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Foundations for Ethics

Part 1
Dr. David Saxon

Maranatha Baptist 

University

�Everyone makes moral decisions

�Whether stated or implied, everyone 

has some justification for the moral 

decisions he or she makes

�Ethical systems identify these 

justifications and seek to make them 

coherent

�Steve Wilkens, Beyond Bumper Sticker 

Ethics (IVP, 1995)

�Michael S. Jones, Moral Reasoning: An 

Intentional Approach to Distinguishing 

Right from Wrong (Kendall Hunt, 2017)

1

2

3

Page 1 of 67



Bumper Sticker Ethical System

Cultural Relativism

Utilitarianism

When in Rome,

Do as the Romans Do

The Greatest Happiness

for the Greatest Number

Bumper Sticker Ethical System

Ethical Egoism

Kantian Ethics

Look Out for 

Number 1

Do Your

Duty

Bumper Sticker Ethical System

Virtue Ethics

Situation Ethics

Natural Law Ethics

Be

Good

All You Need

Is Love

Do What

Comes Naturally
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�Everything I believe and do is shaped 

by the culture(s) of which I am a part

�Therefore, truth and morality are 

defined by my culture(s)

�There is no neutral stance from which 

one can evaluate culture

�One must accept cultural values as 
normative

�For example:

� I remove my shoes as I enter a Japanese 
home because it is expected in that 
culture

� I refrain from killing and eating my 
enemy because my culture frowns on it

� Other cultures could hold different 
views on these points and be equally 
legitimate

7

8

9

Page 3 of 67



�Not just descriptive

� Everyone agrees that different cultures 

have different rules

�Prescriptive

� Cultures should have different rules

� What is good for one culture may be bad 

for another

� We should celebrate diversity

� Nothing is inherently wrong

�Reasons people hold CR

1. Ethical absolutism results in 

intolerance

a. Is intolerance always bad?

If it is, then “You should never be 

intolerant” is an ethical absolute

b. Aren’t there some things we should be 

intolerant of?

Murder, rape, racism

�Reasons people hold CR

2. Relativism accurately describes the 
world

Does the way things are tell us how they 
should be?

3. If absolutists are right, there should be 
general agreement on morals (as in 
science) and there isn’t

a. Agreement on scientific principles took 
centuries to achieve

b. There is wider agreement than often 
recognized
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�Problems with CR

1. Self-contradictory
Ultimately relies on some universal 
principle

2. Assumes greater variety of moral 
principle than actually exists

a. C. S. Lewis highlights this in Mere 
Christianity

b. Even cannibals didn’t usually eat grandma

3. Which of one’s cultures defines his 
morality?

�Problems with CR

4. It removes any basis for criticizing 

another culture

a. Is it fine for some Muslim cultures to 

demean women?

b. Was Nazi Anti-Semitism acceptable?

c. Was slavery moral for antebellum 

Southern Americans?

5. It removes any basis for reforming 

one’s own culture

�The case of Carolyn Fluehr-Lobban

� Cultural anthropologist who argued for the 
equality of primitive cultures and modern 
cultures

� Thus, she criticized Christian missionaries 
for infiltrating and “spoiling” these pristine 
cultures

� Discovering male domination in one of 
these cultures, she contradicted her own 
thesis and urged the UN to intervene to 
defend the rights of these women

Example found in Tim Keller, The Reason for God
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Conclusion

Culture Relativism, while popular today, is 

incoherent and deeply flawed

Few (if any) adherents of it apply it 

consistently

Absolute ethical principles must exist

Where do they come from?

�Foundational principles

1. Results determine morality

a. Beneficial results mean the action was 

good

b. Harmful results mean the action was 

bad

2. Happiness is the only thing that has 

intrinsic value (good); pain is the 

greatest evil (bad)
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�Two primary forms

1. Ethical Egoism

a. Maximize one’s own personal happiness

b. Generally results in benefits for all

2. Utilitarianism

Maximize happiness for the greatest 

number of people possible 

�Ayn Rand (1905-1982)

“The moral purpose of a man’s life is the 

achievement of his own happiness. This 

does not mean that he is indifferent to all 

men, that human life is of no value to him 

and that he has no reason to help others in 

an emergency. But it does mean that he 

does not subordinate his life to the welfare 

of others, that he does not sacrifice himself

�Ayn Rand (1905-1982)

“to their needs, that the 
relief of their suffering is not 
his primary concern, that any 
help he gives is an exception, 
not a rule, an act of 
generosity, not of moral 
duty”

The Virtue of Selfishness 
(cited in Jones)
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�How did she get there?

� Evolution suggests that self-preservation 

is the highest end of man

� Reason has evolved to enable man to 

survive

� It is most rational, then, for man to do 

whatever it takes to survive

� Each person striving to survive 

ultimately benefits the entire race

�Problems with Ethical Egoism

1. Pursuing selfish ends does not always 

end in good for others and society

Seems to contradict evolutionary 

underpinning

2. EE is inconsistent

Self-excepting fallacy – the most 

benefit to myself would come from 

others being altruistic

�Problems with Ethical Egoism

3. EE undermines justice

Everyone pursuing his own benefit 

would make impartiality impossible

4. EE fails to value people

Others are simply pawns to help me 

increase my happiness
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�A person should take into account 

everyone who will be affected by a 

given decision and should seek …

“The greatest happiness 

of the greatest number”

�Key thinkers

Jeremy 

Bentham 

(1748-1832)

John Stuart Mill 

(1806-1873)

Bases

1. Escaping authoritarian control

a. Trust humanity’s senses and reason

b. Use senses and reason to evaluate the 

quality of actions

2. Democratic – no person’s happiness is 

more important than any other’s

3. The only things that can be judged 

empirically are the results of an 

action
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Key Developments

1. Bentham developed “Hedonistic 

Calculus” for evaluating actions

1.Intensity

2. Duration

3. Certainty 4.Propinquity

5. Fecundity

6. Purity 7. Extent

*4. How soon will 

it be enjoyed?

*5. Will it lead to 

other similar 

pleasures?

Key Developments

1. Bentham developed “Hedonistic 

Calculus” for evaluating actions

2. Mill added qualitative evaluation

1. There are different kinds of pleasure

2. “Better to be Socrates dissatisfied 

than a fool satisfied”
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Critique

1. Can we really know consequences in 

advance?

2. When do we compare consequences?

1. Immediately?

2. A week later?

3. Twenty years later?

4. Does our evaluation retroactively make 

the action ethical?

Critique

3. This theory could justify obviously 

unethical and immoral actions

Cutting off a finger would probably cure 

tardiness

4. It offers no protection to minorities

5. It denies eternal principles of action

a. Motive appears to be irrelevant

b. Character/virtue appears to be 

irrelevant
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�Immanuel Kant (1724-1804)

�Ethics declares not what will be

(consequentialism) but what ought 

to be

�Reason enables man to determine 

his duty in all situations: to act 

morally is to do one’s duty

�The way to determine one’s duty is 

to apply logic: the Categorical 

Imperative

�Categorical Imperative

“Act only on that maxim through which 

you can at the same time will that it 

should become a universal law” 

Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, 1785
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�Two tests to determine a duty

� Is it an expression of moral obligation?

Is it an ought?

� Is it rational?

Is it universalizable?

�Example

� Is stealing ethical?

�Maxim: When I do not have something 

someone else has, I may steal it from 

him.

�Universal: When anyone is in a 

situation in which they do not have 

something someone else has, they may 

steal from him.

�Rational?

1. If stealing were always ethical, then 

all people would have equal right to 

any object

2. If all people had equal right to any 

object, then there would be no 

private property

3. If there were no private property, it 

would not be possible to steal it

4. This is contradictory/irrational
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�Second formulation of the CI

“Act in such a way that you treat 

humanity, whether in your own person or 

in the person of any other, never merely 

as a means to an end, but always at the 

same time as an end.”

�Kant tied the two formulations together

�Maxim: I can use another person as a 

means to some other end

�Universal: Anyone can use any other 

person as a means to some other end

� Irrational

� People are being used as irrational tools

� If all people are thus used, who remains to 

be the end of morality?

�Is this equivalent to the Golden Rule?

“Therefore all things whatsoever ye 

would that men should do to you, do ye 

even so to them” (Matthew 7:12)

�Kant believed he had achieved an 

equivalent basis for morality, no 

transcendent Being required
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Critique

1. Can reason be trusted to determine 

morality?

Reason is finite and it is fallen

2. Kant gives no basis for deciding 

between competing duties

He implies that duties never conflict

3. Is his system still consequentialist?

Rationally assesses impact on others

Critique

3. Duty ethics omits the most important 

thing in Christian morality: 

Love

This is the primary difference 

between the Categorical Imperative 

and the Golden Rule
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�Human systems fail

� Relativism

� Consequentialism

 Ethical Egoism

 Utilitarianism

� Duty

�What we need

� Character matters – who we are rather 

than just what we do

� Motive matters – why we act is crucial in 

assessing the ethical character of our 

actions

� Authority matters – who is going to tell 

us what is right and wrong? 

To be universal, ethics must be 

transcendental
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Foundations for Ethics

Part 2
Dr. David Saxon

Maranatha Baptist 

University

�Sufficiency of Scripture

According as his divine power hath given 

unto us all things that pertain unto life 

and godliness, through the knowledge of 

him that hath called us to glory and 

virtue

2 Peter 1:3

�Sufficiency of Scripture

� Scripture provides all the resources a 

Christian needs to make ethical choices

�Divine Command Theory

� God’s law (imperatives) defines proper 

ethics

� Core belief: “God is the source of moral 

truth and communicates his will to 

humanity via commands” (Wilkens, 

Beyond Bumper Sticker Ethics, 170)
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�Why, then, have Christians affirmed 

alternative ethical systems?

� Virtue Ethics

� Natural Law Ethics

� Situation Ethics

�Possible reasons

1. Lack of confidence in Scripture

2. Desire to supplement Scripture

3. Ways of understanding Scripture

�Why, then, have Christians affirmed 

alternative ethical systems?

� Virtue Ethics

� Natural Law Ethics

� Situation Ethics

�Possible reasons

1. Lack of confidence in Scripture

2. Desire to supplement Scripture

3. Ways of understanding Scripture

�Suggested synthesis

� Scripture itself suggests that God’s 

commands should be understood in the 

context of

 Virtue

 Natural Law

 Priority of Love

� Best insight of Situation Ethics
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Plato 

(c. 427-347 BC)

Aristotle

(384-322 BC)

�Basis

� The problem with rule-based ethics is 

that the emphasis is on what one does 

instead of what one is

� Plato and Aristotle (in different ways) 

developed ethical systems based on the 

concept of virtue

� “Virtue is the predisposition to do good 

things, an internal motivation that not 

only does the right but also loves the 

right” (Wilkens)
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�Key Ideas

� A behavior is virtuous if

1. We know that what we are doing is good and 

we know why it is good

2. We freely choose the action

3. The action flows from “a firm and 

unchangeable character” (Aristotle, 

Nicomachean Ethics)

�Key Ideas

� A good person will do good, but merely 

doing good does not make one a good 

person

 Hitler probably cared for his dog

� The key to determining what is virtuous 

is wisdom, the rational faculty

 Aristotle’s “Golden Mean”

� The goal of being virtuous is happiness, 

the highest good

�Illustration of the Golden Mean

� The virtue of courage

 Mean between timidity and recklessness

� This is discovered via reason

 Both timidity and recklessness are irrational

 Timidity is failure to do what is needed

 Recklessness is failure to consider danger

� A courageous person finds this mean
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Critique of Stand-alone Virtue Ethics

1. How do we choose between apparently 

conflicting virtues?

2. Can virtues be used badly?

E.g., thieves being loyal to each other

3. Can VE tell us why we should be virtuous?

Appears consequentialist – best road to 

happiness

Critique of Stand-alone Virtue Ethics

4. Can VE ultimately tell us what we 

should do in a particular situation?

Two equally compassionate people might 

act in very different ways

5. Who decides what are the virtues?

a. One’s view of morality will determine what 

he regards as virtuous

Aristotle did not value humility

b. Therefore, there is something prior to VE

Biblical Connections

1. Jesus emphasizes character over actions

a. Sermon on the Mount – esp. Matt. 6:1-18

b. “Out of the abundance of the heart, the 

mouth speaks” – Matt. 12:34

2. Paul emphasizes the virtues

Fruit of the Spirit – Gal. 5:22-24

3. In biblical ethics, motive is supreme

Sin is falling short of God’s glory – Rom. 3:23
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Biblical Connections

4. Happiness is presented as the result 

(goal?) of ethical behavior

a. Beatitudes – Matt. 5:1-12

b. Many other passages – e.g., 1 Peter 3:8-12

c. General theme of rewards

Aside: Piper’s “Christian Hedonism”

“God is most glorified in us when we are most 

satisfied in Him.”

Biblical Connections

Scripture does not just say, “Be good”

It gives explicit direction as to what the 

good is
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Thomas Aquinas

(1225-1274)

Basis

� Thomas argued that God designed 

humans to live ethically: that is our 

nature

� To determine the right thing to do, 

figure out what God made us to do

� The natural thing, in this sense, is the 

right thing

� Our innate impulses and moral feelings 

are God-given and have the purpose of 

guiding our moral choices

Basis

“All those things to which man has a natural 

inclination, are naturally apprehended by 

reason as being good” (Thomas Aquinas, 

Summa Theologiae)

� Fulfilling our design by doing good 

inevitably leads to happiness

 This is not utilitarian (if it makes me happy, 

it must be good)

 Rather, if it is good, it will make me happy
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Key Tenets

1. We are to follow our desires rationally

2. Our inclinations all work together so that 

we must beware of satisfying one at the 

expense of another

3. There is a hierarchy of inclinations: 

moral and rational pursuits are more 

valuable than social, and social are more 

valuable than physical

Key Tenets

4. Because ethics is embedded in nature, it 

is accessible to all people

a. I.e., all people can know their ethical 

responsibilities

b. Only by grace can people do their ethical 

responsibilities

a. The RCC ethical tradition has not always 

consistently guarded this necessity of grace

b. Thomas tied the grace to sacraments

Determining morality

1. Do what one is naturally inclined to
a. Sin is a problem – reason must distinguish 

desires of sinful nature from God-given 
desires

b. Initial inclinations are not always 
trustworthy

“Many things are done virtuously, to which nature 
does not incline at first, but which, through the 
inquiry of reason, have been found by man to be 
conducive to well-living” (Aquinas) 
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Determining morality

2. Do what nature indicates is God’s 
intention, and avoid things that go 
against nature

3. Do those things that accord with 
conscience

Aquinas notes that the conscience can be 
defiled

4. Do those things that lead to human 
happiness

Happiness as defined by God

Critique of Stand-alone Natural Law 

Ethics

1. Can we get from facts to values?

a. Called the Naturalistic Fallacy: Assuming 

that is = ought

b. Appeals only to nature cannot prove that 

nature is telling us what we ought to do

2. Is NL clear enough?

What does nature teach about 

contraception, for instance?

Critique of Stand-alone Natural Law 

Ethics

3. Does NL overlook sin?

a. Aquinas seems to have underestimated the 

noetic effects of sin

b. Can reason really sort out inordinate and 

ordinate desires based on nature alone?

4. Do we not need help in interpreting 

nature?
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Biblical Connections

1. Scripture teaches divine design

2. Paul condemns various sexual 

deviancies as “against nature”

Romans 1:26-27

3. All people are condemned by natural 

revelation

Romans 1:18-23

Biblical Connections

4. Gentiles, who lack special revelation, 

are condemned by

a. The moral law written on their heart

b. Their conscience, which tells them they 

ought to do what they think is right and 

avoid what they think is wrong

c. Romans 2:11-15

Biblical Connections

Scripture portrays man as hopelessly 

depraved, unable properly to interpret 

nature

It gives explicit instructions on how to 

interpret divine design
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Joseph Fletcher (1905-1991)

�Basis

� The two great commandments are “Love 

God wholeheartedly” and “Love thy 

neighbor as thyself”

� Therefore, doing good is simply a matter 

of acting in love
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�Basis

� What is love?

� Benevolence or good will that is

 Unselfish

 Non-reciprocal

 Neighbor-regarding

 Sacrificial

 More a matter of the will than the emotions

�Practical Principles (from Fletcher)

1. Love is the only thing that is intrinsically 

good

2. Love is the ultimate norm of Christian 

decisions

3. Love and justice are identical, for 

justice is love distributed

�Practical Principles (from Fletcher)

4. Love wills the neighbor’s good whether 

we like him or not

5. Only the end justifies the means, 

nothing else

6. Decisions ought to be made 

situationally, not prescriptively
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Summary

The only moral norm is this: is it loving?

“Christian situation ethics has only one norm or 

principle or law (call it what you will) that is 

binding and unexceptionable, always good and 

right regardless of the circumstances. That is 

‘love’—the agape of the summary commandment 

to love God and the neighbor. 

“Everything else without exception, all laws and 

rules and principles and ideals and norms, are 

only contingent, only valid if they happen to 

serve love in any situation.”

Joseph Fletcher, Situation Ethics (1966)

�Famous example

� Young couple forbidden to marry

Critique of Stand-alone Situation Ethics

1. What is included in the “situation”?

a. Who will be affected? (impossible to know)

b. How will it affect them? (impossible to 

know)

c. When should the results be evaluated?

E.g., Judas choosing to betray Christ. Ethical? 

The results have been spectacular.

2. What is included in “love”?

Fletcher’s argument makes anything that 

turns out well seem loving
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Critique of Stand-alone Situation Ethics

3. Is every rule-based ethics legalistic?

a. Fletcher argues that rules are legalistic 

because they fail to take circumstances 

into consideration

b. Biblical ethics, however, evaluates 

circumstances to see when and how laws 

apply

Example of disciples eating grain on Sabbath

Critique of Stand-alone Situation Ethics

4. Are all biblical rules reducible to love?

a. Keep the Sabbath?

b. Slaughter the Canaanites?

Love for God must shape how we love our 

neighbor – “first and great 

commandment”

5. How do we determine the most loving 

thing in a given situation?

It seems that in a fallen world, love 

needs law to limit and direct it

Biblical Connections

1. Love is the foundation for Christian 

ethics

Christ (Matt. 22:37-39) and Paul (Rom. 13:8-

10) make this clear

2. God is love, and His character is the 

source of Christian ethics

1 John 4:7-21
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Biblical Connections

3. Legalism/judgmentalism is condemned 

in Scripture

Applying law without love

4. In hierarchical ethics, circumstances 

play a role

a. Rahab’s lie not ethically equivalent to that 

of Ananias and Sapphira

b. Phinehas driving spear through couple in 

bed

Biblical Connections

Scripture portrays love and law as 

perfectly balanced and integrated

Divine commands show us how love for 

God first and love for others function

43

44

45

Page 31 of 67



�Basis

� God determines right and wrong

� For man to know it, special revelation is 

necessary

� Why?

 The limitations of man’s reason

1. Man’s reason is finite

God is an infinite God; there is no 
reason to believe man can exhaustively 
explain what God says or does

2. Man’s reason is fallible

We tend to err when we attempt to 
explain ultimate things

3. Man’s reason is fallen

Our sinfulness precludes a clear 
understanding of God’s general 
revelation

�Basis

� Therefore, the idea that God has 

endowed man with reason so that man 

can discover morality is false

� Man is not an adult who can be trusted 

to determine right from wrong

� He is intellectually and morally a child 

who must be given very clear and direct 

instructions
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�Basis

� The Bible is the record of God’s specific 

revelation to man

� It has two advantages over nature

 It contains specific ethical injunctions: 

commands from God

 God Himself—the Holy Spirit—enables those 

who have faith to understand the Bible’s 

instructions

�Basis

� God, therefore, has done two things for 

man relative to ethics

1. He has placed within every man a moral 

sense that enables him to know he needs 

an ethical system

2. He has given to men a specific moral code 

embodied in the Scriptures

�Philosophical Problem

� Euthyphro Dilemma

1. God is above morality and determines it 

by sheer will (Voluntarism)

In this case, He could have chosen to 

make murder and adultery moral

2. God is subject to morality and must obey 

its dictates

In this case, something in the universe 

appears to be superior to God
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�Divine Nature Theory

� Morality is neither above nor below God

� Morality expresses God’s very being—His 

moral nature

 Scripture is bold to say that God cannot lie

 This doesn’t mean He’ll get in trouble if He 

does it

 It means lying contradicts His nature

1. If reason is so finite, fallible, and 

fallen, then how can it be trusted to 

understand the commands of God and 

obey them?

a. I have already alluded to the answer 

to this objection: the Holy Spirit

b. However, this answer does mean that 

only believers will be successful in 

determining and living by divine 

command ethics

Nevertheless, an ethical theory does not 

say what all men can do; it says what all 

men ought to do

The inability of human reason to determine 

accurately God’s will is not an excuse for 

his disobedience but a symptom of his 

problem 
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The first ethical command, then, is submit 

to the Lordship of God in your life 

The Scriptures express this as “Love God 

wholeheartedly”

Man’s failure to obey this command (Rom. 

3:23) is his fundamental problem

2. Why is it that non-Christians arrive at 

similar ethics without recourse to the 

Bible?

Is the source of this inner morality our 

intuitions (Virtue Theory), nature 

(Natural Law), reason (Kantianism), or 

our desire for happiness 

(Utilitarianism)?

Can Divine Command Theory account 

for universal human morality?

Paul’s argument in Romans 1-2 is 

helpful here:

1. Men know there is a God to whom 

they must answer, but they choose 

to suppress this knowledge
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2. The existence of such a God 

implies an ethical standard, against 

which man rebels

3. God has provided the conscience 

that shows every man that he is 

rebelling against God

4. Therefore, nature/intuition plays a 

negative role, providing the 

foundation for ethics: 

All men know that there is good 

and they ought to do it and there is 

bad and they ought not to do it

5. Man’s depravity means that no 

matter how well he responds to 

this voice of nature/conscience, he 

cannot do right (in God’s eyes)

6. Divine commands, expressed in 

special revelation, show man what 

good and evil are; they provide the 

content of ethics
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Paul completes his argument in 

Romans chapter 3 and following:

7. Only by grace can a person be 

regarded as ethical in God’s sight, 

and only by the illumination and 

help of the Spirit can he 

understand and obey God’s 

commands

Our survey of ethical systems leads to 

the following final conclusions:

1. God’s commands determine ethics, not 

the culture around us; morality is not 

relative to culture

2. God’s greatest command is love, which 

is the opposite of egoism; we dare not 

construct our morals for our own 

personal benefit

3. God’s commands will ultimately 

conduce to the greatest happiness 

possible in a fallen world; but we 

must not allow consequentialism to 

determine our moral choices; we 

must be principled people
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4. God intends for us to do our duty, 

but reason is inadequate to 

determine what our duty is; we 

need God’s Word to help us 

determine our duty

5. Our predispositions are naturally 

vicious, not a good source of 

morality; we need God’s commands 

and Christ’s example to redirect us 

onto the path of virtue

6. God’s love is, in fact, our highest 

priority, but God’s commands are 

necessary for us to know how to 

love properly

Love is, perhaps, the key to 

determining the priorities in our 

moral hierarchy

7. Natural law, from which positive 

law is garnered, is necessary for 

unbelievers to lead ordered lives; 

but they need God’s commands and 

God’s power to lead ethical, moral 

lives
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8. The Word of God is the source of 

our ethics, and its precepts or 

principles are adequate to guide us 

in every decision God places in our 

path
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Applied Ethics

Part 1
Dr. David Saxon

Maranatha Baptist 

University

�Talking About Ethics

� Applied ethics book

� Four major areas

 Humanitarian Issues

 Medical Ethics

 Marriage and Sex

 International Issues

� Fifteen subtopics
 Humanitarian Issues

� Immigration

� Capital Punishment

� Torture

� Animal Rights

 Medical Ethics

� Legalizing Narcotics

� Abortion

� Euthanasia and Physician-Assisted Suicide

� Organ Transplantation

� Reproductive Technology/Human Cloning

1

2
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� Fifteen subtopics

 Marriage and Sex

� Premarital Sex

� Homosexuality

� Gender Identity

 International Issues

� Environmentalism

� World Hunger

� War

�Thesis

“Ethical decisions ought to flow out of sound 

ethical principles. .. Ethical dilemmas [are] 

not always clearly resolved by simple appeal 

to scriptural mandate. While determined 

never to act contrary to the divine nature as 

God has revealed himself in Scripture, we 

believe other ethical systems often give 

substantial aid in unraveling complex ethical 

problems” (388)

�“A Conversational Approach to Moral 

Dilemmas”

� Conversational – presenting various views

 Micah – Evangelical & Business Major

 Bianca – Eastern Orthodox & Education Major

 Lauren – Atheist & Nursing Major

� Generally noncommittal

 Encourages readers to draw own conclusions

4

5
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�My task in sessions 3 and 4

� Illustrate the book’s thesis relative to a 

couple of key areas in applied ethics

� Avoid doing full theology of these topics

� Show how ethical conclusions flow from 

ethical systems

�Why premarital sex?

� I wrote this chapter

� Homosexuality and Gender Identity boil 

down to “This is the way I am”

 Broader identity issues

 Premarital sex is a behavior issue and, thus, 

more precisely an ethical choice

� Premarital sex is a much more widespread 

issue

 Virtually a societal norm at this point

7
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�Meaning of premarital sex

� Consensual sexual activity between 

unmarried persons

� Includes cohabitation and casual sex

� Excludes adultery

�Various Studies

� CDC

� Pew Research

�Data

� 90% of men and 89% of women surveyed 

between 2011 and 2015

 Men ages 20-44 (born 1967-1995)

 Women ages 15-44 (born 1967-2000)

�Key Source

� Jill Filipovic, “The Moral Case for Sex 

Before Marriage,” The Guardian (2012)

�Arguments

1. Sex is a natural need like eating, drinking, 

and sleeping

a. Therefore, it should not be tied to a social 

convention like marriage

b. Marriage overcomplicates a simple biological 

function

10
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2. If sex wasn’t good, people would not 

naturally crave it so much

It is not moral to withhold a good thing from 

people without sufficient justification

3. Embracing PS as a moral option would 

lead to safe, more informed decisions 

about sex and thus less health risk

“Instead of fooling ourselves into 
thinking that waiting until 
marriage makes sex ‘good,’ we 
should focus on how ethical, 
responsible sexual practices—
taking precautions to protect the 
physical and mental health of 
yourself and your partner; having 
sex that is fully consensual and 
focused on mutual pleasure—are 
part of being an ethical, 
responsible human being”

4. If I want to do it and it doesn’t hurt 

anyone, why shouldn’t I be able to?

It’s a freedom issue – responsible adults 

should not have an arbitrary morality thrust 

on them

5. In fact, sex is beneficial for people

“People with active sex lives live longer. Sex 

releases stress, boosts immunities, helps you 

sleep and is heart-healthy” (Filipovic)

13
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6. PS prevents various problems

“People who marry early and/or hold 

traditional views of marriage and gender 

tend to have higher divorce rates and 

unhappier marriages” (Filipovic)

Seidensticker argument:

a. Girls sexually mature 15/16; boys 

sexually mature 16/17

b. Average US marriage age for women 

27 and for men 29

c. 12-13 years of enforced virginity 

results in unnecessary suffering

d. Early marriages have higher divorce 

rate

7. PS prevents “mismatched sex drives and 

bad sex lives” by allowing people to “test 

drive” (quotes from Filipovic)

a. For most things, testing before buying is a 

good idea

b. Why not for marriage?

8. Everyone does it, so it must be moral

9. It may be the most loving thing to do

a. Famous Fletcher illustration

b. It often feels like the loving thing to do

16
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To what did these arguments appeal 

(consciously or unconsciously)?

1. Sex is a natural need like eating, drinking, 

and sleeping

2. If sex wasn’t good, people would not 

naturally crave it so much

Natural Law – we were designed (or we 

evolved) to enjoy sex

To what did these arguments appeal 

(consciously or unconsciously)?

3. Embracing PS as a moral option would 

lead to safe, more informed decisions 

about sex and thus less health risk

a. Consequentialism (Utilitarianism when 

applied to society as a whole)

b. Benefits make it moral

To what did these arguments appeal 

(consciously or unconsciously)?

4. If I want to do it and it doesn’t hurt 

anyone, why shouldn’t I be able to?

a. Perhaps, Ethical Egoism – it benefits me

b. More likely, broader political/cultural issue

5. Sex is beneficial for people

a. Stark Utilitarianism

b. Dominant consideration in ethical discussion
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To what did these arguments appeal 

(consciously or unconsciously)?

6. PS prevents various problems

Further Utilitarian considerations

7. PS prevents “mismatched sex drives and 

bad sex lives” by allowing people to “test 

drive” 

Stark Utilitarianism

It’s moral because it works

To what did these arguments appeal 

(consciously or unconsciously)?

8. Everyone does it, so it must be moral

a. Cultural Relativism

b. Powerful unconscious motivation

9. It may be the most loving thing to do

a. Situation Ethics

b. Would not justify every one-night stand but 

could be used to justify many sexual 

situations

1. People are not animals, having sex as 

merely an instinct or evolved necessity

a. Human cultures throughout recorded 

history have recognized social and spiritual 

dimensions to sex

b. Religions, including Christianity, have 

recognized and regulated these dimensions

c. Even advocates of PS generally recognize 

that it should be “responsible,” “ethically 

informed,” etc.

a. Can be used of eating, drinking, sleeping

b. But not as normally practiced
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2. Nature sends various signals regarding PS

a. People in stable marital relationships have 

very low risk of sexually-transmitted 

diseases (STDs)

One study showed 25% of sexually active 

adolescents infected with an STD annually

b. Higher risk of Human Papilloma Virus and 

Hepatitis B

Both of which increase risk of cancer

c. Higher risk of HIV/AIDS

� Advocates of PS respond that “responsible” 

sex would lower these likelihoods

� Micah: “Nature teaches us that sex is good, 

anytime, anywhere, with anyone, if we feel 

like it. But all the signals that nature sends 

that sex is incredibly risky outside stable 

relationships must be overcome through 

education and other unnatural interventions. 

That doesn’t seem very consistent” (254)

� NL does not favor PS – God did not design us 

for it

3. Utilitarian/Ethical Egoism arguments are 

one-sided

a. Benefits of sex are not doubted by anyone

b. Micah: “No one, at least in our current 

conversation, is questioning whether sex is 

good when it is moral. But it’s another 

thing to say sex is moral whenever it’s 

good” (255)

c. Dangers of PS must not be ignored

1) Possibility of unwanted pregnancies

2) Temptation to abort unwanted children
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d. Contradictory studies

1) The Journal of Family Psychology: couples 

who delay sex have better relationships once 

they marry

2) Filipovic’s claim to “happier marriages” for 

those who have PS before marrying raises a 

host of questions

a) Who defines “happy”?

b) How was the data gathered?

c) Christian community dubious of this data

4. Situation Ethics argument is Utilitarian 

also

a. Consequences determine what is most 

“loving”

b. Can these consequences really be known?

c. Should love for one’s neighbor trump love 

for God?

5. “Test drive” argument is also utilitarian

a. Trivializes sex, turning it into a commodity

b. Makes sex solely about receiving rather than 

about giving

6. Ultimately, Utilitarian considerations fail 

to resolve issue

Benefits are evaluated based on prior 

philosophical or religious commitments

7. All the problems with Cultural Relativism 

argue against “everybody does it”

a. Specifically, unfairness to minorities

b. If correct, the minority who view PS as 

wrong would be immoral for doing so
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8. Duty Ethics militates against PS

a. Second Formulation of the Categorical 

Imperative

“Act in such a way that you treat 

humanity, whether in your own person or 

in the person of any other, never merely 

as a means to an end, but always at the 

same time as an end”

b. On this basis, Kant rejected PS

9. Virtue Theory militates against PS

a. VT, recall, emphasizes character over 

actions

b. PS shows bad character

c. First, it undermines the virtue of chastity

Chastity is having “holistic or properly 
ordered love”

Sex is a component of love, not a mere 
physical appetite

Sex must be aligned with
� The great dignity of human persons

� Self-giving and faithful love

� Justice

� Friendship

� Marriage

� Human life and health

� Procreation

� Truth

� God

� The integrity of persons

Paul Flaman, 

U of Alberta,

RC Ethicist
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9. Virtue Theory militates against PS

a. VT, recall, emphasizes character over 

actions

b. PS shows bad character

c. First, it undermines the virtue of chastity

d. Second, it is essentially dishonest

“Sexuality is by no means something 
purely biological, but concerns the 
innermost being of the human person as 
such. It is realized in a truly human way 
only if it is an integral part of the love by 
which a man and a woman commit 
themselves totally to one another until 
death. The total physical self-giving 
would be a lie if it were not the sign and 
fruit of a total personal self-giving, in 
which the whole person … is present: if 
the person were to withhold something or 
reserve the possibility of deciding 
otherwise in the future, by this very fact 
he or she would not be giving totally”

Pope John Paul II

� Pushback

� “I don’t think Filipovic or the other defenders of 

premarital sex would accept the premise that 

the people engaged in it intend thereby to be 

giving themselves entirely to the other person”

� Answer 

� “That simply shows that they are denying that 

sex is linked to love, and therefore they are 

tacitly assuming that sex is simply about what a 

person can get out of it for himself.” 

� Such an attitude is not virtuous and, therefore, 

not ethical

34

35

36

Page 51 of 67



10. Divine Command Theory condemns PS

a. The Bible unequivocally forbids sex outside 

marriage (e.g., Heb. 13:4)

b. Why?

1) Divine design – God intends sex as the physical 

sign of oneness in marriage (Gen. 2:24-25)

2) Nature of biblical love – giving, not taking

3) The purpose of marriage – theological symbol of 

Christ’s oneness with his people

4) The nature of marriage – permanent union of a 

man and a woman

�Pushback

Why is God such a kill-joy?

“Your Puritanical rules are just designed to 

stifle enjoyment in life” (266)

�Answer 

� Sinners lack the capacity to figure out what 

is best for them apart from God’s commands

� If a person knows and loves God, he does not 

find God’s commands burdensome but rather 

joyful

�Pushback

“That seems mystical. You seem to be saying 

that I won’t find God’s commands good for me 

until I believe they’re good for me. Why would 

I embrace them if I didn’t already think they 

would be good for me?”

�Answer

Faith in God’s revelation enables understanding
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Ultimately, Christians obey God because

1) God is glorified by our submission to his 

will

2) God’s commands bring joy and fulfillment

3) Specifically, rejecting PS brings “more 

fulfilling relationships, relationships 

based on giving their whole selves to the 

other person rather than merely satisfying 

a physical desire” (267)
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Applied Ethics

Part 2
Dr. David Saxon
Maranatha Baptist 
University

Medical Ethics

� Legalizing Narcotics

� Abortion

� Euthanasia and Physician-
Assisted Suicide

� Organ Transplantation

� Reproductive 
Technology/Human Cloning

Medical Ethics

� Legalizing Narcotics

� Abortion

� Euthanasia and Physician-
Assisted Suicide

� Organ Transplantation

� Reproductive 
Technology/Human Cloning
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�My task in session 4

� Illustrate the book’s thesis relative to 
some difficult areas in applied ethics

� Avoid doing full theology of the topics

� Show how ethical conclusions flow from 
ethical systems

�Real Issue

� Modern medical technology (among other 
factors) has extended life expectancy
 1860 in USA – 39.4 yrs

 2020 in USA – 78.9 yrs

� Resulting increase in end-of-life issues

� Should a suffering person have the right 
to end his or her life?

� Should a medical professional have the 
right to facilitate this decision?
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�Terms
� Physician-Assisted Death (PAD)

 Two forms

� Euthanasia
 A doctor is allowed by law to end a person’s 

life by a painless means, as long as the 
patient and his or her family agree

� Physician-Assisted Suicide (PAS)
 A doctor assists a patient to commit suicide if 

he or she requests it

https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/182951#euthanasia-and-
assisted-suicide-

�Euthanasia legal
� Belgium

� Canada

� Columbia

� Luxembourg

� The Netherlands

� Australia (4 states)

�Physician-assisted 
Suicide legal
� Belgium

� Canada

� Finland

� Germany

� Luxembourg

� The Netherlands

� Switzerland

�USA

� Aid in Dying Statutes
 California

 Colorado

 District of Columbia

 Hawaii

 Maine

 Montana

 New Jersey

 New Mexico

 Oregon

 Vermont

 Washington

Jack Kevorkian (1952-2011)
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1. Principle of Autonomy

a. Patients have the right to make their 
own decisions regarding their health 
care

1) Providers must give full and truthful 
information

2) “Informed consent”

b. If the patient is unable to give consent, 
a proxy (usually, a family member) helps

c. Lacking a proxy, the doctor acts in the 
best interests of the patient

2. Principle of Nonmaleficence

Physicians must not expose their 
patients to the “unnecessary risk of 
needless harm”

3. Principle of Beneficence

a. Doctors must help their patients 
whenever they can

b. Entails having knowledge, skill, and 
experience

c. May involve consulting specialists

�How would PAD ever follow from such 
principles?

� Determining the “greater good”
 Prolonging a patient’s life

 Ending the patient’s suffering

� Two big issues: Pain and Prognosis
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� Important Distinctions
 Doctrine of Double Effect

� Providing pain medicine to relieve suffering 
that has the additional effect of shortening 
life is not PAD

� Key issue is intent

 Natural Course

� It is moral to withhold radical medical 
intervention if death would be the natural 
outcome

 How is PAD justified?

1. Personal Autonomy

 The patient’s right to escape suffering

� Physical pain

� Anxiety, depression, despair, hopelessness, 
abandonment, rejection, humiliation, 
indignity

� 29-yr-old Dutch woman euthanized for 
depression

 How is PAD justified?

2. Consequentialism

 Death outcome better than suffering 
outcome

 Many US states require prognosis of death 
in six months or less

If death is certain, why suffer?
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�Consequentialism ambiguous

� Societal effects
 Culture that devalues older people

 Pressure on older people to get out of the 
way, easing health costs, etc.

� Effects on younger people
 If suicide appropriate when either pain or 

prognosis are unbearable,

 Logic would apply to people of all ages

� Overall devaluing of life

�Consequentialism ambiguous

� Personal effect
 Are medical prognoses that reliable?

 Are miracles possible?

 How does your personal outcome impact your 
loved ones?

As usual, utilitarian considerations are too 
tenuous to be decisive

�Natural Law

� Built in survival instinct
 We have a natural desire to survive and 

flourish

 Aquinas: knowledge, aesthetic experience, 
and friendship are intrinsic goods

 Taking one’s life is an attack on all of these 
things

� Death is natural
 Taking one’s life is unnatural and, therefore, 

unlawful
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�Virtue Theory

� Does a virtuous person escape pain or 
endure it?

Can pain produce beneficial results and/or 
opportunities?

� Does a virtuous person do harm to 
another person?

Hippocratic Oath: “I will neither give a 
deadly drug to anybody who asked for it, nor 
will I make a suggestion to this effect”

�Divine Command Theory

� God forbids taking life
 Possible exceptions: just war, capital punishment, 

self-defense

 Only negative examples of suicide in Scripture

� Abimelech

� Saul

� Saul’s armor-bearer

� Ahithophel

� Zimri

� Judas Iscariot

� Not Samson – double effect

�Conclusion

� PAD is unethical

� Both euthanasia and PAS are
 Unnatural

 Lacking in virtue

 Disobedient to God
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Medical Ethics

� Legalizing Narcotics

� Abortion

� Euthanasia and Physician-
Assisted Suicide

� Organ Transplantation

� Reproductive 
Technology/Human Cloning

Medical Ethics

� Legalizing Narcotics

� Abortion

� Euthanasia and Physician-
Assisted Suicide

� Organ Transplantation

� Reproductive 
Technology/Human Cloning

In Vitro Fertilization

1. A woman’s egg is fertilized with her 
husband’s sperm artificially in 
conjunction with fertility drugs

2. If husband’s sperm is ineffectual, 
donor sperm may be used

3. Woman hyperovulates, producing many 
eggs rather than one

4. Physician implants 1-3 embryos in 
hopes of a successful pregnancy
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�IVF

1. Expense leads to certain “best practices”

a. Embryos screened and graded to get highest 
likelihood of successful implantation and 
healthy baby

b. Embryos not implanted are frozen or 
destroyed

c. Couple must decide what to do if multiple 
embryos successfully implant

�IVF

2. From Pro-Life perspective, destroyed 
embryos are abortions

Ends do not justify means

3. Potential concerns

a. How long are frozen babies kept?

b. How long can they remain frozen and still 
produce a live birth when thawed?

c. How much does the freezing process cost?

d. Does the couple own them or the clinic?

e. Who owns them if the couple divorces?

�IVF

3. Potential concerns

e. What if the man dies and his parents want to 
use the embryo to have grandchildren with a 
surrogate?

f. Etc.

Ethical IVF is conceivable (sorry!), but the 
personhood of every embryo must be taken 
into consideration
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Medical Ethics

� Legalizing Narcotics

� Abortion

� Euthanasia and Physician-
Assisted Suicide

� Organ Transplantation

� Reproductive 
Technology/Human Cloning

Medical Ethics

� Legalizing Narcotics

� Abortion

� Euthanasia and Physician-
Assisted Suicide

� Organ Transplantation

� Reproductive 
Technology/Human Cloning

�Terminology

1. Cannabis – the plant from which 
marijuana products are derived

2. Marijuana – the dried leaves and flowers 
of the cannabis plant that can be smoked, 
cooked or vaporized to extract 
cannibinoids

3. Cannabinoids – chemical compounds found 
in cannabis that bind to receptors in the 
human body
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�Terminology

4. Tetrahydrocannabinol (THC) – the primary 
psychoactive compound in cannabis that 
gives a high

5. Cannabidiol (CBD) – the active compound 
in a wide array of products that promise 
health benefits with the high of THC

�Observations

1. FDA has approved one CBD medication to 
treat two rare and severe forms of 
epilepsy

2. Potential risks associated with CBD

a. Liver injury

b. Adverse interactions with other drugs

c. Male reproductive toxicity

d. Sleepiness, insomnia, decreased appetite, 
abdominal pain, and mood swings

�Observations

3. THC believed to help

a. Chronic pain

b. Anxiety/depression

c. Nausea/vomiting

Therefore, some are pushing for medical use

4. Where medical use is approved, 
recreational use is unavoidable
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�Observations

5. THC impairs driving

National Safety Council: “It is unsafe to operate 
a vehicle or other complex equipment while 
under the influence of cannabis, due to the 
increased risk of death or injury to the operator 
and the public”

No minimum safe threshold blood concentration –
blood THC concentrations change rapidly over 
time

�Observations

6. THC can negatively impact pregnant 
women and the young
a. Young people can have impaired 

intellectual and cognitive development

b. THC can pass from a pregnant woman to 
her baby or through breast milk after birth

c. Cannabis exposure during pregnancy can 
cause neurological impairment, 
hyperactivity, and poor cognitive function

�Observations

6. Possible economic benefits of legalization

a. Illegality creates black market demand, 
requires law enforcement, and leads to 
organized, violent crime

b. US gov’t spends $3 billion and states another 
$7 billion annually combating marijuana

c. Center for American Progress estimate – save 
$7 billion annually and raise $6 billion in 
taxes
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�Observations

6. Two fundamental issues

a. Ethics of personal use

b. Ethics of legalization

c. One could strongly deny that personal use is 
ethical while acknowledging that legalization 
might be ethical

1) We do not want laws against everything that is 
bad

2) Freedom is too important to human flourishing

1. Public debate is almost entirely 
utilitarian

a. Do benefits of cannabis use outweigh 
dangers?

b. Do benefits of legalization outweigh 
dangers?

2. Natural Law

a. Ambiguous

b. Nature shows the value of freedom

c. Nature shows the danger of lack of 
restraint
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3. Virtue Theory

a. Personal use appears to be lacking in 
key virtues: self-control, wisdom, love 
for others

b. Legalization more difficult to assess
a. Case can be made that societal virtue 

would decline if access to marijuana 
increased

b. Case can also be made that freedom is a 
virtue too important to limit except in 
necessary cases

4. Divine Command Theory

a. God commands self-control, sobriety

b. God does not tell secular societies 
which vices should be prohibited

The legalization issue shows the limits of 
this kind of ethical analysis

Utilitarian considerations appear necessary 
to resolve the issue

This sampling of biomedical issues has 
attempted to show the kind of reasoning 
necessary to make ethical decisions in 
complex areas

Divine Command provides a nonnegotiable 
baseline

Natural Law, Virtue, and other considerations 
help sort out difficult nuances
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