How biblical are our Christian work ethics?

Preached by Pastor John Ting to Adam Road Presbyterian Centre on 20-21 October 2001.

Christians are called to be salt and light in the world. To effectively fulfil this calling in the working world, Christians need to live and work in a manner consistent with biblical standards & values. However, this raises the question, "Is it really possible to be consistently biblical in a world which has gone wrong?" Comments made to me after some of my talks or workshops suggest that some believe it is unrealistic to expect to live according to biblical standards in the real world. After one workshop a person commented, "I appreciated what you said tonight but a person really needs faith to put it into practice." What he really meant was, "What you said was good in theory but unrealistic in practice!" On another occasion someone asked, "I agree in principle with what you are saying but what about the grey areas?" What she really meant was, "What you are saying can be applied to straightforward situations but the real world is rarely that straightforward and simple!" Yes, in the real world, we need to deal with people with different standards & who operate by different principles than those advocated by Scripture. Can Christians be expected to live biblically and still succeed in a world where the agenda has largely been set by those with little regard for biblical standards? Note however, that the Bible is addressed to our fallen world and its teaching is meant to be lived out in it. Cf the parable of the two builders which concludes the Sermon on the Mount . . . One reason for the rapid growth of the early church in the first three centuries was the seriousness with which the early Christians obeyed Scripture. In a thoroughly pragmatic society where even religion was manipulated to further one's own ends, the consistency & integrity of the early Christians stood out & impressed. Christians took the words of Jesus seriously & were prepared to lose their lives rather than compromise & deny him. This seriousness of commitment was reflected in every facet of their lives-in their confession of Christ; in marriage and family life; in business & in public life. I believe it was harder to live Christianly in that society that it is to live Christianly in Singapore today. And yet they did.

How Biblical Are Our Christian Ethics?

Some may be wondering why I appear to be labouring the obvious. Of course Christians ought to abide by God's word, even in our fallen world. However, let me ask how biblical are our Christian ethics? We may think we are living Christianly in our place of work but our 'Christian' ethics' may not be consistently biblical! Let me suggest some possible reasons for this. 

1. Ethical Blind-spots

Christians may have ethical blind-spots either individually or as a community. The former justification of apartheid by the Dutch Reformed church of South Africa is one conspicuous example of an ethical blind-spot. Blind spots in Singapore may include a mammonism which manifests itself in indulgent affluence. To me, it is almost unbelievable what Christians can spend on housing and furnishings, & the amount we can spend on food! I believe another Singaporean blind-spot is piracy! That is, blatant copying of copyrighted material whether music, books or software. This has probably lessened with legislation. However, while the commercial sale of pirated material has dropped considerably due to detection & penalisation, private copying may be continuing apace.

I recall one Christian leader justifying the use of pirated computer software on the grounds of the need to be wise & faithful in the way we use the money God has entrusted to us. For him it was not right to spend so much of God's money on licensed software! Mmmmm!

I read with sympathy the following statement in Anne Wilcox's Building Bible Study Skills, "The material in this study represents a considerable investment of effort, skill, time & finances from both the author & the publisher. If this material is photocopied & circulated to avoid buying a workbook for each student, the author is defrauded of duly earned royalties, & the publisher does not sell enough copies to support the publication."

2. Keeping one step above the world?

We may think we are being Christian because we consciously seek to keep one step above the world. In itself, this practice is commendable, but it may not be enough, for the world is usually more than one step below Scripture! Furthermore, as the world's standards drop so do Christian standards, most times, though presumably by one step less!   The following diagram gives an idea of what I mean here. Explain . . . .
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In reality, it is the world more than Scripture, which determines our standards. In Malaysia & countries where we can drive at high speeds for longer periods of time, it is possible to become so accustomed to the high speed that when we slow down we appear to be going much slower than we really are. . . . .Sometimes I have had to look twice at the speedometer! In periods of social change, when expectations & values are changing, biblical norms may appear more conservative and outdated than usual!

But we must not allow ourselves to be deceived. Just as a driver must go by the speedometer rather than his feelings, so we must go by Scripture rather than by what we 'feel' or 'sense' to be right or wrong.

Take the area of honesty. Christians generally try to be honest, at least not clearly dishonest. But the standard of comparison is often current practice rather than the Bible. And because we try to keep to a standard that is better than current practice we may be lulled & deceived into thinking that we are doing okay as a Christian. We probably are doing better than most. But our standard may still fall short of biblical standards. We may be aware that this is so & yet still not feel bad about it! Why? Because we think that it is too idealistic, unrealistic & impractical to fully live out biblical standards of truthfulness & honesty in our fallen world.

We need to be reminded just how much God cares about honesty & integrity! The Bible clearly teaches the importance of truth, honesty and integrity. These are part & parcel of God's character (Psalm 31.5; 57.3; 96.13; 108.4; 119.89) therefore truthfulness & integrity ought to characterise God's children (Exodus 20.16, Psalm 51.6). Listen for example, to the words of Psalm 101.7, "No one who practises deceit will dwell in my house; no one who speaks falsely will stand in my presence!"  These words tell us just how deeply God feels about truthfulness & integrity! Those who practise deceit & speak falsely will not enjoy the presence of God.

A number of examples of God's desire for honesty & integrity are drawn from the marketplace. For example, the Bible condemns 'dishonest scales and false weights', (Proverbs 16.11; Amos 8.5; Micah 6.9?12).

Let me quote at some length from Dr Packer, "Evangelical Christians have become sensitive over the past years about the sanctity of life. Thank God we have! But is it not high time we developed an equally sensitive conscience about the sanctity of truth. Have you ever wondered why, (in James chapter 5) following a solemn call to patience under pressure & before an equally solemn call to sustained prayerfulness, James inserts: 'above all, my brothers, do not swear . . . let your yes be yes, and your no be no, or you will be condemned,' (James 5.12) . . . James only echoes Jesus (Matthew 5.34-37) in requiring plain, honest truth at all times, & no doubt his reason for making the point here is that he knows how those under pressure can be tempted to affirm untruths in order to get out from under. But why above all? Why does James treat total truthfulness as so very important? Because, I think, he knows that nothing corrupts character so quickly or deeply as habits of deception and untruth. There is no Christ-like consistency, no deep-level discipleship, without a passion for truth everywhere. I suggest we need to consider our ways." (Christianity Today, February 17, 1989, p 11)

Now a passion for truth does not mean a naive transparency that just begs to be exploited. For example, a Christian businessman is not being unchristian in driving a hard bargain but he should not drive a harsh bargain and certainly not a dishonest one! We should tell a person whether he is a client, colleague, subordinate, or a senior, what he or she has a right to know in any given situation & we should be truthful when we do so even if being truthful may appear to place us at a disadvantage. How easily Christians can begin to justify the half-truth or the 'white' lie for this or that situation. Especially when such half-truths and white lies are common practice. This leads me to the third point. 

3. Conforming to the world

Many Christians are not sufficiently aware of how much they have conformed to the world. Not sufficiently aware because the process is often very subtle and therefore not resisted. I used to study by the light that came through my bedroom window. Towards evening the light would dim with the setting of the sun. However, because my eyes constantly adjusted to the gradual change I was not aware of how dark it had become until my mother switched on the light. Unless Christians are confronted with the light of God's word and/or the life of a consistent Christian, they may not be aware of how much they have conformed to the world. Cf Seeping gas in the kitchen . . .

I have noticed we find it easy to use the phrase 'grey areas' whenever we talk about the application of biblical ethics to the real world situation.

But how grey grey is is partly conditioned by the perspective from which we view the area concerned. To people inside a darkened cinema whose eyes have adjusted to the lack of light the cinema appears relatively bright but to someone who has just come in from the light of day outside, the theatre may appear pitch black. The same level of light but to one it is grey, to another it is black? Are the grey areas really grey? Or do they look grey to us because we have been conditioned by the world's darkness?

I'm not denying that there are grey areas where it would be presumptuous to prescribe a cut & dried solution & I am aware that the problem may be heightened when the Bible has no specific word to say, leaving us with the difficult responsibility of determining the relevant principles that bear upon the situation. But I am saying that if we were more thoroughly grounded in, & faithful to Scripture &less conditioned by the world-views around us, we would see some grey areas for what they really are-black.

What are some of the subtle, unhealthy worldly influences which we need to be alert to? I am sure we would all agree that one of the greatest dangers lies with materialism, especially in a society which focuses so much on materialistic productivity and achievement.

Many Christians have been bluffed by the world into thinking of mammon as the measure of true value. I remember about twenty years ago holding in my hands $15,000 cash which had been entrusted to me to bank. I was surprised at the sense of power & possession that came over me as I held that money! Perhaps for the first time in my life, I could understand how people can believe money means power, possessions, success, contentment, happiness.

However, Jesus made it clear that true value & true contentment lie, not in mammon, but in God (Matthew 6.19?24; Mark 8.36). The apostle Paul taught that, "the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil (& that) godliness with contentment is great gain!"  (1 Timothy 6.10, 6). Great gain indeed!

In the parable of the Rich Fool, Jesus warned people against thinking that life consisted in an abundance of possessions (Luke 12.13?21). Wealth itself is not excluded but Christians should not be preoccupied with seeking it, nor be selfish in its use!

My friend Paul told me of the time he was at the Sydney International Airport waiting for his friends, a missionary family to Africa, to come out from customs. The flight had come in from Paris and Paul found himself admiring the emerging passengers dressed in the latest fashions. So it came as a bit of a shock to him when his friends came out dressed in their well-worn unfashionable clothes! What a contrast they presented!

For a moment Paul felt a wave of pity sweep over him for them & then he had to kick himself & remind himself that his friends possessed true treasure.

Don Carson commenting on Matthew 6.19?21, writes, " In Canada, freshly fallen snow is usually dry and powdery … A large field of new snow is so inviting. If you look fixedly at your feet and try to cross the field in a straight line, you will make a most erratic pattern. If instead you fix your eye on a tree or boulder on the other side & walk straight toward it, the path you leave will be quite remarkably straight... Such illustrations teach us that we tend to move toward the object on which we fix our gaze. In the same way, our lives drift relentlessly toward the spot where our treasures are stored, because our hearts will take us there. To follow Jesus faithfully, entails therefore, a consistent development of our deepest loves, to train ourselves to adopt an unswerving loyalty to kingdom values and to delight in all that God approves."  (The Sermon on the Mount, Baker, 1982, 77f)

Society today however, tells us that the good life is to be found in fine condominium living or in possession of the perfect driving machine or in the enjoyment of something which will be the envy of others. We are constantly bombarded by such propaganda through the media, through our conversations & through what is all around us. We must consciously resist it.

4. Follow our consciences?

Christians may feel safe in following their consciences because they think that the conscience is the instrument of the Holy Spirit. What is conscience? What does it do? It is a warning system which sends out alarm signals when we are about to deviate from our moral standards & values in thought, word or deed. The conscience does not itself determine these standards and values. These are determined by parental upbringing, schooling, peer group influences, religious teaching, societal norms & the like. Our conscience has no independent existence. It is more like a sundial than a magnetic compass. Elaborate . . .?

Cf Martial arts hero feeling guilty at loving & forgiving the murderer of his parents . . .

Cf Professor Nigel Lee . . .

Unlike our martial arts hero, Professor Lee's conscience allowed & approved his forgiveness of his father's murderer because it was thoroughly grounded in Scripture! Our conscience is tied to our moral standards. Thus our conscience is only as reliable as our moral standards are biblical!

Following our conscience is no guarantee that we will be doing the will of God. Furthermore, the voice of conscience can be drowned out by the many insistent voices which call to us from the world.

The voice of conscience which tells us not to cut corners but to have honest dealings can be silenced by the endless persistent, pervasive pressure to compromise.

It is so easy to rationalise & justify behaviour which is unbiblical! We may pass the buck. The fault really lies with my boss. If he paid me a decent salary & set a realistic quota I wouldn't have to resort to such things. Or, but you should understand that that's the way they do business over there. Everyone does it. You just have to go along with it!

So the voice of conscience is stilled & conscience itself becomes more & more de-sensitised. We may even reason that if it is so wrong in God's eyes, then why do we do not feel bad about it? Why doesn't God convict us? Thus again we pass the buck.

So these are some of the reasons why the 'Christian' stand we take, may not be consistently biblical. Thus, right at the outset, when we seek to stand for the Lord in our workplace, we need to ask him to help us to do so biblically and consistently. We must let his word determine our standards & practices - not our surroundings, not what everyone else does, not even what our conscience may dictate, but what Scripture says.

Only then will our 'Christian' ethics be consistently biblical!
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