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Recently, | became aware of a professor at one of the local colleges whose goal is to convince
his students that you can have a system of ethics without a belief in God. Now | agree with him
that holding his position is theoretically possible, but | said to him that such an ethical system is
one built on sand. It would not stand the test of time nor the waves of adversity.

The U.S.S.R. tried to build an empire on godless atheism, and it failed miserably. Today in Russia
we still see the results of the ethics of atheism. You would think that the Russians, having
suffered so much under a totalitarian regime, would strive to do the right thing in appreciation for
their new freedoms. Many have, but Russia today is torn apart by crime, greed, lawlessness, and
immorality. Why? Was it merely too much freedom too soon, or are they still reaping the rewards
of the ethics of atheism?

Many people today believe that God is, at best, unnecessary, and at worst, an intolerant task
master. They say they don't need God to live right, and they can set their own rules for life. We
live in a world obsessed with personal values. What people do depends on their personal values,
but since everyone's values are different, there seems to be no standard by which we must all
live. The very idea of basing our morality upon our values means that we have bought into the
idea of a system of relativistic ethics. Personal values have replaced values of virtue as the
foundation for ethical thought. Virtues speak of some objective realities, but personal values
speak only about subjective decisions of our will.

Basing ethical decisions on personal values is problematic. For example, is something good
because we love it, or do we love it because it is good? German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche
would tell us that something is good because we love it. According to Nietzsche, man himself is
the universal and absolute reference point for all of life. "God is dead," he declared, believing this
release from the demands of any metaphysical reality was an opportunity to develop his own
system of ethics based on self cultivation.

Today the world is continuing to build an ethical system based on tolerance and enlightenment
apart from God. Men have tried many ways to teach this new godless form of morality. A decade
ago we constantly heard the term, "values clarification." It was a national effort to allow even
children to set their own standards of behavior. It was a disaster as it justified almost any kind of
behavior. Educators may not loosely throw around the term, "values clarification," as they once
did, but many still try to teach a system of ethics based on man's own values. These are values
which are rooted in the idea of desirable goods, i.e., that which we decide is important to us.

The use of the term "values" can have objective content, but we must evaluate the source of that
"objective content," and that leads us back to the question at hand: Is it possible to have true
morality without a belief in God?

In this essay | will address this question by presenting common arguments against the need for
God and then | will respond to those arguments.



What Is Ethics Without God?

From the time of the Greeks, there have been many philosophers who have sought to prove that
it is possible to have a universal morality without God. There have been many arguments
presented to support this position, and in theory they may be right, depending on what one
means by the word universal. They would say, all you have to have is a consensus on what is
considered right and wrong behavior. Their position, with which | disagree, goes something like
this:

First: If God is necessary for morality, then whatever God deems moral is moral. Therefore, why
praise God for what He has done if He could have just as likely done the opposite, and it would
have been equally moral. If whatever God says goes, then if God decreed that adultery was
permissible, then adultery would be permissible. If things are neither right nor wrong
independently of God's will, then God cannot choose one thing over another because it is right.
Thus, if He does choose one over another, His choice must be arbitrary. But a being whose
decisions are arbitrary is not worthy of worship.

Second: If goodness is a defining attribute of God, then God cannot be used to define goodness.
If we do so, we are guilty of circular reasoning. That is, if we use goodness to define God, we
can't also use God to define goodness.

Third: If one doesn't believe in God, being told that one must do as God commands will not help
one solve any moral dilemmas.

Some philosophers, therefore, come to the following conclusion: the idea that a moral law
requires a divine lawgiver is untenable.(1)

What should be our response as Christians? We should point out to people who side with the
preceding position their lack of understanding concerning both God and the nature of man.

God is the creator and sustainer of all things. We would not even be self aware, let alone aware
of right and wrong, if God had not created within us His image, and therefore the ability to make
moral distinctions. The truth is we have no reference point for all this discussion about morality
except as God reveals it. For us to argue with the source of morality is for the clay to argue with
the potter.

Some philosophers say that for God to define what is right or wrong is arbitrary. God is not
arbitrary; He is the source of all life and therefore the source of all truth. We have no basis to
even understand the concept of being arbitrary except in reference to an unchanging God. That
which would be circular reasoning or arbitrary in discussions about ourselves comes into perfect
focus as we bring the dilemma close to the universal, absolute focal point for all creation, God
Himself.

The second problem with these arguments is that they fail to recognize the nature of man. If man
were not fallen, i.e., not corrupted by sin, we would have limitless potential to create from within
ourselves a universal moral code. But, we are a fallen lot, every last one of us, and therefore
incapable of fully knowing what is good (Rom. 3:23). We are even incapable of carrying out what
we do know to be good (Rom. 7:18-21).

So the question of right or wrong has everything to do with the origin of our belief, not just the
substance of it. No matter how sincerely | believe | am right about some moral decision, the true
test is in the origin of that belief. And God is the only universal and absolute origin to all morality.



The Ethics of Belief

We are discussing arguments for the removal of God from ethical systems of morality. Many are
trying to formulate an ethical platform that is devoid of any need for God.

We previously looked at one approach based on the idea that the need for a divine lawgiver is
arbitrary and untenable.

Another argument, also based on scientific naturalism, holds that it is immoral to hold to a belief
for which one has no evidence. The problem is that the backers of this theory are naturalists and,
therefore, automatically limit all evidence to that which is naturalistic, i.e., what can scientifically
be tested. For such people, putting any trust at all in the metaphysical is folly.

To these naturalists, all humans are born with a moral sense which becomes a habit of virtue as
we practice comradeship and work through our common struggles. It is merely the result of a
social instinct born within us.

This is a very evolutionary approach to knowledge and ethics that considers theistic approaches
as outmoded hypotheses. Scientific discourse is seen as an alternative to faith.(2)

As Christians, we recognize that man is more than just material; there is a lot more to us than just
the physical body. We see this in our ability to mentally stand back and evaluate our lives, our
ability to know right from wrong, and our self awareness and personality that make us unique
from the rest of God's creation.

Because of our Christian perspective, we are interested not just in the physical evidences to the
realities of life, but in the metaphysical evidences as well. For example, we have this book called
the Holy Bible. It obviously is physical in nature because we can hold it and feel it and read it. But
is there valid evidence that this book contains a message from God? Yes, in fact there are
countless other books written to affirm that there is, in the pages of the Bible, a metaphysical
message from the Creator of the Universe. The historic testimony of the ages confirms to our
satisfaction that this book is the very communication from God to us. Can we prove this with
scientific experiments? No. But, we have experienced countless testimonies and evidences that
this book is more than just physical in its nature.

As Christians we must not allow the reductionism of this present age to eliminate the
metaphysical in ethical dialogue. We must use the truth of God's Word unashamedly. We do not
need to defend the Bible, for the Bible will defend itself. We just need to use it and live it to show
the reality of God in our lives and demonstrate the power of our changed lives.

When man is allowed to see himself as only an animal, controlled by inborn or acquired instincts,
he becomes self-centered and power oriented. Everything becomes an issue of power to be what
he wants to be, and we either seek to create our own reality and purpose in life as the
existentialist would do, or we slump into the despair of the postmodernist who says nothing
makes any difference, and it really doesn't matter what we do.

Next we will look at what can happen if we allow the world to tell us we are nothing but living
flesh, totally on our own in this physical universe.



From a Crack in the Dam, To a Flood in the Valley

Intellectuals like Nietzsche, Spinoza, and Tillich and many others who have followed them have
tried to create a godless society, a society free to create its own ethical system without the
constraints of God-given mandates.

What can we expect if these leaders are able to advance their model for a system of ethics that
has no need for God?

An interesting example may be the story of the medical profession in Germany during the Nazi
regime. The medical profession is supposed to be the protector of human life. The Hippocratic
Oath, that dates back to the Egyptians, states the highest standards of trust for those dedicating
themselves to this honorable profession.

How did the medical profession in Germany become nothing more than an instrument of death in
the hands of the Nazis? First, one's view of the nature of man had to change from that of a
spiritual being to that of a purely physical being of no universal value beyond what society places
on the individual. Through years of assault upon traditional morals and biblical truths, the German
people began to see mankind through the eyes of German philosophers like Nietzsche and
Hiedigger. These men viewed humanity as strictly flesh and blood, different from the animals only
in progression, not in basic nature.(3)

Once the German population in general, and the medical profession in particular, was sold on a
collectivist-authoritarian way of life, everything was in place to use the medical profession to
accomplish the purposes of the Third Reich.

The Nazi holocaust began with a subtle shift in attitude that judged the value of people based
upon their cost/benefit ratio to the state. First, it started with sterilization and euthanasia of people
with severe psychiatric illnesses. Soon all those with chronic illness were being exterminated.
Before too long, all patients who had been sick for five years or more, or were medically unable to
work and unlikely to recover were transported to killing centers; what started as "mercy killings" in
rare cases of extreme mental illness soon expanded to mass extermination on an unprecedented
scale. Before long all those who could not work and were medically evaluated as incapable of
being rehabilitated were killed.(4)

The German medical profession then started using human body parts for medical research, and
this led to the grisly "terminal human experiments," in which live people were used in medical
experiments.(5)

It all started with the idea that humans belong to society and the state. According to this view, if
someone is a burden to society and the state, it is logical to conclude that their life was not a life
worth living. From the first decision to put to death burdensome mental patients, a chain of events
followed that ultimately led to the death of the majority of all the Jews in Europe, as well as
millions of other "undesirables."

If we don't believe we are created by God, but simply highly evolved animals, and if we believe
we have accountability only to society, then there is no end to the depths of depravity that we can
go in our search to justify our actions. Corrosion of morals begins in microscopic proportions, but
if not checked by a standard beyond ourselves, it will continue until the corrosion wipes away the
very foundation of our lives, and we find ourselves sinking in a sea of relativity.



Repairing the Ethical Breach

In this essay we have been addressing the danger of trying to establish an ethical system apart
from the need for God.

| was recently impressed by an editorial in the Dallas Morning News. Written by Al Casey, the
editorial was entitled, "Our ethical foundation needs repair."(6) In emphasizing the need for high
ethical standards, Mr. Casey quotes the famous medical missionary, Dr. Albert Schweitzer:
"Ethics is concern for good behavior . . . an obligation to consider not only our personal well-
being, but also that of others and of human society as a whole."(7)

This is so true, but there is an even higher standard than what we might consider the good of
human society. It is God alone who can set that standard. Earlier we spoke of some unbelievable
atrocities that were committed by the German medical profession for the "good of society."

There is an old adage that says, "The road to hell is paved with good intentions." Human beings
left to themselves often start out with good intentions, but somehow, without guidance from above
and obedient hearts, we lose our way.

Al Casey came the closest to the truth when he quoted Professor Alexander Tytler of the
University of Edinburgh:

From bondage to spiritual faith.

From spiritual faith to great courage.

From courage to liberty.

From liberty to abundance.

From abundance to selfishness.

From selfishness to complacency.

From complacency to apathy.

From apathy to dependency.

From dependency back again into bondage.(8)

A consensus of ethical norms apart from the supervision of God will eventually erode. Power
begins to take over in determining our actions. Look at our government today. It is controlled for
the most part by special interest groups vying for influence. Every day | receive in the mail a plea
for funds to help some group influence our government. What ever happened to sending upright
men and women to Washington and trusting them to do the right thing without our funding various
organizations that seek to influence our leaders to do their bidding?

Mr. Casey said it right, "To an alarming extent, America has become complacent, a nation
inhabited by people concerned only with their own well-being."(9)

But, we don't just need a code of ethics, as important as that is; we need to put God back into our
lives. We need to submit to His leadership in our lives, to recognize that only the God who
created us knows what is best for us and only God is capable of revealing to us the ethical
standards that can ultimately bring the peace we so desperately seek.

How do we do that? It starts with His book, the Holy Bible. God has spelled out some pretty clear
principles on how to treat others. Do we love others as we love ourselves? That is not so easy
when everyone around us is living out the relativistic ethics of power. The true force of Christianity
has never been the use of power plays to conquer the world. From the Crusades of the Middle
Ages to the moral majority of the last decade, efforts by Christians to use political or economic
power to advance the Kingdom of God have been questionable, if not disastrous. The true power
of Christendom has always been the testimony of Christians who are living out their faith in a



world obsessed with self promotion--Christians who are in the Word of God and who maintain
ethical and moral integrity!

Notes

1. Theodore Schick, Jr., "Morality Requires God . . . or Does It?," Free Inquiry (Summer
1997), pp. 32-34.

2. Timothy J. Madigan, "The Virtues of 'The Ethics of Belief," Free Inquiry (Spring 1997),
pp. 29-33.

3. Leo Alexander, Medical Science Under Dictatorship (Flushing, N.Y.: Bibliographic
Press, 1996), p. 9.

4. Ibid.

5. Maccaro, James A., "From Small Beginnings:' The Road to Genocide," The Freeman
(August 1997), pp. 479-81.

6. Casey, Al, "Our ethical foundation needs repair," Dallas Morning News, Sunday, 27
July 1997, p. 6J.

7. Ibid.

8. Ibid.

9. Ibid.

© 1997 Probe Ministries International
About the Author

Ray Cotton is the finance director and treasurer of Probe Ministries. He received a B.S. in
business administration/ management science from the University of Northern Colorado and a
certificate in Christian studies from the Center for Advanced Biblical Studies. He is presently
working on a masters's degree in interdisciplinary studies with an emphasis in ethics at the
University of Texas at Dallas.

What is Probe?

Probe Ministries is a non-profit corporation whose mission is to reclaim the primacy of Christian
thought and values in Western culture through media, education, and literature. In seeking to
accomplish this mission, Probe provides perspective on the integration of the academic
disciplines and historic Christianity.

In addition, Probe acts as a clearing house, communicating the results of its research to the
church and society at large.

Further information about Probe's materials and ministry may be obtained by writing to:

Probe Ministries
1900 Firman Drive, Suite 100
Richardson, TX 75081
(972) 480-0240 FAX (972) 644-9664

info@probe.org

www.probe.org
Copyright (C) 1996-2004 Probe Ministries




