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Abstract: In this study, the author looks at how biblical texts in general and Old Testa-

ment texts in particular can be used to address current ethical issues. The main focus is 

on the identification of the four main steps in the transfer from biblical text to current 

ethical issues: exegetical analysis of the biblical text – synthetical view of the biblical 

material – hermeneutical transfer – pragmatic application. In addition, some of the sali-

ent topics related to the ethical use of the (Hebrew) Bible are investigated: the tradition-

al threefold division of the law, the special role of the Decalogue, the importance of cre-

ational order, the weight of exodus and Sinaitic covenant, the discussion about the 

unique position of love, and the lenses provided by the New Testament. Towards the 

end, guidelines for the assessment of the relative weight of rules and principles are pre-

sented. 
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Introduction 

As mentioned in the first part of this three-part article, the discussion about the use of the (Hebrew) 

Bible in the assessment of current ethical issues has various layers. While the first part addressed 

the question of the authority of the Bible, the second part is concerned with the hermeneutical con-

siderations that need to be made when relating biblical texts to current ethical questions. How can 

texts from the Hebrew Bible, or biblical texts in general, be related to current situations in a respon-

sible way? This is obviously an important question, because without hermeneutical controls, one 

can find support for almost any position in the Bible (cf. Goldingay 2021, 179). 

Before looking at the details, let us begin with an outline of what the main theses of this essay are: 

• The (Hebrew) Bible must be considered in all its breadth and complexity. 

• Differences between the current circumstances and the situations reflected in the biblical 

material must be acknowledged, and bridges can only be built in a complex dialogical and 

sometimes cyclical hermeneutical process. 

• An important guide in this process is the analysis of how preceding biblical regulations are 

dealt with in later texts within the Bible, particularly how legal regulations found in the Pen-

tateuch are taken up in the postexilic period, and how Old Testament prescriptions are taken 

up in the New Testament.1 

• And last: the previous history of Jewish and Christian responses to ethical questions also 

needs to be taken into account. 

 
1 Also observations concerning the updating of the law in Deuteronomy as compared to Exodus through Numbers may 

be seen as helpful guides. 
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1. Two Legitimate Approaches 

It is legitimate to pursue two approaches when considering the relationship between biblical texts 

and current ethical questions: Beginning with biblical texts and asking what their relevance for cur-

rent life situations might be; vs. beginning with current ethical issues and then turning to the Bible 

to address the question whether there are texts in the Bible that might shed some light on the current 

issues. 

The navigation of these approaches will need to take into consideration the fact that there are bibli-

cal ordinances for issues relevant in antiquity, but no longer today; and that there are current issues 

– like, e.g., specific types of reproductive assistance – for which there is no direct guidance in the 

Bible (cf. Davies 2021, 164). 

2. The Two Major Building-Blocks 

To relate a biblical text to current ethical questions, the following two major building-blocks need 

to be considered: analysis of the biblical material and analysis of the current situation (thus also, 

e.g., Rabens 2021, 83). For both elements, there is not necessarily only one possible answer.2 

An important element that connects the two sides is the careful identification of the differences be-

tween “then” and “now” – which does not mean that these differences are of the same weight in all 

cases. For example, on some levels in the case of migration the differences are much bigger than in 

the case of murder: Whereas murder both in antiquity and today is about the taking away of another 

person’s life outside of the realms of the judicial system and war and in an act that cannot be classi-

fied as self-defense – though, of course, both the exact definitions of such an act as well as ideas 

about the right punishment vary greatly not only in comparison between “then” and “now”, but also 

with a view to different cultures in both periods – the varieties in the forms of migration “then” and 

“now” are even more accentuated (for the latter see Zehnder 2021, 104–123). 

We need to admit that because of the historical-cultural gap, there are no easy, quick, one-to-one 

transfers in all cases where this gap is actually relevant. 

Another reason that prohibits easy transfers is the fact that most of the ethically relevant material in 

the Hebrew Bible is embedded in the covenant between God and Israel, a situation that is different 

from our current historic state. 

Furthermore, the Hebrew Bible, and the Bible as a whole, obviously contains various voices, in 

some cases a diversity of voices addressing the same ethical issue, so that a specific text needs to be 

understood in its broader biblical context and cannot be isolated from this context. Cherry-picking 

and reductionist approaches are dead ends – but are, unfortunately, all too common.3 

 
2 Because there is not only one single “objective” answer for both the analysis of the biblical material and the analysis 

of the current situation, there are legitimate differences of opinion; it also renders simple one-to-one transfers impossi-

ble in many cases (cf. Rabens 2021, 80). 

3 As I could observe (for example) in my work on the Bible and immigration. As an example of what I have in mind in 

this paragraph: There are those who when looking at the question of immigration in the Hebrew Bible only focus on 
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3. The Four Steps from Biblical Text to Current Ethical Issue 

3.1. Overview 

The two major building-blocks mentioned above can be dealt with in four steps:4 

A. Exegetical description of the biblical text(s) – with all that this entails, like linguistic analy-

sis, cultural-historical context, rhetorical analysis, discourse analysis,5 etc. In this step, it is 

especially important not to narrow the vision to either diachronic or synchronic approaches 

exclusively.6 

B. Synthetical view of the biblical material in the broader literary context, ultimately in the 

context of the canon as a whole – taking seriously the polyphony (where it exists),7 as well 

as taking seriously the possibility of progressive revelation (without, however, generally 

presupposing this category for specific individual cases).8 

C. Hermeneutical transfer, which takes into consideration both the biblical material and the 

current situation, analogies and differences in the situational context of “then” and “now”, 

and uses reason and relevant extra-biblical knowledge from various disciplines.9 

D. Pragmatic application in real life, which also takes into consideration pastoral questions. 

3.2. Amendments 

The four-steps-scheme as outlined above is, in my view, in need of four amendments: 

 
texts that speak about the legal regulations that aim at the protection and support of the sojourner, and do not take into 

consideration texts that point to the responsibilities of sojourners or the exclusion of foreigners from the specific 

measures of protection and support reserved for sojourner (as it happens, for example, in Beck 2018). 

4 Thus, e.g., Hays (1996). The first two steps can be related to what is called “descriptive,” the last two to what is called 

“constructive” or “prescriptive” (see, e.g., Lapsley 2014, 98) – if the transfer is done under the presupposition that the 

Bible has in fact some authority in the assessment of current ethical issues. Frevel is wrong when he states that the pre-

scriptive method “is not interested in the formation and inner-biblical reception” of a specific biblical regulation (2021, 

133); rather, asking such questions belongs to the first part of the four-step analysis. Frevel (2021, 134) rightly mentions 

connections or overlap between descriptive and prescriptive perspectives in the subsequent paragraphs. 

5 Through discourse analysis, Chun seeks to “anchor” subjective elements of interpreting narratives in objective linguis-

tic features, “based on which the overall interpretation can become more ‘scientific’” (2014, 89). Cf also Winther-

Nielsen (1995). 

6 Davies points to the debate about the appropriateness of what he labels “historical-critical” vs. “literary-critical” ap-

proaches (2021, 156-159). 

7 There are conflicting views about the character of the polyphony: According to one view, the various voices can be 

seen as forming an ultimately coherent choir (thus, e.g., Kaiser 1983, 3); according to another view, the difference of 

the voices cannot be harmonized on a higher level (thus, e.g., Barton 2014, 11). In Frevel’s system, the first position can 

be labelled “ethics of the Old Testament,” the second “ethics in the Old Testament.” Adherents of the ethics of the Old 

Testament group follow either a fundamentalist or a canonical approach, the latter allowing for a diversity of voices, the 

former denying it (see Frevel 2021, 136). 

8 Goldingay uses the expression “regressive revelation” for cases where he sees the New Testament being less close to 

the ideal than the Old, as – according to him – in the case of slavery (see Goldingay 2021, 185–186). It does not seem to 

me, however, that his arguments concerning the evaluation of this specific case are compelling. 

9 The importance of the recourse to reason and extra-biblical information is stressed also by, e.g., Curran (1972, 53); 

Gushee (2021, 397). 
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1. Somewhere between steps A and B, it is necessary to introduce the category of “grand narrative”, 

with the following main components: creation, exodus (and Sinai) and God’s compassion for the 

weak in general, and – if also the New Testament is included – the Christ-event (see, e.g., Rabens 

2021, 108).10 

This can be related to the proposal to see the Bible as a whole as a kind of “narrative” or “story”, 

which is based not least on the observation that also non-narratological elements like laws are em-

bedded in an overarching narrative context (cf. Birch 1991, 40, 51; Mays 2001, 24–26). This means 

that every ethical statement found in the Bible must be related to this “grand narrative” and investi-

gated in the light of the latter. 

2. It has to be taken into account that ethics in the Bible cannot be detached from the theology of the 

Hebrew Bible and the New Testament (see, e.g., Kaiser 1983, 3; Wright 2004, 18, 23). 

There is a common denominator that connects both amendments: A decisive factor for the assess-

ment of ethical issues from a biblical perspective is the spirit of the canon as whole, or, put differ-

ently, the key concepts of the canon (cf. Gane 2017, 34). 

3. Somewhere between steps C and D, we have to insert an important element that is usually not 

taken into account or at least not given much weight: How have previous generations of ethicists, 

especially biblically inspired Christian or Jewish ethicists,11 or how has the church in its general 

broad shape,12 answered a specific ethical question? It must give us pause if the result in an investi-

gation of this angle is that their stance was in general different from the answer to a current ethical 

issue that we come up with – or formulated positively: If we can identify a clear traditional majority 

or orthodox view on an ethic question, we have to take this into consideration as an important piece 

of information. 

4. When reading biblical texts and asking about their relevance for current ethical issues, it is im-

portant to question the simple dichotomy of right and wrong. In many cases, the question is not 

what is right and wrong in absolute terms, but whether it is the right time to use a specific biblical 

precedent at a given moment in the present. 

Let us now look at the four steps in more detail. 

4. The Four Steps in Detail 

4.1. Step A, The Biblical Text 

There are seven important points to consider: 

 
10 An alternative delineation of the grand narrative can be found in Winther-Nielsen 2018, 23, 25: creation, judgment 

and salvation, intended to lead to obedience in faith. Specific biblical ethical regulations (of both Testaments) show how 

this obedience looks like in particular, changing circumstances (cf. also Winther-Nielsen 2018, 63). 

11 See Gushee 2021, 398. 

12 Cf. Laytham 2005, 358–359. 
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1. It is necessary to take into consideration the variety of domains in which biblical texts may relate 

to ethical questions: material ethics, ethical reflection, meta-ethics, illustration, etc. (cf. Frevel 2021, 

148). 

2. Ethically relevant material is found in all major genres represented in the Hebrew Bible (Kaiser 

1983, 41–42) – as well as in all genres found in the New Testament. 

3. In some ways the most challenging genre is narrative. In many cases, ethical guidelines, espe-

cially in narratives, are implicit rather than explicit, which makes their retrieval more difficult. Also 

difficult may be the related task of distinguishing between what is only descriptive and what is ac-

tually prescriptive (cf., e.g., Rabens 2021, 87).13 An additional question is whether it is the specific 

act or the agent more generally that is intended by the narrator to be an example for the reader.14 It 

is clear that only in the case of Jesus in the New Testament can the person as such without any qual-

ifications be taken as exemplary.15 

Narratives are complex; their richness must not be reduced to simple exempla or abstract principles 

– rather, they must be allowed to trigger thoughtful, never-ending exploration in many possible di-

rections and on many levels (including inspiration and motivation), and to form character (e.g., 

Cosgrove 2021, 69–76; Rabens 2021, 109),16 a process that is directly bound to life within the 

church.17 

4. When it comes to legal texts, it is important to consider the discussion about the function of the 

law in ancient Israel. There has emerged agreement that law in the Bible is not statutory law (e.g., 

Berman 2017, 109–110; Gane 2017, 32).18 

5. Mainly with respect to legal texts, it is necessary to make a difference between ethical ideal on 

the one hand and allowance because of the current state of fallenness on the other (e.g., Gane 2017, 

23; Goldingay 2021, 175, 182). This means that in each case one has to ask whether a specific regu-

lation represents the original, best plan, or whether it is an accommodation to human weakness, 

aiming at providing the best option in a fallen world, but not the ideal. 

 
13 For ethics in narratives, see especially Wenham (2000), and Chun (2014). Broadly speaking, ethics tends to be dealt 

with more explicitly or directly in legal and wisdom texts, and more implicitly or indirectly in narrative and prophetic 

texts (Barton 2024, 36). 

14 See the discussion in Cosgrove (2021, 69). 

15 Therefore, the question “What would Jesus do?” seems to be very adequate and pertinent. 

16 Janzen states that drawing abstract principles from a story “would lose the narrative nature of Old Testament ethics,” 

so that “what comes to us in vivid stories of people would be reduced to abstract principles” (1994, 20). This observa-

tion points to one of the weaknesses of the approach of “principlism” as advocated by, e.g., Mays (see Mays 2001, 30–

35). 

17 For the latter see especially Hauerwas (1981, 54); Laytham (2005, 354–355); Wannenwetsch (2007, 58–59). Cf. also 

Hays (1996, 310). According to Birch, Scripture must be interpreted in dialogue with the context of the community of 

the church, which is “the shaper of moral identity, the bearer of moral tradition, the community of moral deliberation, 

and the agent of moral action” (1991, 31). 

18 In spite of this agreement, there are still differences when it comes to the determination of the precise function of 

biblical legal texts. 
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6. It is of prime importance to identify the function or goal of a specific biblical injunction in the 

original context. 

7. It is also important to assess the contribution of extrabiblical materials to the understanding of the 

life situation that is addressed in a biblical injunction. 

Finally, it is possible to make a distinction between four different types of ethically relevant materi-

al in biblical texts (Raedel 2013, 81):19 Singular regulations; rules; principles; foundational views. 

a) Singular regulations. Examples: Noah has to build an ark; Timothy is advised to drink 

wine. 

b) Rules. Example: Biblical injunctions not to get drunk. Such rules are found in the context 

of specific situations. 

c) Principles. Example: Love of neighbor. The number of such principles is limited. Next to 

love of neighbor, the following items are normally included in the list: Love of God; justice;20 

chesed; relationship / other-regard; supporting the weak; holiness and purity; in the New Tes-

tament agape. Perhaps also shalom can be included here. 

While most of these principles can be found in a majority of treatments of biblical ethics (see, e.g., 

Kaiser 1983, 55), there is another important item that is normally not included: liberty. Why this is 

an important principle that should be added to the list of principles or core values will be explained 

below, and some more items will be added. 

Identification of such principles needs to be based on clear criteria which we will look into later. 

Nevertheless, it is unlikely that it is possible to reach full consensus about their identification, and 

especially about their respective weight. 

d) Foundational views. This is about God’s character and will and man’s participation in 

them. Example: God’s love and justice; man as imago Dei. These foundational views are giv-

ens that cannot be deduced from anything; they can, however, be related to the “great narra-

tive”. 

Assigning a text or an injunction to one of these four categories will affect the question of its trans-

ferability to current situations, that is, it will be relevant for step C. In the case of the lower levels 

(singular regulations, rules), the question must be addressed as to how they relate to the higher-level 

principles, or to which higher-level principles they can be connected (cf. Gane 2017, 203). Also this 

consideration will be relevant for step C. 

 
19 Of course, different classifications can be made. Gane (2017, 24–25), e.g., introduces the difference between (more 

foundational) values/priorities and (less foundational) principles, splitting up Raedel’s rubric of principles. With a view 

to ethical decision making, Zimmerli (1988, 366–367) also proposes a distinction of four layers. These layers are not in 

accordance with the ones described here. Zimmerli distinguishes between general principles (such as John Stuart Mill’s 

principles of fairness and equality), time-bound principles (such as the principles of futurist perspective, caution, and 

avoidance of damage), regional principles valid in certain professions (such as informed consent in medicine), and ma-

terial values and convictions. 

20 There is an ongoing debate on what “justice” means in the (Hebrew) Bible (see, e.g., Koch 1984). Also beyond the 

Bible there are various concepts of justice that are not in agreement with each other (cf., e.g., Irrgang 1998, 24). 
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4.2. Step B, Synthetical View of the Biblical Material 

In this step, the following three points need to be considered: 

1. While there is no doubt that “polyphony” exists, it is a matter of debate whether it is possible to 

see some unity in the diversity of the various voices reflected in the (Hebrew) Bible. The question is 

answered positively for example by Kaiser (1983, 6, 139–243), who posits that the concept of holi-

ness undergirds the ethics of the Hebrew Bible as a whole.21 Others are more skeptical. By way of 

example we can point to Davies, who claims that when one identifies the “general thrust” of Scrip-

ture, it is no more than “a reflection of the values, prejudices, and presuppositions of the individual 

interpreter” (2021, 161). This assessment is, however, too pessimistic in my view. There are many 

instruments that help as safeguards against such a subjectivist turn of the interpretation of the rele-

vant biblical texts – even if it is true that at each step every interpreter needs to be on his or her 

guard not to make the text fit with personal or cultural preferences that are not informed by the Bi-

ble itself. It seems commendable to use an “inductive approach” that takes as its starting point the 

“careful … reading of individual texts” and then moves on to assessing what the “common ground 

between them” could be (Davies 2021, 163).22 

2. The assessment done in this step allows to discern possible trajectories (see, e.g., Rabens 2021, 

99–100). Identification of such trajectories is also important when it comes to making transfers 

from “then” to “now.” While the concept of trajectories has become broadly accepted, there may 

not be as many of them as is often assumed. The existence of trajectories has much to do with the 

beginning of the eschaton.23 

In dealing with trajectories, Webb (2001, 37, 58) has proposed that one should go even beyond the 

requirements explicitly articulated in the Bible itself – like it happened with the abolition of slavery. 

There are other who would not follow Webb. Gane (2017, 217), for example, makes the case that as 

far as slavery is concerned, its abolition is not a matter of going beyond the scope of the biblical 

texts, but lies within the boundaries set in the Bible, because it is in accordance both with the crea-

tion ideal and with Paul’s egalitarian direction. 

3. In this step the question of the relationship between the two Testaments plays an important role. 

From a Christian perspective, it is clear that God’s work does not end with the Hebrew Bible but 

continues in the New Testament where he has spoken a new word. This means that we cannot con-

fine ourselves to the Hebrew Bible when we decide current ethical questions – such a confinement 

would only be adequate where one is dealing with the purely historical-descriptive investigation of 

the ethics of the Hebrew Bible. 

 
21 Laytham speaks of a “unity inherent in Scripture as God’s story” (2005, 359; cf. also p. 360). For further examples 

see Davies (2021, 160). 

22 There is a certain tension between this part of Davies’ analysis and the one mentioned before. The tension is, howev-

er, not as big as it might appear based on the quotations adduced here, because he does not use the formulation “what 

the common ground could be,” but “whether there is any common ground” (Davies 2021, 163). 

23 The recognition of trajectories leads, of course, to a difficult question: Is it acceptable to assume that in some cases an 

assumed endpoint of a trajectory can be affirmed as being biblically legitimated even if it is not supported by any of the 

previous stages attested in the Bible? Cf., e.g., Rabens (2021, 99). 
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In order to cover the whole “way of God” as reflected in the canon, the following procedure has to 

be observed: Look at each question in the light of creation – (post-)fall – covenant with Israel – 

Christ and giving of the Spirit (salvation) – new creation. 

4.3. Step C, Hermeneutical Transfer 

With regard to step C, there are four points that need to be highlighted: 

1. The distinction between the four types of ethically relevant material mentioned above plays out in 

the following way when it comes to the hermeneutical transfer: 

a) Singular regulations. They are not supposed to be imitated in other situations. However, 

analogies to other situations may potentially be found, so that such regulations may become 

instructive again. 

b) Rules. They can be applied also to other, similar situations.24 Taking up the example of 

drunkenness again: Such applications can go beyond the area of drunkenness proper; for ex-

ample, the limitation to the use of alcoholic beverages can be lifted, which means that the rule 

is now about the use of drugs of any kind or about behavior that is related to the loss of self-

control. 

c) Principles. They provide orientation for a large number of situations, but do not determine 

automatically how to act in a specific situation. The principles underlie rules. As such, they 

help in balancing rules and applying them. They are also formative elements of character-

building. 

Principles must not be understood in terms of timeless abstract prescriptions that can be trans-

ferred just like that; it is not possible to grasp the meaning of principles in the abstract apart 

from concrete cases (see especially Rabens 2021, 89).25 

d) Foundational views. What corresponds to them is an ethical basic attitude, like being 

Christ-minded. As a character-trait, this will help in making wise ethical decisions. 

It is crucial that in the work on step C all categories just mentioned are in view and none is 

neglected, including also the great narratives and the trajectories. 

2. The consideration of extra-biblical information, or common knowledge, is a crucial part of this 

step. There are even biblical models for this: See, for example, the wisdom literature in the Hebrew 

Bible, or Romans 1 in the New Testament. That is, the Bible itself encourages its readers to also use 

extra-biblical resources. This concept flows naturally from the biblical notion that God is the Crea-

tor of everything. 

 
24 Also on this level, and to some degree also on the level of principles, arguments can be based on analogy (cf. Cos-

grove 2021, 74–75). 

25 For a somewhat different view see Cosgrove (2021, 71, 76). For him, what functions as model are not the specific 

acts of exemplary figures, but the principles behind these acts and the question, what kind of persons they were, the 

“gestalt” that caused them to do what they did (p. 76). 
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It goes without saying that no single reader of the Bible can do this job. In assessing current ethical 

issues, we are always dependent on the expert input of specialists in all fields, from natural science 

to economy to psychology and so on, and on the input of persons with personal experience of a non-

scientific character in a domain touched by a specific ethical question as well. 

Of course, problems arise when there seem to be tensions between extra-biblical pieces of infor-

mation and biblical assertions. The first step will be to investigate carefully whether these tensions 

are real or perceived only. Should they appear to be real, what is needed, in my view, is a posture of 

humility, since our “latest scientific discoveries and our current cultural conventions have histori-

cally been shown time and again to be not the last word on the matter” (Rabens 2021, 96).26 What is 

needed is an attitude that allows for self-criticism and critical questioning of the conventions of our 

own times. 

3. It is also important to draw in observations that deal with the question as to how preceding bibli-

cal regulations are dealt with in later texts, particularly how legal regulations are taken up in the 

postexilic period,27 and how prescriptions found in the Hebrew Bible are taken up in the New Tes-

tament. 

One text of special interest is Acts 15 dealing directly with the question in what ways prescriptions 

from the Hebrew Bible are relevant for non-Israelite members of the new covenant. Based on this 

text, one can argue that pre-Sinaitic regulations and in some cases regulations that are also binding 

for the ger (“sojourner”) are likely to have continued validity in the context of the new covenant.28 

4. A specific ethical question always needs to be embedded in the wider context of the topic. For 

example, when dealing with the question of monogamy, the investigation needs to look at the wider 

vision of marriage. Beyond this, the broader civilizational, philosophical, and historical contexts 

must be considered. 

5. Following Christopher Wright’s seminal work on the relevance of Old Testament ethics for 

God’s people today, we note that 

a) not single laws, but the whole shape of ancient Israel (in its historical contingency) is the 

paradigm that shows the will of God;29 

b) the paradigm does not call for imitation, but for application; 

c) the main traits of this shape can described as follows: central position of family;30 decen-

tralized organization; small hierarchies; small government; limited cult. 

 
26 Rabens (2021, 95–96) – in my view correctly – relates this problem to the fact that biblical authors operate within the 

framework of cultural assumptions of their own times. 

27 An interesting example is the reception of Deut 23:4–6 in Neh 13:1–3 (see Zehnder 2005). This example makes clear 

that it was not about a literal transfer, but about identifying the goals of the regulation and the principles informing it 

and adapting these to the new circumstances. 

28 For a brief discussion of the issues mentioned here see Zehnder (2021, 98). 

29 The biblical foundation for this view is primarily seen in Exod 19:4–6. 

30 Family is even more central in Janzen’s work: He establishes the “family paradigm” as the most important of the five 

paradigms that govern the ethical structure of the Hebrew Bible (Janzen 1994, 3). 

http://hiphil.org/


HIPHIL Novum vol 9 (2024), issue 2                 http://hiphil.org                                                                                   81  

 

d) all of this is inextricably embedded in the relationship with YHWH.31 

6. It is important to carefully analyze both the continuities and the differences between the cultural 

particulars of the world of the text and our own world. What we are looking at here are especially 

socio-cultural and psychological or anthropological continuities and discontinuities. The larger the 

gap between “then” and “now”, the more complicated and contested possible attempts at a transfer 

will be, and the more a possible transfer will move up on the scale of abstraction. It is important to 

check that the abstractions that are involved in this process are biblically controlled. The bigger the 

overlap between ancient and modern contexts with respect to a specific question, the easier the 

transfer. As an example, we can point to the question of the use of alcoholic beverages vs. the ques-

tion of the right attitude towards government. In the first case, there is in general not much differ-

ence between ancient and modern contexts, whereas in the second case these differences are far-

reaching.32 

4.4. Step D, Pragmatic Application 

The following elements are of special importance for this step that deals with the question about 

how it is possible to implement goals and principles that inform biblical prescriptions in a changed 

context:33 

1. What are the institutional constraints that are relevant when considering practical applications of 

biblical models? 

2. What are the economic constraints? 

3. What are the cultural challenges that need to be considered? In this respect, it will be necessary to 

be content with an accommodating approach, working from the given cultural norms (cf. also Gane 

2017, 109). 

4. Which are the elements of a biblical model than can and cannot be realized in a given new con-

text? Put differently: How do the given constraints affect the moral obligations that seem to flow 

from the biblical texts? 

5. What are the best available procedures to apply biblical prescriptions?34 

6. What are the best options taking into account that the present circumstances are marked by the 

frame of the less-than-ideal circumstances created by the fall? 

 
31 For these points see especially Wright (2004, 63–71). 

32 And the complexity is heightened by the fact that especially on the side of the “now”, but to some degree also on the 

side of the “then”, there is a wide variety of social-institutional contexts. Of course, this is not fully absent when it 

comes to the use of alcoholic beverages either, in terms of one major culture prohibiting such use in general (Islam), 

and some sub-cultures outside of Islam following cultural-traditional patterns that deviate from the rest of the societies 

in which they are embedded. But such complexities appear to be minor in comparison to those related to the attitude 

towards government. 

33 For this paragraph see especially Irrgang (1998, 26–27). 

34 To answer this question, it is necessary to have what Irrgang calls “strategisches Umgangswissen” (Irrgang 1998). 
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7. What are the consequences of the application of biblical models in a specific current context? (cf. 

Irrgang 1998, 30). 

8. What are pastoral considerations that affect the application of biblical prescription, and in what 

way do they affect the possible application? 

4.5. Steps C and D Together 

There are nine points that need to be mentioned that are relevant to consider when looking at steps 

C (hermeneutical transfer) and D (practical application) together: 

1. The concept of “common sense” has to be taken seriously (see, e.g., Irrgang 1998, 17). 

2. A good number of authors, correctly in my view, underline that an important part of the transfer 

is to analyze the function and objectives of specific regulations found in the (Hebrew) Bible in their 

original context and then translate them into equivalent goals in possible analogous situations that 

occur today (see, e.g., Hays 2001, 30–35). In the case of transcultural continuities, the transfer can 

be more direct, whereas in the case of considerable cultural differences possible transfers may be 

more restricted and more dependent on or focused on less direct functional equivalents.35 

With a view to Old Testament laws, Gane helpfully proposes the following principle: “If the mod-

ern situation falls within the scope of direct application of the law, and if modern direct application 

would accomplish the same goal as in the ancient setting to which the law was originally addressed, 

the law should be literally observed today” (Gane 2017, 210; italics in the original).36 

3. In the case of negatively formulated commands one has to move in the other direction and ask 

what a possible positive application would look like.37 

4. The location of biblical injunctions in the context of redemption history as a whole has to be con-

sidered. Connections to creation, to the Christ event and the giving of the Spirit, and finally to new 

creation, elevates the weight of an injunction and allows for more direct transfer to new/current sit-

uations. 

5. Higher-level injunctions can be transferred more directly to new/current situations, using the 

principle of analogy. As mentioned above, in the case of the lower-level injunctions (singular regu-

lations, rules), the question must be addressed as to how they relate to the higher-level principles, or 

to which higher-level principles they can be connected; it then needs to be assessed how these high-

er-level principles might be transferred to current situations, even if the lower-level injunctions can-

not be transferred. 

6. Part of the combined steps C and D is to take seriously the difference between the formulation of 

general positions on the one hand and pastoral necessities or personal callings on the other. These 

 
35 Rabens uses the expressions “cultural differences” and “transcultural analogies” and speaks of the necessity to inves-

tigate “the cultural specifics of a text with a view to the differences and similarities to our own culture” (2021, 90). 

36 As an example, Gane points to Deut 22:8, the parapet around a flat roof on which people can walk. 

37 An impressive example of this can be found in Martin Luther’s Eine kurze Erklärung der Zehn Gebote, written in 

1518. 
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domains must not be conflated – as it unfortunately happens all too often. A related danger is the 

subversion of ethical principles through the focus on individual extraordinary cases. 

7. It needs to be assessed carefully in each individual case whether a regulation found in the (He-

brew) Bible should be applied on the personal level, on the level of the family, on the level of the 

church, or on the level of the state (to name the most salient categories). It may well be that an ap-

plication needs to be done on more than one level – which leads to the question how the applica-

tions look differently on the different levels.38 

8. Special attention has to be given to the question whether attempts should be made to implement 

biblical regulations in today’s legal system, that is, to make biblical injunctions the law of the land. 

This question cannot be answered in the positive in a general, straightforward way, because no 

modern state is a direct continuation of ancient Israel.39 Important considerations in answering this 

question are the aspects of feasibility, verifiability, and benefit for large segments of society. 

9. The political realm cannot be excluded in principle as a possible arena of application. The He-

brew Bible in particular and the Bible as a whole make it clear that there is no strict separation of 

the spiritual, the personal, and the political realms.40 

Some of the most salient consequences in terms of using the Hebrew Bible to address ethical ques-

tions are the following ones (see esp. Wright 2004, 65–73): 

a) First and foremost: single regulations must not be detached from their context, but it must be de-

termined what the function/objective of a specific regulation in the broader context was. 

b) Part of assessing this function is to analyze what the specific weight of regulations and social 

institutions was. 

 
38 The concern with this point is both about agents and realms of application: Whom does a specific biblical injunction 

envision as the agent of an action or behavior: an individual? the congregation? the family? the civic community? state 

agencies? When it comes to individuals: the individual as a private citizen? as the member of a congregation? as the 

agent of the state? Connected to the distinctions relating to agent are the distinctions related to realm of application: Is a 

certain action or behavior meant to be implemented on the individual level? the level of the family? the level of the 

church? the level of the civic community (ranging from village to state)? 

39 And, as mentioned earlier, the laws contained in the legal sections of the Hebrew Bible were not statutory law in the 

modern sense. 

40 With a view to this question, Laytham points to 1 Pet 2:9, where the author uses the phrase “you are a chosen race, a 

royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, in order that you may proclaim the mighty acts of him who called 

you out of darkness.” Laytham rightly observes that “[w]orship and politics intertwine in the description ‘royal priest-

hood,’ spirituality and politics are joined in ‘holy nation,’” and concludes that the passage as a whole in which this 

verse is embedded “shows us that in Christian existence worship, spirituality, politics, community building, mission, 

and ethics are one interwoven life” (Laytham 2005, 354). The present author observes a widespread attempt to avoid 

politics among many evangelical Christians, especially in Europe. One of their main lines of thought is that politics 

belongs to the realm of “opinion”. This is, however, an oversimplification in the sense that many of the aspects that 

affect political thinking and political decisions are rooted in objective facts and (for Christians) in biblical principles. 

Therefore, what really happens is that many Christians – probably often unconsciously – want to make the sphere of 

their political views unassailable and inaccessible for discussion by ignoring the factual and biblical components that 

should inform the process of political thought and political decision making. 
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c) For example, family is a central constitutional positive element, while slavery is not (see Wright 

2004, 339).41 

d) This may help in assessing what elements are more important in cases of conflicting goods.42 

5. The Threefold Division of the Law 

It has been very common in the history of biblical interpretation and biblical ethics, from rabbinic 

times onwards, to distinguish between civil, cultic (or ceremonial), and moral laws (see, e.g., Kaiser 

1983, 44–45). A frequent corollary of this threefold division has been to assert that both the civil 

and the ceremonial ordinances are abolished (and not the whole law – which means that the moral 

laws are still in force).43 

This concept has clear and deep problems. The distinction made between three types of laws is not 

made as such in the Hebrew Bible itself. Moreover, the distinction is in many cases not straightfor-

ward in the sense that it is not always clear to which category a specific law should be assigned, and 

there are a number of commandments that involve all three or two categories, the Shabbat command 

of the Decalogue being one example (cf. Gane 2017, 175). In addition, all laws are related to God’s 

salvation history with Israel; the Law as a whole “is part of a story” (Mays 2001, 26), and this story 

is related to the covenant between YHWH and Israel with its particular geographical and historical 

setting (see, e.g., Mays 2001, 27). Since the old covenant as such is not functional for believers with 

a pagan background in the new covenant, no part of the law is binding as law (see, e.g., Mays 2001, 

28, 30).44 

However, the distinction can be understood in a helpful way: 

a) Civil laws are those laws or aspects of laws that contain features that relate to and depend on the 

function of the Israelite theocracy. Since this theocracy no longer exists, all that hinges on it cannot 

be transferred. But the universal principles that inform these laws or the values that are reflected in 

them are still important to consider. Some of the principles can be transferred to other circumstanc-

es, like rejection of behavior that violates “basic standards of decency and justice” (Averbeck 2022, 

265). 

b) Ceremonial laws are those that pertain to the Israelite ritual system. Since this system no longer 

exists and, according to Hebrew 7–10 “has been replaced by Christ’s priestly ministry in the heav-

enly temple” (Gane 2017, 373), it is not possible for Christians under the new covenant to keep 

these laws. However, as in the case of the civil laws, the universal principles that underlie ritual 

 
41 Family is even more central in Janzen’s work: He establishes the “family paradigm” as the most important of the five 

paradigms that govern the ethical structure of the Hebrew Bible (Janzen 1994, 3). Besides family, Wright identifies the 

following features of the social shape of ancient Israel as especially important: decentralized organization, small hierar-

chies, small government, limited cult. 

42 We will come back to the question of the specific weight of regulations below. 

43 Cf. Eph 2:15. See, e.g., Kaiser (1983, 310–312). For sweepingly negative comments on the two notions just men-

tioned see, e.g., Averbeck (2022, 313–316) and Hays (2001, 22–30). 
44 There are various passages in the New Testament that point in this direction; see, e.g., Gal 3:25 or Heb 8:13. 
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laws or the values that are reflected in them are still important to consider (see Gane 2017, 367). 

More specifically, “These laws [i.e., the OT ritual laws] teach people how to ‘love the LORD your 

God with all your heart and with all your soul’ (Deut. 6:5) … . Love for God provides perspective 

that is foundational to biblical morality” (Gane 2017, 373). The ceremonial laws are important also 

in the sense that “they encapsulate enduring values that inform Christian understanding of the 

Lord’s presence, sovereignty, and character; worship; salvation from sin through Christ; divine 

judgment; assurance; sanctification; and ministry” (Gane 2017, 373). Especially the deeper under-

standing of divine forgiveness (that is provided by the ceremonial laws) functions as a primary in-

centive to model the moral life according to God’s will (cf. Gane 2017, 387). 

c) As for the moral laws: While their specific shape may not be transferable to a new situation, the 

universal principles informing them are applicable also beyond Israel. 

With respect to all three categories, it can be asserted that if a law is related to institutions or cultur-

al circumstances that do no longer exist, one may still “be able to learn from valuable concepts rep-

resented in the law” (Gane 2017, 140). This has to do with the fact that every law is an expression 

of God’s wisdom and authority. The other side of the same coin: All those aspects of laws of any of 

the three categories that are relatable to creation, to God’s character marked by holiness, to love and 

to justice can still be seen as directly and eminently relevant in current circumstances, and applica-

ble in some way or another in them.45 

6. The Special Role of the Decalogue 

It has been common in the analysis of ethical material in the Bible to make a distinction between the 

timeless general commands of the Decalogue – as far as they are related to moral, not cultic, matters 

– and the specific laws of the Pentateuchal law collections that implement the general principles of 

the Decalogue in the specific context of ancient Israel.46 According to this view, the former can be 

transferred, whereas the latter cannot. 

This distinction has some validity, as a rule of thumb;47 but it needs refinement – especially in the 

sense that the concept of a direct one-to-one transfer is as such misguided in most cases. 

There can be no doubt that these commands have special weight: They are spoken directly by God 

to the people as a whole, they are stored in the ark of the covenant, and they are placed at the begin-

ning of the law collections in Exodus 20, and then again at the beginning of the new covenant with 

the new generation in Deuteronomy. 

 
45 In practical terms, this results in a good number of laws that would usually be labeled “moral” to be more directly 

applicable than laws of the other two categories, though some of the “ceremonial” laws because of their relationship to 

God’s holiness might also be open to relatively direct application. 

46 Cf., e.g., Gane, who mentions the Decalogue right after pointing out that a number of laws are “obviously transcultur-

al and transtemporal” (2017, 137). Without convincing arguments, the notion of a special position of the Decalogue is 

rejected by Frevel (2021, 146, 148). 

47 This is connected to the observation that it seems that (many of) the specific commands found in the law collections 

following the Decalogue, most clearly in the so-called Book of the Covenant and the Deuteronomic collection, “em-

body concretely what had been set forth in the general principles of the Decalogue” (Kaiser 1983, 43). 
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Considering the distinction introduced above between rules and principles, it will be best to locate 

the moral commands of the Decalogue somewhere in between the two categories. The command-

ments enshrined in the Decalogue can be seen as “subprinciples” (Gane 2017, 149–151) of love for 

God (up to the Shabbat command) and love for neighbor (from the command to honor the par-

ents).48 Insofar as humans are bearers of the image of God (Gen 1:26–27), loving neighbor also ex-

presses loving God. 

7. The Special Case of “Natural Law” and Creational Order 

In the Hebrew Bible, creation is an important – though not the dominant49 – point of orientation for 

ethics alongside exodus and Sinai (cf. also, e.g., Gane 2017, 122),50 though normally creation and 

exodus/Sinai are seen as two sides of the same coin, since also creational order is an expression of 

God’s will and personality. 

For an assessment of the role of this aspect, the following ten remarks are in place: 

1. As opposed to at least some parts of the covenantal ordinances, norms rooted in creation are per-

ceivable for everyone and automatically binding for everyone, because their scope is creation-wide. 

2. In this realm, there is a direct line from “is” to “ought”. For example, no special revelation is 

needed for a mother to know that she should feed her baby, or no special revelation is needed for 

anyone to understand that it is wrong to torture a child. 

3. In the case of biblical ordinances/paradigms that are directly related to creation (or to what is 

referred to traditionally as “natural law”), a more or less direct transfer across cultures and ages is 

possible, because these norms are so evident. 

4. If creation is important, this means that its structures have to be studied and taken into account. 

Thus, studying biology, psychology, etc. is important as a background to assess ethical issues 

properly. However, there are obvious problems with the collection of “empirical” data: They can be 

manipulated in almost all relevant areas.51 There is, unfortunately, no simple way out of this diffi-

culty; context knowledge and background knowledge are important elements to mitigate the diffi-

culty, as is common sense.52 The difficulties in obtaining reliable data (both in terms of scientific 

 
48 However, both the Shabbat command and the command to honor parents also belong to the other of the two spheres 

(because granting Shabbat rest also benefits the neighbor, and because the parents in some ways represent God). 

49 In terms of the amount of space devoted to this aspect, it comes behind exodus and Sinai; however, it is given weight 

by the highlighted position at the very beginning of the canon. 

50 Brown understands creation to be the crucial context for every ethical event in history, including acts of redemption: 

“For every redemptive event there is a creational context, an ethos that informs its wide-reaching moral significance” 

(Brown 1999, 383). Hiebert has similarly advocated for a paradigm shift in biblical interpretation which would place 

“the center of biblical faith not in history but in the broad range of biblical experience, for which the arena of creation 

plays a foundational and essential role” (Hiebert 2007, 3). 

51 As is also the case in the field of historical research. 

52 An example from the realm of political ethics: For political reasons, statistics published by state authorities on anti-

Semitic incidents in Germany have been falsified for a number of years (see Zehnder 2021, 220–221). Background 

knowledge (provided, i.a., by Jewish congregations) and common sense made it clear to the informed observer that it 
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knowledge about biology, economy, etc. on the one hand and about current events on the other) 

means that the diligent search for reliable sources becomes one of the fundamental ethical tasks. 

5. The biblical creation account(s) have direct ethical bearing in the following realms: 

a) Infinite value of human life as imago Dei. 

b) Environmental ethics. 

c) Relationship between the sexes, including marriage as the most foundational human social 

relationship and the importance of procreation. 

d) Work ethics. 

e) Shabbat and its implications. 

6. They also provide basic principles: 

a) Basic principle I: value of life (with its climax in human life as the image of God). 

b) Basic principle II: order. 

7. Since creation comes first, one can argue that the prime ethical value promoted by creation takes 

precedence in the case of conflict: human life.53 This, in turn, has direct consequences for a variety 

of ethical questions, such as abortion and euthanasia, migration (precedence of “mere life” vs. im-

provement of personal or societal material life conditions), religious freedom, etc. 

It is also possible to identify an exception to this rule: giving one’s own life (in certain circumstanc-

es). Another exception – one which is very clearly articulated in the (Hebrew) Bible – is the taking 

of life for the protection of life.54 God himself destroys life to protect life.55  

From a canonical perspective, there is one candidate that may claim a similar priority as (human 

physical) life: eternal (/spiritual) life. This means that the enabling of the spread of God’s words on 

the practical level has a high ethical weight. 

Besides, the following two considerations might claim important positions (besides the personal 

level, where “love” is primary): 

a) Benefit of the largest possible number of affected people, which can be based on the prin-

ciples that each person is created in the image of God and that God cares for the whole of hu-

manity. This will directly affect decisions about war, economy, health, etc. 

 
was not right-wing extremists who stood behind the majority of attacks (as claimed by state authorities), but Muslim 

immigrants or their descendants. 

53 There is no doubt that the creation of humankind is the climax of the creation process in Genesis 1 (see, e.g., the pre-

ceding deliberation remark “let us make …”, the concept of imago Dei, the threefold use of the verb ברא “make”, the 

commission given to humankind to rule the rest of creation); in Genesis 2, it is the detailed description of the creation of 

Adam and his partner, set in the garden, that takes center stage. 

54 As in wars or in the institution of the death penalty. 

55 See the remarks in Fischer (2013). 

http://hiphil.org/


HIPHIL Novum vol 9 (2024), issue 2                 http://hiphil.org                                                                                   88  

 

b) Liberty, as a value related to dignity, which again flows from the concept of imago Dei. 

This value is also made clear in Genesis 1 by the fact that humankind is ordained to rule over 

the rest of creation, but not one human being over another.56 

8. An aspect that is often overlooked is the harshness of creation, accentuated after the fall.57 This 

forces humankind to collaborate in order to survive and to make progress in the face of the chal-

lenging conditions in which they live. This means that collaboration and solidarity are core values 

that are related to the consideration of creation. 

9. On the phraseological level, one way in which the authors of the New Testament seem to refer to 

the notion of creational order is where the formula para physin (“against nature”) is used. It is sur-

prising for (post)modern readers to observe that this formula can be applied exactly to some of the 

ethical issues that are often seen as particularly difficult in the current discussions: homosexuality 

and gender identity. An example can be found in Rom 1:26: 

Διὰ τοῦτο pαρέδωκεν αὐτοὺς ὁ θεὸς εἰς pάθη ἀτιμίας, αἵ τε γὰρ θήλειαι αὐτῶν μετήλλαξαν τὴν 

φυσικὴν χρῆσιν εἰς τὴν pαρὰ φύσιν, 

For this reason God gave them over to degrading passions; for their women exchanged the natu-

ral function for that which is unnatural. 

However, things are not as simple, because there are other cases in which this formula is used 

where it appears to be much more about cultural idiosyncrasies than matters of natural law (see, 

e.g., 1 Cor 11:14, long hair as dishonorable for a man). 

10. While it seems that overall – as mentioned at the beginning of this section – creational/natural 

order is not the dominant model for ethics in the (Hebrew) Bible, it may nevertheless be highly im-

portant today, because it is the only direct way to communicate the importance of fundamental ethi-

cal norms to people for whom Scripture is not a positive or authoritative entity. However, it is also 

clear that creational/natural order will not be enough to flesh out the answers for many questions. 

8. Exodus and Sinaitic Covenant 

We have seen in the previous section on creation that by looking at creation and the biblical crea-

tion accounts, the usual lists of guiding ethical principles must be amplified beyond what most bib-

lical ethicists include in them. The same is also true when we consider exodus and the Sinaitic cov-

enant. The following six observations are of special importance in this respect: 

1. The primary points of ethical orientation in the Hebrew Bible, in terms of (literary) space – 

though chronologically after creation – are exodus and Sinaitic covenant. This elevates the follow-

ing principles to a level of prominence, principles that are relevant also for the assessment of cur-

rent ethical issues. 

 
56 In stark contrast to the ideologies of the ancient Near East where the hierarchical differences between rulers and sub-

jects is seen as part of the creation of the cosmos (see, e.g., Berman 2008, 18–27). 

57 The accentuation of the harshness is the prominent theme of Gen 3:16–19. It is, however, already hinted at in the 

command to rule over the animals and the earth in Gen 1:28. 
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2. Ethically positive behavior is related to obedience to God, as a response to his preceding act of 

liberation.58 Obedience is ultimately to the lawgiver and covenantal partner, God. This is tendential-

ly more important than virtue-building or the question of utility and benefit – though it does not 

mean that these categories are of no importance at all. 

3. Since the core of the exodus event is the liberation of the emerging Israelite nation from unjust 

slavery, liberty – both on the social and religious level59 – and justice are important core values. 

Compassion and an egalitarian tendency can be added. All of these values are rooted both in the 

exodus itself and in the Sinaitic covenant and its legal regulations. 

4. The egalitarian outlook is related to all levels of social (and religious) life and has consequences 

on all those levels, in the following way:60 

a) Limits to the power of a monarch (who should not be there in the first place).61 

b) Limits to the power of clans. 

c) Checks and balances.62 

d) Enabling of active participation for everyone in a society with very flat hierarchies, includ-

ing the economic pre-conditions for such a participation. 

e) Land-ownership as the main foundation for active participation in the case of ancient Isra-

el.63 

f) Right to individual (in this case: family-owned) property,64 as a requirement for land-

ownership. Property-rights can be undermined, for example through high taxation, or – in the 

context of modern economic systems – through money-printing, which in turn leads to the 

devaluation of money (“inflation”). 

 
58 The main bulk of the ordinances are given only after the liberation given by God to the emerging people of Israel; see 

also the sequence of liberation and commands in the Decalogue. In addition, it can be said that the Sinaitic covenant 

with its laws builds on the promises of the Abrahamic covenant (see, e.g., Averbeck 2022, 59–60). 

59 Religious liberty in ancient Israel is, of course, not equivalent to the modern Western concept of religious freedom. In 

the context of exodus and Sinai, religious liberty primarily means the liberty for the Israelites to venerate YHWH. 

However, there is more to it: Immigrants into Israel, while not able to preserve all of their foreign religious practices, 

were not forced to convert (for details see Zehnder 2021, 27, 31). The aspect of liberty can also be found in the fact that 

Israel’s entering into the covenant with YHWH is voluntary and that adherence to YHWH is, in various layers of the 

Hebrew Bible, described as a matter of the heart, that is, inner conviction. 

60 For a summary description of the (counter-cultural) egalitarian outlook of biblical Israel and its practical social and 

ethical consequences see especially Berman (2008). 

61 For the limits of the power of the monarch see Deut 17:14–20; for the institution of monarchy only representing “Plan 

B” see 1 Samuel 8–12. 

62 “Checks and balances” are given in ancient Israel through the separation of power and offices: king – judges – elders 

– head of families – priests – Levites – prophets. 

63 Since the quantity of land is limited, much more so than in the case of other resources, it is important to treat real 

estate differently from other merchandise. 

64 This also includes that differences in the amount of property that individuals or families own must be accepted and 

respected. 
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g) Active participation instead of representation and central bureaucratic administration.65 

5. As mentioned above, compassion is another important value that flows from exodus and Sinaitic 

covenant. There is a clear tendency in the Bible as a whole that compassion is exerted in the context 

of personal involvement/relationship rather than through political activism or delegation to state 

bureaucracies.66 

In current discussions in the West, compassion is directed primarily to what is called “marginalized 

people”. The question needs to be addressed very carefully who the marginalized people are in any 

given circumstance. 

6. As mentioned above, justice is another core value related to both exodus and the Sinaitic cove-

nant.67 The following observations are important to note: 

a) Justice – both in the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament – is not strict equality (in eco-

nomic terms), but rather the principle of suum cuique (to each one his own). 

b) When it comes to the realm of judicial procedures, however, equality is an important ele-

ment of justice.68 Part of this is the strict prohibition against accepting bribes (Deut 16:18–

20), as well as the admonition not to honor persons, neither the big ones nor the poor ones 

(Lev 19:15). 

c) One of the most difficult questions is how justice should be “enforced” and who is respon-

sible for the enforcement. In the case of the Israelites’ unjust slavery in Egypt, it is God who 

is the initiator of its termination, not a human revolution. This seems to reflect a general trend; 

overall, the Bible does not seem to support direct attacks on systems/structures. The current 

trend, especially in the West, is to move into the direction of the following concept: What is 

seen as “just” needs to be implemented on a global basis. This approach presupposes global 

governing institutions, or aspires to such institutions being constructed. As opposed to this, 

responsibility in the Bible is always layered and limited.69 An example of this is the fact that 

while lending money can be done with an international scope (“to many nations,” Deut 15:6), 

debt release only applies within Israel, and only with respect to fellow Israelites, not foreign-

ers (Deut 15:7–11). 

 
65 See, e.g., the right to glean for groups of people that are potentially poor, which requires their own active participa-

tion. 

66 See, e.g., the regulations concerning the handling of the tithe (see Zehnder 2020, 158–162), or the numerous appeals 

to wealthy people in Proverbs to personally help the poor (see, e.g., Prov 14:21; 19:17; 21:26; 22:9; 28:27). Of course, 

in current circumstances these tendencies cannot be translated into strict either-or (or black-and-white) alternatives. 

However, the contrast to the Egyptian centralized bureaucratic model remains striking. 

67 For a relative recent, thorough discussion of justice in the Hebrew Bible see Houston (2006). 

68 This principle is infringed upon in various ways in current judicial procedures. 

69 “Love your neighbor” vs. “fix the whole world.” While the (Hebrew) Bible entertains the idea of God’s or the Messi-

ah’s (future) world-wide dominion, it does not offer a blueprint of any kind for human global government. 
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9. The Unique Position of Love 

It is obvious, especially in the New Testament, that love plays an important role in biblical ethics. 

Therefore, we need to look at this topic in some details. The following ten remarks are in place in 

the present context:70 

1. Because of the important role that love plays in the New Testament, there are many biblical 

scholars and ethicists who claim that love is the one category that decides all ethical questions (see, 

e.g., Fletcher 1966). In some instances, this claim may be directly related to the modern desire for 

abstract, timeless principles that can be used to decide ethical questions in all circumstances. 

2. As already hinted at in the introduction to this section, there are biblical reasons that speak for an 

elevated position of love when it comes to ethics. The first is the observation that according to 1 

John 4:8, 16, “God is love.” Moreover, in Deut 6:15 love for God is placed at a literarily important 

location; and love for neighbor is mentioned in Lev 19:18, in the middle of chapter 19 of the middle 

book of the Pentateuch. In the New Testament, love is characterized as the summary and fulfillment 

of the law (see Matt 22:36; Mark 12:29–31; Luke 10:27; Rom 13:8–10; Gal 5:14; cf. 1 Tim 1:5). 

Since according to Matt 7:12 it is the “golden rule” that summarizes the Law and the Prophets, it 

can be said that the love command and the “golden rule” are commutable (see, e.g., Averbeck 2022, 

279; Zehnder 2019, 46). 

3. It is fair to say that the understanding of love as the summary of the law invites to ask the ques-

tion as to how any given command or any given attempt to follow a command expresses love for 

God and love for neighbor (see Goldingay 2021, 174). It also opens a window for love giving a per-

spective for the more specific ordinances and providing a “guiding light of all moral goodness” 

(Gane 2017, 149). 

4. On the other hand, it is obvious that nowhere in the Hebrew Bible or in the New Testament is the 

category of love used to replace or abolish the law or specific ethical regulations in general. In the 

Bible, love is not an empty shell that we could fill with our postmodern, often sentimental and emo-

tion-driven ideas; rather, love derives its character from being rooted in the narrative of God’s act-

ing in the world, in creation and particularly in the history of his people, with specific regulations 

connected to it. It is such specific regulations that show in exemplary ways how love – and other 

core ethical concepts – are meant to be understood and applied, flowing out of the love of God for 

humankind. The specific regulations can also function as warning signs that show where the core 

concepts are being infringed upon (cf., e.g., Gane 2017, 149). In sum, it can be said that love is not 

a replacement at the entry, but rather a summary at the exit. A summary does not replace what it 

summarizes, but “is defined by what it summarizes” (Gane 2017, 404). 

If “love” is used as an empty shell that can be filled according to one’s ideas and is no longer con-

nected to specific regulations, we decide ourselves what is ethically acceptable and loose the Bible 

as a critical corrective. It is, in this case, not clear why, for example, adultery, (some forms of) in-

cest, polygamy etc. should be ethically problematic in general or objectively. Christian ethics would 

 
70 For more details about love in the Bible see Zehnder (2019, esp. 45–58). 
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be devoid of clear contents. We can also see that in many cases it would not be clear at all what the 

most loving thing is in a specific situation – the love principle itself does not give the answers. 

5. From a New Testament perspective, Christ is the embodiment of love, and he is not reduceable to 

an abstract principle which we can define on our own terms; but this embodiment shares the com-

plexity of his personality and the openness that is characteristic of stories (see Rabens 2021, 113). 

We also need to keep in mind that Jesus according to John 14:15 says that love manifests itself in 

the keeping of God’s commandments. 

6. It can be said that God’s love is a crucial point of orientation for human love for neighbor. This is 

made explicit, e.g., in Deut 10:18–19.71 Since God’s love in the Hebrew Bible as well as in the New 

Testament includes both mercy and justice – and not just mercy (see, e.g., Gane 2017, 281–282, 

385) – this also has implications for the definition of human love for neighbor. It is therefore no 

surprise that biblical love can include reproving for wrongdoing (see Lev 19:16–18). 

7. Love in the Bible is restricted: In the Hebrew Bible, love is mentioned only with respect to the 

co-Israelite and the ger (“sojourner”),72 not for other types of persons. A similar distinction is also 

found in the New Testament: It is much more about philadelphia than about philanthropia. Cf. Gal 

6:10: “Let us do good to all, but foremost to those who are of the household of the faith.” 

8. We also note that the subjective feeling of love – which in many cases is what those who advance 

the view that love should decide all matters seem to have in mind when they use this term – does in 

most cases not play a role in biblical contexts when it comes to the assessment of ethical issues. An 

example is Leviticus 18 and 20, the list of forbidden sexual relationships: Intercourse with the sister 

of one’s wife, for instance, is wrong regardless of any feelings of love. Or 1 Corinthians 5: Paul 

does not raise the question and investigate as a good pastor whether in the relationship between a 

man and his step mother feelings of love are involved, whether they respect each other, whether 

there is some kind of imbalance of power or not, etc.; rather, regardless of the possibility of the sub-

jective feeling of love, such a relationship is deemed wrong based on natural order and God’s laws. 

9. Love in the (Hebrew) Bible is more about action, in most cases not about feelings. It goes beyond 

the realm of the individual and his or her satisfaction or gratification, because its ultimate goal is the 

enhancement of the flourishing of the community.73 

10. The question of love must be dealt with from a different additional angle: Right ethical behavior 

in the Bible is always response to God’s preceding action (cf. also Laytham 2005, 360). This re-

sponse is ultimately not to a law, but to the lawgiver, the living God. Giving one’s life to him in all 

respects is love in the fullest sense of the word. Other than that, the term love may in most cases not 

be a helpful “summary” for ethics, because of the problems described in the previous paragraphs of 

this section. 

 
71 Which deals with love for the ger (“sojourner”). 

72 See Lev 19:18, 34; Deut 10:19. The nokhri (“foreigner”), on the other hand, is never included in the love command. 
73 For more details see Zehnder (2019, 28–30 and 45–58). 
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Related to the elevation of “love” into the position of an omnipotent arbiter of ethical issues is the 

distinction between kernel, which is timeless, and shell, which is time-bound and can be set aside. 

As with “love”, whatever is identified as kernel will be filled according to one’s own predilections. 

The kernel will for most people quasi automatically be what is in line with postmodern thinking, 

while the dispensable shell is what is not in agreement with this thinking. 

From an epistemological point of view the distinction between time-bound shell and timeless kernel 

presupposes a vantage point that is located above these poles. But such a vantage point does not 

exist for any human being. What really happens is that in a naïve blindness with respect to the rela-

tivity of one’s perspective, the latter is set as an absolute, and in reality the current concepts of our 

age are assumed to be true and eternal. 

10. The Lens Provided by the New Testament 

There are four specific lenses that are provided by the New Testament when dealing with ethical 

issues: 

1. The first lens is the one dealt with in the previous section: “Love” as summary and fulfillment of 

the law. The importance of this principle can be seen from the fact that it is found in all major cor-

pora of the New Testament. 

2. The second is Christ as lens. Passages like Matt 5:17 (Christ came to fulfill [plerosai] the law) 

and Rom 10:4 (Christ is the telos of the law) are texts that point in this direction. In Christ is real-

ized what the laws and institutions of the Hebrew Bible pointed to (cf., e.g., Mays 2001, 29); Christ, 

as the Word of God, is/incarnates the Law and all of Scripture. As such, Christ – similar to “love” – 

becomes the “principle of order;” everything needs to be assessed in terms of the person and work 

of Christ. 

Related to this is the notion that Jesus is our teacher and example (see, e.g., Averbeck 2022, 311). 

3. The third is the importance of the “heart.” As with the first lens, also the second is already con-

tained in the Hebrew Bible, and therefore not completely new; however, it is given considerably 

more prominence in the New Testament as compared to the Hebrew Bible. A salient example is the 

Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5): Not only murder is wrong, but already anger, etc. 

4. The fourth is the empowering by the Holy Spirit. Through the Spirit, God gives his law directly 

into our hearts (see Jer 31:31–34; Ezek 36:26–27). Therefore, higher standards are applicable, as we 

see in Jesus’ ethical demands, and “compromise orders” can be replaced by creational orders.74 

11. Assessing the Relative Weight of Rules and Principles 

With a view to the transfer of biblical ethical injunctions in general it is necessary to assess the rela-

tive weight of rules and principles. This becomes even more necessary in the case of conflicts be-

 
74 And even the latter may be relativized – see, e.g., Matt 19:12 (eunuchs for the sake of heaven). For the transforma-

tional power of the Spirit see especially Averbeck (2022, 283–309); Laytham (2005, 362). 
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tween competing values, a situation that often occurs in ethical deliberations. Balanc-

ing/weighing/prioritizing is necessary especially in case of ambiguities or conflict of values. Im-

portant aspects can be deduced from what has been said in the previous sections. There are four 

additional points to be raised: 

1. Jesus himself talks in general terms of the distinction between lighter and weightier matters of the 

law (see Matt 23:23–24).75 Specific biblical examples for the necessity to make such distinctions 

can be found in the story of Tamar in Genesis 38, the story of the midwives in Exod 1:15–21, or in 

Jesus’ reference to David and his companions eating the bread of the tabernacle in Matt 12:3–4. 

Moreover, such a distinction is also part of Western judicial reasoning, with regulations found in the 

constitution taking precedence over regulations in subordinated law corpora. 

2. Based on what has been discussed in the previous sections, love (which includes compassion and 

other-centeredness) and creation ordinances/values (particularly the furthering of life) can claim 

special weight. Also liberty, justice, equality have an elevated position. 

3. Apart from these values, the following general diagnostic principles can be applied to assess the 

relative weight of a specific regulation or principle:76 

a) Is it attested in all major parts of the canon (either the canon of the Hebrew Bible, or the 

canon of both Testaments)?77 

b) Is it repeated often, both explicitly and implicitly? (that is: is it highlighted statistically?) 

c) Is it attested in different literary genres? 

d) Is it attested in many different situations, throughout time (diverse cultural, social, and his-

torical situations)? 

e) Is it the foundation of other, important values? 

f) Is it undergirded by important theological principles? 

g) Is it highlighted rhetorically? 

h) Is it a central element of the texts in which it is attested? 

i) Is it formulated conditionally or unconditionally? 

j) Is it protected by the sanction of the karet-penalty or a mot yumat-sentence?78 

 
75 See also Paul’s insistence on preventing a brother from stumbling as being more important than exercising culinary 

freedom (Rom 14:15–21; 1 Cor 8:9). 

76 It seems to me that Frevel ignores or underestimates the importance of the search for such criteria when he sweeping-

ly states that “There is no given hierarchy in the scriptural ethical discussion” (Frevel 2021, 137; italics in the original; 

cf. pp. 146–147). As mentioned above, he replaces hierarchization with a “canonical discourse … in which meaning is 

constituted by complementary voices”, conceived of as “a never-ending negotiation with different voices” (Frevel 2021, 

147; cf. pp 148–149). While his formulations look adequate, they are too vague to clarify the necessary processes and as 

such cannot set against the search for criteria proposed here. 

77 This can be related to the criterion of “canonical centrality” (see Rabens 2021, 102, 108). 

78 That is, some kind of death penalty, regardless of whether the death is caused by human agents or God. Cf. the com-

ments in Gane (2017, 94–96). 
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k) Is it related explicitly to divine blessings or threats? 

l) Is it related explicitly to the concepts of honor or shame? 

m) Are there conflicting texts in the canon? (cf. Rabens 2021, 104) 

n) Is it maintained against the cultural background, which would give it more weight? Or is it 

rather influenced by the general (common ancient Near Eastern or Greco-Roman) cultural 

background, which would tend to give it less weight?79 

o) Is it relatable to creation and/or new creation, which would give it special weight? 

p) Related to this is the distinction between what was intended at creation and what was al-

lowed as a response to the hardness of the heart past fall. 

q) Can a trajectory be identified, with a special weight to the endpoint of a trajectory? 

4. The need for balancing, as well as limits in the possibility of taking into account all involved fac-

tors properly, in all steps involved in making ethical assessments, may lead to legitimate differences 

of opinion in certain cases. As far as I can see, this will primarily affect questions of means, as op-

posed to questions of goals. It is important to distinguish between questions where different views 

are acceptable, and others (“fundamentals”) where this is not the case. Elaborating this distinction 

should be a matter of primary concern.80 

Concluding Remarks 

Looking at individual biblical texts that deal with ethical questions and asking how they might in-

form current audiences is one thing. Another thing, which is – as far as I can see – dealt with less 

often, is to identify the large contours of the biblical texts on creation and God’s covenant with Isra-

el and use these contours as a point of orientation to critically analyze our current societies and 

point out the direction in which we as readers of the (Hebrew) Bible would encourage our societies 

to move – not to replicate Israel or to pursue the vain attempt to bring about paradise on earth, but 

to further life in the best way possible according to God’s intentions as revealed both in creation 

and in the dealings with his people culminating in the exodus and the Sinaitic covenant. We have 

tried to outline some of the core elements of this orientation in the sections on creation and exo-

 
79 Though not necessarily in all instances (cf. Rabens 2021, 96). This point is, of course, related to the distinction be-

tween what is culturally bound and what is transculturally valid. 

80 As opposed to celebrating diversity of opinion or modelling polite discussions. Not that these items are not necessary 

as well, especially the second of the two mentioned here. However, they should take a backseat compared to the more 

important task of identifying fundamentals. There is no claim here that the previous sections of this article define what 

the “fundamentals” are, though some of the thoughts presented in these sections may help in finding ways to identify 

some of them, though obviously only in the realm of ethics. 

Childs has approached the question of balancing from a different angle. He makes a distinction between cases in which 

there are clear biblical imperatives that can be related directly to current issues, other cases in which the biblical texts 

only delimit the area of adequate ethical decisions, and yet other cases in which the Bible offers a variety of morally 

acceptable alternatives (see Childs 1970, 132–138). 
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dus/Sinai. At the same time, we have also amplified the list of foundational ethical principles and 

anchored some of them in the concrete context of creation and Exodus/Sinai. 

The question of the transfer of biblical texts dealing with ethical issues to current circumstances has 

been answered in two ways: 

1) As far as the general notion of biblical authority is concerned, models of indirect inspiration and 

more direct implementation need to be combined; there are cases where a rather direct transfer is 

possible, and others where this is not the case. 

2) The idea that moral elements of the Hebrew Bible, in contradistinction to civil and ceremonial or 

cultic elements, can simply be transferred to the current age is deficient; it is always the whole bib-

lical context that needs to be taken into account, which means that from a Christian perspective also 

the New Testament lens is indispensable. And, of course, extra-biblical information also has to be 

taken into consideration, as well as the specifics of the current situation and the differences between 

“then” and “now”. 

When dealing with the question as to how to use the Bible to address current ethical issues, it is not 

only about methods, but about a personal transformation of heart and mind by (the word of) God 

(see, e.g., Curran 1972, 24–64; Gushee 2021, 397; Laytham 2005, 354–355; cf. also Wright 2012), 

within the context of a life lived in the church (see Laytham 2005, 354–355). This is a core factor in 

guiding ethical thinking.81  

The task to make good ethical decisions needs, in biblical terminology, wisdom. This is why wis-

dom teachers appear besides priests and prophets and elders or other political leaders in the Hebrew 

Bible’s description of important leadership positions. Wisdom and right handling are also men-

tioned in the New Testament as necessary requirements in ethical discernment; see, e.g., 2 Tim 2:7, 

15; 3:14–17. The necessity for this wisdom is related to the obvious complexity of the Bible, in-

cluding biblical texts on ethical matters. This complexity is an incentive to question everything. It is 

an invitation to investigation and dialogue, to constant critical discernment82 – as opposed to blindly 

following any denominational tradition, or current authorities in government, media, or academia. 

Finally, the presentation of any argument needs to be done “in love”.83 

  

 
81 Cf. the requirement for judges in the Hebrew Bible: It is more important for them to be men of character, than to be 

trained lawyers. 

82 Or, to put it differently, to free thinking. 

83 That the word “love” concludes this article is done intentionally. 
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