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PREFACE 

I have written this book for Christians who want to under-

stand what the Bible teaches about how to obey God faith-

fully in their daily lives. I hope the book will be useful not 

only for college and seminary students who take classes in 

Christian ethics, but also for all other Christians who seek, 

before God, to be “filled with the knowledge of his will in 

all spiritual wisdom and understanding,” with the result that 

they will live “in a manner worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing 

to him: bearing fruit in every good work and increasing in 

the knowledge of God” (Col. 1:9–10). 

This book as a whole is an invitation to experience the 

great blessing of God that comes from walking daily in paths 

of obedience, knowing more of the joy of God’s presence, 

and experiencing his favor on our lives (see chap. 4). It is an 

invitation to delight in the goodness and beauty of God’s 

moral standards because we understand that delight in those 

standards is really delight in the infinitely good moral 



character of God himself (see chap. 2). To delight in God’s 

moral standards should lead us to exclaim with the psalmist, 

“Oh how I love your law! It is my meditation all the day” (Ps. 

119:97). 

But this book also contains a challenge. I am concerned 

that teaching about ethics has been neglected in many evan-

gelical churches today—partly because the issues seem com-

plex, partly because pastors do not want to be accused of 

sounding “legalistic,” and partly because the surrounding 

non-Christian culture is hostile to Christian moral values, so 

anyone who teaches biblical ethics is likely to be criticized 

by unbelievers. Therefore, I hope this book will help to meet 

a need among Christians today for more biblical ethical un-

derstanding. The challenge in the book is for Christians today 

to live lives of personal holiness, lives that will often be dis-

tinctly different from those of others in the secular culture 

that surrounds us, not being “conformed to this world” but 

rather being “transformed by the renewal of your mind, that 

by testing you may discern what is the will of God, what is 

good and acceptable and perfect” (Rom. 12:2). 

I cannot claim to live up to all of the ethical standards 

described in this book, nor can anyone else who reads it or 

teaches from it. Jesus said, “You therefore must be perfect, 

as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matt. 5:48), and that 

includes not only moral perfection in our actions, but also 

unfailing perfection in our motives and heart attitudes—

something that no one is capable of in this life. Who could 

ever claim to have perfectly obeyed even the two command-

ments that Jesus called the greatest: to love God and to love 

our neighbor? 

You shall love the Lord your God with all your 

heart and with all your soul and with all your 

mind. This is the great and first command-



ment. And a second is like it: You shall love 

your neighbor as yourself. On these two com-

mandments depend all the Law and the Proph-

ets. (Matt. 22:37–40) 

But we press on. Knowing our weaknesses and failures, 

we can still say with the apostle Paul, “Forgetting what lies 

behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, I press on 

toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in 

Christ Jesus” (Phil. 3:13–14). 

If we do this, we can hope that our lives will increasingly 

give glory to God as we seek to honor him and reflect his 

character in all that we do. “But the path of the righteous is 

like the light of dawn, which shines brighter and brighter 

until full day” (Prov. 4:18). 

This book is similar in its method to my earlier book Sys-

tematic Theology, because both books seek to explain “what 

the whole Bible teaches” about various specific topics. How-

ever, Systematic Theology dealt with theological topics such 

as the Trinity, the person of Christ, the atonement, and sal-

vation, while this book deals with ethical topics such as lying 

and telling the truth, war, abortion, euthanasia, racial dis-

crimination, divorce and remarriage, homosexuality, stew-

ardship of money, wise use of the environment, and many 

other topics. 

In the subtitle, I have called this book “An Introduction 

to Biblical Moral Reasoning” because I have tried to make it 

understandable even for Christians who have never studied 

Christian ethics before. I have avoided using technical terms 

without first explaining them. And most of the chapters can 

be read on their own, so that someone can begin at any 

chapter and grasp its content without having read the earlier 

material. 



Yet this book, despite its size, is still an introduction to 

Christian ethics. Entire books have been written about the 

topics covered in most of the chapters in this book, and ex-

pansive academic articles have been written about many of 

the passages that I quote in this book. Therefore, each chap-

ter is capable of opening out into additional study in more 

breadth or more depth for those who are interested. The 

bibliographies at the end of each chapter give some help in 

that direction. 

The following six distinctive features of this book grow 

out of my convictions about what Christian ethics is and how 

it should be taught: 

1. A Clear Biblical Basis for Ethics. Because I believe that 

ethics should be explicitly based on the teachings of Scrip-

ture, in each chapter I have attempted to show where the 

Bible gives support for the ethical principles under consider-

ation. In fact, because I believe that the words of Scripture 

themselves have power and authority greater than any hu-

man words, I have not just given Bible references; I have 

frequently quoted Bible passages at length so that readers 

can easily examine for themselves the scriptural evidence 

and in that way be like the noble Bereans, who were “exam-

ining the Scriptures daily to see if these things were so” (Acts 

17:11). This conviction about the unique nature of the Bible 

as God’s words has also led me to include a Scripture 

memory passage at the end of each chapter. 

2. Clarity in the Explanation of Ethical Teachings. I do not 

believe that God intended the study of biblical ethics to re-

sult in confusion and frustration. A student who comes out 

of a course in ethics filled only with moral uncertainty and a 

thousand unanswered questions is hardly “able to give in-

struction in sound doctrine and also to rebuke those who 



contradict it” (Titus 1:9). Therefore, I have tried to state the 

ethical conclusions of this book clearly and to show where in 

Scripture I find convincing evidence for those positions. I do 

not expect that everyone reading this book will agree with 

me at every point of ethics; I do think that every reader will 

understand the positions for which I am arguing and where 

Scripture supports those positions. 

I think it is only fair to readers of this book to say at the 

beginning what my convictions are regarding several ethical 

issues that are disputed within evangelical Christianity. I 

hold to a conservative view of biblical inerrancy, very much 

in agreement with the “Chicago Statement” of the Interna-

tional Council on Biblical Inerrancy (chap. 3). While I agree 

that Christians are justified by faith alone and not by works, 

I also believe that our obedience is still important to God, 

that it brings us much joy and blessing, and that sin is still 

harmful in various ways (chap. 5). I think that the Bible is 

the only absolute source of moral standards for us, but I also 

believe that, subject to Scripture, it is right to give consid-

eration to subjective perceptions of the guidance of the Holy 

Spirit in our daily lives (chap. 6). Because of God’s promises 

to us, I argue that we will never be put in a situation where 

we are forced to choose the “lesser sin” (chap. 7). Regarding 

the use of the Old Testament for ethics, I argue that the 

entire Mosaic covenant has been abrogated and is no longer 

binding on us, but we can still gain wisdom from it if we bear 

in mind that it was God’s plan for the people of Israel for a 

previous era in history (chap. 8). 

I conclude from many passages of Scripture that it is 

never right to lie, in the sense of affirming in speech or writ-

ing something we believe to be false (chap. 12). I hold that 

men and women are equal in value before God, but that God 

has entrusted the husband with a unique leadership role in 



marriage (chap. 15). I argue that capital punishment is mor-

ally right in some cases (chap. 18), that some wars are mor-

ally acceptable as “just wars” (chap. 19), that it is morally 

right to use physical force to defend ourselves or others from 

harm in many situations (chap. 20), that abortion is always 

morally wrong except to save the life of the mother (chap. 

21), and that euthanasia is always wrong if it involves mur-

dering a terminally ill patient, but that “letting die” is some-

times morally right (chap. 22). I conclude that drunkenness 

is always wrong, but that Scripture does not prohibit moder-

ate use of alcohol, though I recognize good reasons why some 

Christians may choose total abstinence; in addition, I am op-

posed to laws that would legalize recreational marijuana 

(chap. 27). 

I argue that some forms of birth control are morally ac-

ceptable (chap. 29) and that there are only two legitimate 

grounds for divorce, adultery and desertion, in which cases 

remarriage is morally acceptable (chap. 32). I argue that 

Scripture always views homosexual conduct as morally 

wrong, and that recent attempts to say that Scripture does 

not condemn contemporary, faithful homosexual relation-

ships are unpersuasive (chap. 33). 

I believe that God approves private ownership of prop-

erty (chap. 34) and that he also intends that in the process 

of subduing the earth human beings will enjoy increased 

prosperity, but I disagree with the distinctive teachings of 

the “prosperity gospel” movement (chap. 36). Regarding so-

lutions to poverty, I believe that charitable donations and 

government welfare programs are important to meet urgent 

needs, but the only long-term solution to poverty will come 

not through increased generosity but only by the poor being 

enabled to have productive jobs by which they can support 

themselves for life (chap. 37). I advocate wise use of the 



environment, not destructive misuse, and I also give reasons 

to think that all of the earth’s natural resources will con-

tinue to be abundant for the foreseeable future. I argue that 

we should continue to use fossil fuels (coal, oil, natural gas) 

as good gifts from God, and that the use of them will not 

cause dangerous man-made global warming (chap. 41). 

This does not mean that I ignore other viewpoints. Where 

there are differences on these issues within evangelical 

Christianity, I have tried to represent the other positions 

fairly, to explain why I disagree with them, and to give ref-

erences to the best available defenses of the opposing posi-

tions. In several cases I have included an extended analysis 

of a highly influential book from an alternative position. I 

have also made it easy for students to find treatments of 

each topic in other evangelical texts by including, at the end 

of each chapter, the page numbers where that topic is 

treated in 13 other ethics textbooks. 

3. Application to Life. Much of ethics is about application 

to life, explaining how God wants us to live in ways that 

honor him. Therefore, I have included much material on ap-

plication within many of the chapters. In addition, I have 

added “Questions for Personal Application” at the end of 

each chapter, as well as a hymn related to the topic of the 

chapter, so that the study of ethics can be accompanied by 

worship in God’s presence. 

4. Focus on the Evangelical World. I do not think that a true 

system of ethics can be constructed from within what we 

may call the “liberal” theological tradition—that is, by peo-

ple who deny the absolute truthfulness and internal con-

sistency of the Bible or who do not think that the words of 

the Bible are God’s very words (see the discussion of the au-

thority of the Bible in chap. 3). For this reason, the other 



writers with whom I interact in this book are mostly within 

what is called the larger “conservative evangelical” tradi-

tion. I write as an evangelical and for evangelicals. This does 

not mean that those in the liberal tradition have nothing val-

uable to say about ethics; it simply means that disagree-

ments with them almost always boil down to differences 

over the nature of the Bible and its authority. The degree of 

ethical agreement that can be reached by people with 

widely divergent bases of authority is quite limited. In addi-

tion, the world of conservative evangelical scholarship today 

is so rich and diverse that it affords ample opportunity for 

exploration of different viewpoints and insights into Scrip-

ture. (At several points I have also added interaction with 

Roman Catholic teaching, particularly the teaching of the 

Catechism of the Catholic Church, because Roman Catholi-

cism continues to exercise a significant influence world-

wide.) 

5. Hope for Progress in the Unity of the Church on Ethical 

Issues. Although I listed above several issues on which vari-

ous viewpoints exist among evangelicals, I believe that there 

is still much hope for the evangelical church to attain deeper 

and more unified ethical understanding on many of these is-

sues. Jesus is still at work perfecting his church “so that he 

might present the church to himself in splendor, without 

spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that she might be holy and 

without blemish” (Eph. 5:27), and he has given gifts to equip 

the church “until we all attain to the unity of the faith and 

of the knowledge of the son of God” (Eph. 4:13). Though 

present ethical disagreements may discourage us, these 

Scriptures remain true, and we should not abandon hope of 

greater agreement. 



6. A Sense of the Urgent Need for Greater Ethical Under-

standing in the Whole Church. I am convinced that there is 

an urgent need in the church today for much greater under-

standing of Christian ethics. My perception is that there is 

much confusion and uncertainty about ethics among evan-

gelicals today. Not only pastors and teachers need to under-

stand ethics in greater depth—the whole church does as well. 

It is not that Christians today lack the ability to understand 

ethics; it is just that they must have access to teaching on it 

in an understandable form. Once that happens, I think many 

Christians will find that understanding (and living) the ethi-

cal teachings of Scripture is one of their greatest joys. 

Many people have helped me in the writing of this book, 

beginning with the students who took ethics classes from 

me, a new professor, at Bethel College in St. Paul, Minnesota 

(1977–1981); the many students in my ethics classes at Trin-

ity Evangelical Divinity School, Deerfield, Illinois (1981–

2001); and finally the students who took the ethics classes 

that I taught at Phoenix Seminary in Arizona (2001–2017, and 

I hope continuing for many years to come). In many cases, 

the positions that I finally adopted in this book have come as 

a result of correction, modification, or supplementation 

from thoughtful interaction with these wonderful students 

over the last 40 years. 

In addition, I wish to thank the members of the Christian 

Essentials class, the adult Bible class that I taught at Scotts-

dale Bible Church for 12 years (2002–2014). During that time, 

I taught through the entire sequence of topics in this book 

and profited immensely from thoughtful interaction with the 

members of that class. Those class members and many other 

friends (including some special “prayer partners”) have been 

praying for me as I worked on this project for several years. 



I am grateful to God for answering those prayers and giving 

me strength and diligence to complete this project. 

I wish to thank Professor John Frame, whose class in 

Christian ethics significantly influenced my thinking when I 

was a student at Westminster Seminary in 1971–1973. Alt-

hough it is impossible to acknowledge my indebtedness to 

him at every point in this book, it is appropriate to express 

gratitude to him here and to say that he has probably influ-

enced my thinking on ethical topics more than anyone else. 

Many of his former students, as well as readers of his excel-

lent book The Doctrine of the Christian Life, will recognize 

echoes of his teaching in the following pages. In fact, his 

outstanding work The Doctrine of the Christian Life has been 

the primary textbook that I have used in my ethics classes 

for the past several years. (Prior to its publication, I used 

another truly excellent book, Ethics for a Brave New World, 

by my former colleagues John Feinberg and Paul Feinberg at 

Trinity Evangelical Divinity School.) 

Many people helped me with specialized knowledge in 

certain chapters, especially David Horner regarding the im-

portance of character and the goal of ethics in chapter 4; 

Tim Kimmel regarding blessings for obedience in chapter 5; 

Garry Friesen regarding his view of guidance in chapter 6; 

John DelHousaye and Peter Gurry regarding recent studies in 

Greek grammar in chapter 6; John Stemberger regarding 

theonomy in chapter 8; Al Fadi regarding Islamic art in chap-

ter 10; Jacque Chadwick with medical issues in chapters 22, 

29, and 30; Michael Herrod and Steve Oman regarding vari-

ous legal issues in chapter 24 and elsewhere; Jason DeR-

ouchie regarding sexual ethics in chapter 28; Steve Eriksson, 

Joe Gordon, and Janice Noland regarding singleness in chap-

ter 28; Wayne Lehsten regarding statistics on divorce in 

chapter 32; Denny Burk regarding homosexuality and 



transgenderism in chapter 33; Lars Kierspel regarding rab-

binic backgrounds in chapter 33; and Vijay Raj and Cal 

Beisner regarding environmental statistics in chapter 41. In 

addition, the wisdom and economic knowledge of my previ-

ous coauthor Barry Asmus continued to influence my thinking 

in the material on economics in chapters 34–41. Andy Naselli 

read the entire manuscript and made numerous suggestions 

that significantly strengthened the book. And I am deeply 

grateful to Greg Bailey of Crossway, who edited the entire 

manuscript with meticulous care, improving many sen-

tences, strengthening many arguments, correcting many 

footnotes and Scripture references, and improving the or-

ganization of the material in many chapters. The book is 

much better because of his skillful work. 

Jenny Miller typed several of the chapters with her usual 

care and precision, and Dan McCurley and Jeff Phillips also 

did excellent work in typing many of the remaining chapters. 

For the past several months, Phil Hoshiwara and Michael Al-

ling, my student assistants at Phoenix Seminary, have 

worked many long hours in carefully proofreading the various 

chapters, typing the bibliographies, and helping in several 

other ways. Previous student assistants Josh McCoy, Jason 

Miller, and Danny Malakowsky also helped with research 

tasks and computer maintenance. Scott Bauer compiled the 

cross-references to 13 other ethics texts and helped with 

other research in various chapters. Brenda Dinell typed those 

same cross-references and the hymns, and added the Scrip-

ture memory passages, at the end of each chapter. Mitch 

Miller helped me with additional bibliographical research. 

Mary Lisa Urban helped me improve my skills in using Natu-

rally Speaking software. During the final months of preparing 

the manuscript, Eric Wildgen and Ryan Carpenter provided 

additional valuable help in research and proofreading. I am 



also grateful to Holly DelHousaye, who helped me to see the 

wisdom of making this book a higher priority than other 

planned writing projects; to Darryl Gregg, for setting up the 

lighting in my study; and to Trent Poling, for once again 

providing me with timely help for a baffling software prob-

lem. 

I also wish to thank Stan Gundry, senior vice president 

and editor-in-chief at Zondervan, for graciously granting me 

permission to adapt several sections from my Zondervan 

books Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doc-

trine and Politics—According to the Bible: A Comprehensive 

Resource for Understanding Modern Political Issues in Light 

of Scripture for use in this book. It is inevitable that some 

topics traditionally treated in ethics courses (such as capital 

punishment, war, abortion, and euthanasia) will overlap 

with a book on a Christian view of politics, but I have tried 

to keep the focus in this book on biblical and ethical consid-

erations, and I frequently refer readers to the longer treat-

ments of the actual political questions that are found in Pol-

itics—According to the Bible. There is less overlap between 

this book and my Systematic Theology, but I have adapted 

some sections from that book in my treatment of topics such 

as aging and death, and in the introductory material in the 

preface and chapters 1 and 3. I am also grateful to Inter-

Varsity Press of the United Kingdom for similarly granting me 

permission to use this material from Systematic Theology. 

In the summer of 2014, I spent several weeks at the Tyn-

dale House library in Cambridge, England, working on this 

book. Conversations about my work with Peter Williams, Da-

vid Instone-Brewer, Dirk Jongkind, Peter Heslam, and Jona-

than Chaplin were helpful to me during that time. Librarian 

Simon Sykes cheerfully helped me with various arrangements 



in the library, and Brad Green graciously made it possible for 

me to have a quiet desk in the crowded library. 

Once again, as with my book Politics—According to the 

Bible, I owe a great debt of gratitude to Craig Osten, who 

accurately and quickly provided me with excellent assis-

tance in researching a large number of specific factual de-

tails that I needed for many of the chapters. And Phil Hoshi-

wara accurately compiled the glossary for the entire book. 

In 2006, my friend C. J. Mahaney approached me about a 

plan that would enable me to teach half-time at Phoenix 

Seminary (spring terms only), giving me eight months a year 

to write. The leadership at Phoenix Seminary agreed, and C. 

J. then raised the funding to make this possible for the first 

three years (2007–2010). Since then, I have been able to con-

tinue on a half-time schedule, and this is now the seventh 

book that I have written or coedited as a result of that plan. 

I am deeply grateful to C. J. for his 2006 idea, for it changed 

the entire course of my life for the last 10 years. 

I am also deeply grateful to my friends Bret Edson, Brad 

Edson, Brad Routh, and their colleagues at Marketplace One, 

who have believed in this book from the beginning and who 

provided financial support that enabled me to continue to 

be free from teaching during the fall semesters and that also 

covered some research-related expenses. And I am grateful 

to President Darryl DelHousaye and Academic Dean Bing 

Hunter at Phoenix Seminary, who continue to encourage me 

in my writing. 

After I was diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease in Decem-

ber 2015, my son Alexander Grudem moved back home to 

help me complete this book. He had earned an MA in Chris-

tian studies at Regent College, Vancouver, and that aca-

demic background enabled him to provide me with substan-

tial assistance. He read through every chapter, made helpful 



suggestions again and again, and also provided me with a 

digest of alternative viewpoints from other ethics books in 

many chapters. The book is much better as a result of his 

work. (And as I write this in May 2017, I am thankful to God 

that my Parkinson’s symptoms remain remarkably mild and 

have shown only slow progression.) 

Finally, I am thankful to God for the remarkable help of 

my amazing and wonderful wife, Margaret, who prays for me 

many times a day and who will always pray for me specifi-

cally when I tell her that I am “stuck” in attempting to write 

a certain section. She protects me from disruptions, brings 

meals into my study when I am working, encourages me to 

persevere when I am discouraged or frustrated, and simply 

contributes joy to our life together in so many ways. She has 

seen the importance of this book from the beginning, and 

has continued to support and encourage me as I worked on 

it. 

An excellent wife who can find? 

She is far more precious than jewels. 

The heart of her husband trusts in her, 

and he will have no lack of gain. 

She does him good, and not harm, 

all the days of her life. (Prov. 31:10–12) 

I am sure that this book, like all merely human books, has 

mistakes and oversights, and probably some faulty argu-

ments as well. If I knew where they were, I would try to 

correct them! Therefore, I would be grateful if any inter-

ested readers would send me suggestions for changes and 

corrections. I do not guarantee that I can acknowledge each 

letter, but I will give consideration to the material in every 

one, so far as I am able, and will make corrections where I 

can. 



Oh give thanks to the LORD, for he is good; 

for his steadfast love endures forever! (Ps. 

118:29) 

Not to us, O LORD, not to us, but to your name give 

glory. (Ps. 115:1) 
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