give up hope in the midst of suffering. In this sense, it was not meant to be taken literally but rather
to serve as a reminder that God was in control of the natural order and would eventually reward those
who were faithful. This book, more than any other, has been subject to controversy and debate among
Christians. Martin Luther (1483–1586) and John Calvin (1509–1564), for example, found it a highly
offensive piece of work and had grave doubts about its value. Whatever opinions may prevail, the
Book of Revelation remains the most contentious work in the entire New Testament and thus one of the
greatest challenges for Christian ethics. *Read Anthology of World Scriptures, “The End of Time,” and
“Two Views on Christians and the Roman State.”
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Terminology Exercise

As a study aid to sorting out the various scriptural texts that are mentioned above, in Young, and that are
excerpted from in Van Voorst, write out definitions of the following terms: 

Athanasius

Gospels

Acts of the Apostles

“Catholic” Epistles

The Gospel of Thomas

The Book of Revelation 

The basic ethical teachings of Jesus

For Christians, Jesus’s divine nature is one that is attested to in the Gospels through various signs and
miracles that he preformed throughout his life, including his death on the cross and his resurrection into
heaven. His willingness to sacrifice himself for human sin so that all may be redeemed is seen as the ultimate
expression of God’s love for humankind.

Read

Anthology of World Scriptures: chapter 11, “The Birth of Jesus the Messiah,” “The Miracles of Jesus,”
“The Resurrection of Jesus,” and “The Ascension of Jesus”

Around the age of 30 Jesus began his ministry, teaching in synagogues, preaching, and performing miracles,
such as curing every disease and infirmity that he came into contact with. In this way his fame began to
spread as people began to pay attention to his teachings. One of the most celebrated passages in the New
Testaments is known as the Beatitudes, delivered by Jesus to his disciples in Galilee. The Beatitudes begin
the famous Sermon on the Mount, the longest collection of the moral teachings of Jesus. 
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Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.

Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth.

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied.

Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy.

Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God.

Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God.

Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

“Blessed are you when men 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 great in heaven, for so men persecuted the prophets who
were before you.” (Matthew 5:1-12)

The Beatitudes do not describe particular groups or individuals but rather represent the various characteristics
that one must have to experience heaven. They represent an inversion of standard values and, as some
scholars have pointed out, were intended to shock their audience who would not have recognized these
qualities to be among the most revered. Here we can clearly see Jesus’s preferential treatment for the poor
and downtrodden, a message that is at the heart of the Christian tradition.

Read

Anthology of World Scriptures: chapter 11, “The Parables of Jesus,” “The Sermon on the Mount,” and “A
Sinful Women Forgiven”

Another famous parable that illustrates the teachings of Jesus is the story of the Good Samaritan. Found in
Luke, this parable illustrates two key principles for Christian ethics: that compassion should be for all people
and that the spirit of the Law is just as important as the letter of the Law. 

[A Lawyer said to Jesus:] “And who is my neighbor?” Jesus replied, “A man was going down from Jerusalem
to Jericho, 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 (about 40 cents) and gave them to the inn-keeper
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saying, ‘take care of him, and whatever more you spend, I will replay you when I come back.’ Which of these
three, do you think, proved neighbor to the man who fell among the robbers?” He said, “The one who showed
mercy on him.” And Jesus said to him, “Go and do likewise.” (Luke 10:29-37)

Here Jesus enlarges the conventional understanding of “neighbour” beyond what was conventional at the
time and stresses mercy and compassion as a way to treat strangers. 

Also stressed in the Sermon on the Mount is sincerely motivated faith and works. As Jesus says in the book
of Matthew: 

“You have heard that it was said to the men of old, ‘You shall not kill; and whoever kills shall be liable to
judgment.’ But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother shall be liable to judgment; whoever
insults his brother shall be liable to council, and whoever says, ‘You fool!’ shall be liable to the hell of fire. So
if you are offering your gift at the alter, and there remember that your brother has something against you,
leave your gift there before the alter and go; first be reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your
gift.” (Matthew 5:21-4)

Exercise

Answer the following questions:

What is the significance of the Sermon on the Mount? What is unique to the Beatitudes?

Discuss the ethical implications of Matthew 5:21-4.

What is Jesus’s attitude toward forgiveness in the selection from Van Voorst, “A Sinful Women
Forgiven.”

The Basic Ethical Teachings of Paul

The importance of Paul was not fully recognized in the early Christian movement. As we can tell from
reading his letters, he seemed to have as many enemies as he did friends. Nevertheless, in the history of the
Christian tradition, no other figure except Jesus has proved to be more important than Paul. Nearly half the
books of the New Testament (thirteen) claim to be written by him, discussing a wide range of issues of
concern for early Christians. By the start of the second century, communities of believers were scattered
throughout the Empire, from modern-day Syria, to Turkey and Greece. Though Paul’s missionary activity did
not accomplish this feat single-handedly, his travels throughout the Mediterranean region and subsequent
writings make him the single most important figure for the spread of Christianity. Paul was also first amongst
early Christians in stressing that salvation in Christ was for everyone, and not just for those who were born of
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the Jewish faith. This idea is clearly illustrated in Romans when he writes:

For we hold that a man is justified by faith apart from works of law. Or is God the God of Jews only? Is
he not the God of Gentiles also? Yes, of Gentiles also, since God is one; and he will justify the
circumcised on the ground of their faith and the uncircumcised through their faith. Do we then
overthrow the law by this faith? By no means! On the contrary, we uphold the law. (Romans 2:28-31)

As we noted in section 9.7, this was a radical claim in ancient times since Paul had to argue against those
early Christians who believed that Jesus was sent for the salvation of the Jewish people alone. By taking the
Christian message outside of Jewish law and opening it up to everyone, and by calling himself an apostle to
the gentiles, Paul was extending Jesus’s message of a universal faith in no uncertain terms. For Paul, it was
not the observance of ritual laws that helped one to attain salvation, but through faith in Jesus and his divine
grace.

Read

Anthology of World Scriptures: chapter 11, “Results of Justification,” and “Love”

In the excerpt entitled “Love” cited in Van Voorst, Paul introduces some themes that would later become
crucial to Christianity. Contrasted here is the notion of life 

“in the spirit”—centred on lasting religious values like faith, hope, and love—and life “in the flesh,” which
includes things that pass away, such as power or pleasure.  

Love never ends; as for prophecies, they will pass away; as for tongues, they will cease; as for
knowledge, it will pass away. For our knowledge is imperfect and our prophecy is imperfect; but when
the perfect comes, the imperfect will pass away. When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a
child, I reasoned like a child; when I became a man, I gave up childish ways. For now we see in a mirror
dimly, but then face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall understand fully, even as I have been fully
understood. So faith, hope, love abide, these three; but the greatest of these is love. (1 Corinthians 13:8-
13)

Love for one’s neighbour was the quintessential characteristic of Christian ethics and was believed to both
unite and transcend the “old” Jewish law. In an oft-quoted passage from Romans, Paul speaks of being
subject to ruling authorities and stresses the underlying importance of love. * Read Anthology of World
Scriptures, “Two Views on Christians and the Roman State.” 

One of Paul’s main concerns in his letters is Christians’ relationship with Christ and his saving work. The rite
of baptism, which symbolizes the washing away of one’s sins and being reborn into the new covenant, is an
important foundation for the Christian vision of the moral life. * Read Anthology of World Scriptures,
“Baptism.” 
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Apart from Paul’s concern with stressing the universal aspects of Christ’s teaching and emphasizing faith
over a strict adherence to the law, he also addresses ethical questions that were of concern to various
communities throughout the Mediterranean region. Though Paul believed in the immanent return of Christ,
his message also spoke of the need to adapt to the realities of “this world,” as it became more and more
apparent to early Christians that Christ’s return may not come as soon as they had originally thought.

Read

Anthology of World Scriptures, chapter 11, “Paul’s Directions Concerning Marriage,” and “Ethics in the
Christian Household”

The above selections in Van Voorst, from 1 Corinthians and Ephesians, deal mainly with ethical relations
between husbands and wives. In “Paul’s Directions Concerning Marriage,” Paul discusses the duties by
which both husbands and wives are bound, as well as questions concerning divorce and marriage. In this case
his approach is cautious, as he is careful to distinguish his own opinion from the commands of Jesus. In
“Ethics in the Christian Household,” Paul makes a much more controversial claim about the superior position
of men over women. As we can see from these two passages, Paul’s ideas on gender are varied and represent
both the common currents within his society and the universalizing contradictions that the new faith
presented to believers. Compare Paul’s views on women, for example, in the following two passages:

There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female; for you
are all one in Christ Jesus. (Galatians 3:28)

If there is anything they desire to know, let them ask their husbands at home. For it is shameful for a
women to speak in church. (1 Corinthians 14:35)

More traditional Christians tend to emphasize the latter approach toward gender relations, stressing the need
for “wifely submission,” while more liberal approaches call attention to the former, stressing equality
between the sexes. While such “equality” as we might understand it was virtually absent in the ancient world,
these contradictory themes within the New Testament, sometimes in favour and sometimes against “equality”
for women, provided a space (however small) for contestation in a world dominated by patriarchy. 

One final excerpt to note is “Contrasting views on Women in the Early Church” found in Van Voorst. Here
we get a look at four different viewpoints, one attributed to Jesus, and three attributed to Paul. While
Christian views on women are by no means the only ethical questions to consider, they do serve as a sort of
barometer for how the formative tradition sought to transcend certain cultural and religious norms (recall here
Jesus’s unconventional list of virtues in the Beatitudes), while at the same time upholding other, longstanding
conventions.
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Exercise

Answer the following questions:

What was Paul’s message to the gentiles? How did his ideas expand on the teachings of Jesus?

In “Two Views on Christians and the Roman State” in Van Voorst, how does Paul describe the
relationship between the church and the state? How do social ethics factor into this equation?

What are your thoughts on Paul’s treatment of gender? How does Paul’s treatment compare with
that of Jesus? 

Analysis of Christian Ethics: conduct, principles, foundation

Read

The World's Religions: chapter 11 “The Christian Worldview”

Conduct: although the principle of love for one’s neighbour and faith in Jesus are held in common by all
Christians, the great diversity within the tradition, both in the formative period and in the present age, makes
it hard to pinpoint any code of conduct that is shared by all alike. Nevertheless, there are some general
themes that we can point to that illustrate a common purpose. In your text, Young makes the distinction
between traditional and liberal Christians to highlight some common differences in interpretation of the New
Testament. Note from the discussion of “The Christian Worldview” in The World’s Religions, the following
points: 1) While salvation is a key concept among Christians, common interpretations tend to emphasize
either an “otherworldly” orientation versus an orientation toward this world. Whereas traditionalists tend to
emphasize a subjective individualism, liberals tend to see God’s grace in acts of justice and peace. 2) A literal
belief in heaven and hell is common amongst traditionalists, while liberals tend to view it more symbolically,
speaking of “heaven” in terms of being in harmony with God’s intentions. 3) Protestant reformers
reemphasized Paul’s teaching of justification by faith, against the Catholic tendency to see the sacraments
(baptism, marriage, etc.) as instruments of God’s grace. 4) In general, the New Testament stresses that the
way to be obedient to God is to “imitate Christ.” As Young points out, this means both emulating Jesus’s
teachings and actions, on the one hand, and incorporating a sacrificial lifestyle that symbolizes the “new life”
brought about by Jesus’s resurrection.
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Read

Anthology of World Scriptures: chapter 11, “Church Order in Matthew” for a scriptural outline on
humility, forgiveness, and how to deal with sin, and “Confession and Anointing” for a popular passage
and the anointing of the sick.

Principles: As we have already noted, Christians emphasize faith and good works over a strict adherence to
the letter of the law. The idea of faith is not meant to undermine the law, however, but rather to stress
humility before God and a willingness to “imitate Christ.” Given the size and spread of Christianity, basic
principles tend to divide along two lines: there are those who see Christian principles in more general terms,
such as love for one’s neighbour, helping the poor and oppressed, etc., and those who focus more on the
“details” of scriptural practice, such as the proper relations between the sexes or abstention from certain
behaviours. It should be noted that this distinction is by no means hard and fast, and indeed is open to much
interpretation. Because Jesus and Paul emphasized the spirit before the letter of the law, there is room for
interpretation as to what takes precedence in certain situations. In our present day, the question of
homosexuality provides an illustrative example. For some modern Christians the principle of salvation and
compassion for all requires the acceptance of homosexuality. For traditionalists, who rely on certain passages
in the Bible to voice their opposition to homosexuality (see Leviticus 18:22, 20:13, Romans 1:26-27, 1
Timothy 1:9-10, 1 Corinthians 6:9-11), it is the letter of the law that takes precedence. 

Foundation (worldview): Like Judaism and Islam, Christianity holds that human beings were created in the
image of God and charged with the duty to care for the earth. While Christians hold that the created order is
basically good, human sin causes an imbalance in the divine harmony. Also unique to Christianity is the
notion that Jesus, who is both fully human and fully divine, is the instrument of divine creation that brings
unity and harmony to the world. Since Christ is active in the created order, his manifestations on earth are
seen to mark significant moments in human history. As we have already noted in this chapter, it is no
coincidence that the Western calendar dates roughly to the time of Christ. Christians have traditionally looked
forward to the Second Coming of Christ when he will usher in a new age based on his teachings. While some
traditionalists see Christ’s Second Coming in literal terms, especially as it is laid out in the book of
Revelation, more liberal Christians tend to interpret it symbolically, where the message or “spirit” of Christ
can become manifest in human beings working together toward harmony and peace.

Read

Anthology of World Scriptures: chapter 11, “Nicodemus Visits Jesus” for notions of salvation and
“rebirth” in Christ.
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Exercise

Answer the following questions:

What are the main differences between “liberal” and “traditionalist” interpretations of the Bible?

How are we to understand the Christian injunction to “imitate Christ?” What does this entail for
Christian ethics?

Christian virtues and vices

Christianity stresses the virtues of faith, hope, charity, and love, a list which comes from 1 Corinthians 13:13.
Likewise, in Galatians 5:22-23, we find an extended list of virtues of the faithful: “But the fruit of the Spirit is
love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control; against such things there
is no law.” Note the recurring distinction that is made here between faith and law, where the latter is only
made good by the inclusion of the former. The traditional vices in Christianity include blasphemy, hatred, and
despair. While Paul’s letter to the Galatians deals with certain vices, the more common list is what is known
as the Seven Deadly Sins, linked to the fourth century monk Evagrius Ponticus. They are: lust, gluttony,
greed, sloth, wrath, envy, and pride. In contrast to these sins are the seven holy virtues: chastity, temperance,
charity, diligence, patience, kindness, and humility. While most of these virtues and vices can be inferred
from the Bible, they are considered post-Biblical elaborations on the faith that are widely accepted in
Christian circles. 

Moral self and moral community 

We have noted more than once that Christians typically view the world in relation to the figure of Christ.
Christian notions of the good life therefore cannot be conceived of without explicit reference to Jesus’s life
and teachings. As we have discussed throughout this chapter, Christianity purports to be a religion for all
nations, regardless of class, ethnicity, gender or colour, etc. In this sense, the moral community can be seen to
encompass the entire world. More liberal interpretations extend the moral community to non-believers and to
practitioners of other religions, believing that Christ’s injunction to “turn the other cheek” requires
compassion and forbearance, even with one’s “enemies.” More traditional approaches see belief in Christ as
the only road to salvation, and view non-believers and other religions as damned. Most positions, however,
are nuanced, with many shades of grey.  
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Exercise

Answer the following question in a well-developed paragraph of ten to twelve sentences:

With reference to the passages we have looked at in Van Voorst on Jesus and Paul, compare and
contrast their positions on the spiritversus the letter of the law.  Is there any notable difference
between the two? In your opinion, how might we understand this distinction?

Conclusion 
This unit discusses Christianity as an ethical tradition that can claim a written record starting around the
middle of the first century CE. The unit considers the four gospels, Acts, the various Letters, and Revelation,
which, in addition to the Old Testament, constitute a framework for Christian ethics. This unit also pays
attention to the teachings of Jesus Christ, and the later interpretation of those teachings by the apostle Paul.
The unit analyzes the ethical teachings of Christianity as conduct, principles, and worldview, the principles
that underlie the belief in Jesus Christ and faith in his divine word. We discuss what the tradition considers
virtues and vices and what constitutes its moral community. 

Glossary of terms
Apostolic succession—the connection that the church leaders claim to the apostles

Faith—emphasized in Christianity over the letter of the law

Gospel—literally meaning “good news” the gospels were first oral and then written accounts of the life and
teachings of Jesus

Gnostic—a sect in early Christianity

Grace—God’s freely given, unmerited love and forgiveness 

Letters—writings of the apostle Paul and others concern instruction to the various churches in decades
following Christ’s death

Original Sin—idea that humans are tainted with the original sin of Adam and Eve 

Paul—famous missionary and composer of numerous Christian Letters

Sacraments—rites and ceremonies, such as baptism and marriage



2022-12-04, 11:24 PM

Page 20 of 20https://universityofmanitoba.desire2learn.com/content/enforced3…SessionVal=T2UPY2vnOymOhgKkgsvUT2ZJ7&ou=496383&d2l_body_type=3

Second Coming—belief that Jesus will return to earth 

Trinity—Christian idea of the unity of God in three persons: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit
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