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Using the Old Testament for Ethical Guidance 

 

Question: If God’s Word said nothing about murder, would it still be wrong to murder?  

 

I.      The basis for ethical decisions: 

To some degree this is some review… but we need to come to a conclusion on how/what we 
base our ethical decisions on. Grudem posits to us that using the Ten Commandments of the Old 
Testament is the best basis. This is a lengthy chapter because it is a lengthy argument for doing 
this. Many believe that the O.T. is no longer a moral authority especially for the Christian…. So 
we will take a couple of weeks laying out this idea.  

But first, a few descriptions of different view of a basis for ethical decisions. This will lead us to 
(hopefully) the conclusion that the ONLY, as Geissler says, good basis is the divine-command 
view. Which is the view that removes the limitations of man by elevating the basis to God.  

         A.      Different world views. 

                   1.      “Might is right”—what is right is determined by power (physical, mental, 
                             material, political. 

                             a.      Problem?—most people do not see a relationship between goodness and 
                                      power. “Power tends to corrupt” not make better.   

                   2.      “Morals are mores”—Right is determined by the group to which one belongs. 
                             Mores are customs and morals of any given group. 

                             a.      Problem?—Just because a practice “is” does not mean the practice is  
                                      good. If each community is right, there would be no way to solve 
                                      conflicts between differing communities (a unification factor). 

                   3.      “Man is the measure”—right is measured by an individuals will. Right is what 
                            is right to me. 

                            a.      Problem?—This would lead to chaos. If everyone did their own thing,  
                                     there never could be unity in society. 

                   4.      “The race is right”—Since individualism and individual communities lead to 
                            problems in ethical decisions, the only thing left is the entire human race.  

                            b.      Problem?—Just as a group of people can be wrong, so could the entire 
                                     human race be wrong. Humanity would need to be without error (perfect). 

                   5.      “Right is moderation”—always take the moderate course between extremes  
                            (Aristotle’s “The golden mean”). 

                            b.      Problem?—What if what is right requires the extreme course? 
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                  6.      “There is no right”—The antinomian response—All things thought to be 
                           “ought” are actually just “I feel”. 

                  7.      “Right is what brings pleasure”—The epicurean concept of hedonism. 

                  8.      “Right is the greatest good for the race”—Utilitarian—the greatest good for the 
                           greatest number of people.  

                  9.      “Good is undefinable”—good is only known intuitionally.  

                  10.    “Good is what God wills”—Only a divine source can transcend the limitations 
                            in all other views.  

 

“The Mosaic covenant, which began when God gave the Ten Commandments at Mt. Sinai 
(Exodus 20), was terminated when Christ died, and Christians now live instead under the 
provisions of the New Covenant. However the Old Testament is still a valuable source of ethical 
wisdom when it is understood in accordance with the ways in which the New Testament authors 
continue to us the Old Testament for ethical teaching and in light of the changes brought about 
by the New Covenant.”   W. Grudem 
 

II.     God and His covenants with man. 

         A.      The Old Testament has several covenants that were made between God and His  
                  people.  

                  1.      Noahic Covenant 

                  2.      Abrahamic Covenant 

                  3.      Mosaic Covenant 

         B.      Covenant definition—an unchangeable, divinely imposed legal agreement between 
                    God and man that stipulates the conditions of their relationship. 

III.    The Mosaic Covenant has come to an end.  

         A.      Jeremiah 31-31 

31 “Behold, days are coming,” declares the Lord, “when I will make a new covenant with 
the house of Israel and the house of Judah, 32 not like the covenant which I made with 
their fathers on the day I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt, My 
covenant which they broke, although I was a husband to them,” declares the Lord. 33 “For 
this is the covenant which I will make with the house of Israel after those days,” declares 
the Lord: “I will put My law within them and write it on their heart; and I will be their 
God, and they shall be My people.       

          B.      The New Testament gospels introduce the New Covenant: 
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                    1.      Luke 22:20—“This cup that is poured out for you is the new covenant in my 
                             blood.”   

                    2.      Matthew 26:28—“For this is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out 
                             for many for the forgiveness of sins.” 

The actual beginning of the New Covenant was when Jesus shed His blood on the cross just a 
few hours after that last supper.  

           C.      Paul’s contrast of the old and the new covenants. 

                    1.      2 Corinthians 3:7-14 

 2 Corinthians 3:7-14 

7 But if the ministry of death, engraved in letters on stones, came [a]with glory so that the 
sons of Israel could not look intently at the face of Moses because of the glory of his face, 
fading as it was, 8 how will the ministry of the Spirit fail to be even more with glory? 9 For 
if the ministry of condemnation has glory, much more does the ministry of righteousness 
excel in glory. 10 For indeed what had glory in this case has no glory, because of the glory 
that surpasses it. 11 For if that which fades away was [b]with glory, much more that which 
remains is in glory. 

12 Therefore, having such a hope, we use great boldness in our speech, 13 and we are not 
like Moses, who used to put a veil over his face so that the sons of Israel would not stare at 
the end of what was fading away. 14 But their minds were hardened; for until this very day 
at the reading of the old covenant the same veil [c]remains unlifted, because it is removed 
in Christ.       

           D.      Hebrews 8-10 presents the argument that Christ has a ministry that is better than the 
                    Old Covenant. 

Hebrews 8:6-13        

7 For if that first covenant had been free of fault, no [a]circumstances would have been 
sought for a second. 8 For in finding fault with [b]the people, He says, 

“Behold, days are coming, says the Lord, 

[c]When I will bring about a new covenant 

With the house of Israel and the house of Judah, 

9 Not like the covenant which I made with their fathers 

On the day I took them by the hand 

To bring them out of the land of Egypt; 

For they did not continue in My covenant, 
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And I did not care about them, says the Lord. 

10 For this is the covenant which I will make with the house of Israel 

After those days, declares the Lord: 

[d]I will put My laws into their minds, 

And write them on their hearts. 

And I will be their God, 

And they shall be My people. 

11 And they will not teach, each one his fellow citizen, 

And each one his brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ 

For they will all know Me, 

From [e]the least to the greatest of them. 

12 For I will be merciful toward their wrongdoings, 

And their sins I will no longer remember.” 

13 [f]When He said, “A new covenant,” He has made the first obsolete. But whatever is 
becoming obsolete and growing old is [g]about to disappear. 

Hebrews 9:1 

9 Now even the first covenant had regulations for divine worship and the earthly 
sanctuary. 

Hebrews 9:11-15 

11 But when Christ appeared as a high priest of the good things [a]having come, He 
entered through the greater and more perfect [b]tabernacle, not made by hands, that is, 
not of this creation; 12 and not through the blood of goats and calves, but through His own 
blood, He entered the holy place once for all time, [c]having obtained eternal redemption. 
13 For if the blood of goats and bulls, and the [d]ashes of a heifer sprinkling those who 
have been defiled, sanctify for the [e]cleansing of the flesh, 14 how much more will the 
blood of Christ, who through [f]the eternal Spirit offered Himself without blemish to God, 
cleanse your conscience from dead works to serve the living God? 

15 For this reason He is the mediator of a new covenant, so that, since a death has taken 
place for the redemption of the violations that were committed under the first covenant, 
those who have been called may receive the promise of the eternal inheritance. 

        E.      Paul affirms the Old Covenant is no longer applicable to us—Galatians 3:24-26 

Galatians 3:24-26 
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24 Therefore the Law has become our [a]guardian to lead us to Christ, so that we may be 
justified by faith. 25 But now that faith has come, we are no longer under a [b]guardian. 26 
For you are all sons and daughters of God through faith in Christ Jesus. 

IV.   Specific Old Covenant obligations no longer required for Christians. 

        A.      Christians no longer must offer O.T. sacrifices.  

                  1.      Hebrews 7-10; 13:15 

Hebrews 13:15 

15 Through Him then, let’s continually offer up a sacrifice of praise to God, that is, the 
fruit of lips praising His name. 

        B.      Christians no longer must be circumcised—Galatians 5:2-4 

2 Look! I, Paul, tell you that if you have yourselves circumcised, Christ will be of no benefit 
to you. 3 And I testify again to every man who has himself circumcised, that he is obligated 
to keep the whole Law. 4 You have been severed from Christ, you who [a]are seeking to be 
justified by the [b]Law; you have fallen from grace. 

        C.      Christians no longer must follow the O.T. food laws. 

                 1.       Jesus declared all food clean—Mark 7:19 

19 because it does not go into his heart, but into his stomach, and [a]is eliminated?” 
(Thereby He declared all foods clean.) 

Romans 14:20 

20 Do not tear down the work of God for the sake of food. All things indeed are clean, but 
they are evil for the person who eats [a]and causes offense. 

        D.      Christians no longer must observe Sabbath and other festivals—Colossians 2:16-17  

16 Therefore, no one is to [a]act as your judge in regard to food and drink, or in respect to 
a festival or a new moon, or a Sabbath [b]day— 17 things which are only a shadow of what 
is to come; but the [c]substance [d]belongs to Christ. 

        E.      Christians no longer must follow laws regulating the civil government of Israel.  

                 1.      Now Christians are instructed to follow the laws and authorities in their nation— 
                          Romans 13:7; 1 Peter 2:13-14, 17 

Romans 13:1-7 

13 Every [a]person is to be subject to the governing authorities. For there is no authority except 
[b]from God, and those which exist are established by God. 2 Therefore [c]whoever resists 
authority has opposed the ordinance of God; and they who have opposed will receive 
condemnation upon themselves. 3 For rulers are not a cause of fear for [d]good behavior, but for 
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evil. Do you want to have no fear of authority? Do what is good and you will have praise from 
the same; 4 for it is a servant of God to you for good. But if you do what is evil, be afraid; for it 
does not bear the sword for nothing; for it is a servant of God, an avenger who brings wrath on 
the one who practices evil. 5 Therefore it is necessary to be in subjection, not only because of 
wrath, but also for the sake of conscience. 6 For because of this you also pay taxes, for rulers are 
servants of God, devoting themselves to this very thing. 7 Pay to all what is due them: tax to 
whom tax is due; custom to whom custom; [e]respect to whom [f]respect; honor to whom honor. 

1 Peter 2:13-14 

13 Submit yourselves for the Lord’s sake to every human institution, whether to a king as 
the one in authority, 14 or to governors as sent [a]by him for the punishment of evildoers 
and the praise of those who do right. 

1 Peter 2:17 

17 Honor all people, love the brotherhood, fear God, honor the [a]king. 

                    2.      The relationship between the church and state according to Jesus: Matthew 
                             22:17 

Matthew 22:17-22 

17 Tell us then, what do You think? Is it [a]permissible to pay a [b]poll-tax to Caesar, or 
not?” 18 But Jesus perceived their [c]malice, and said, “Why are you testing Me, you 
hypocrites? 19 Show Me the coin used for the poll-tax.” And they brought Him a 
[d]denarius. 20 And He *said to them, “Whose image and inscription is this?” 21 They 
*said to Him, “Caesar’s.” Then He *said to them, “Then pay to Caesar the things that are 
Caesar’s; and to God the things that are God’s.” 22 And hearing this, they were amazed; 
and they left Him and went away. 

           F.       Reasons why the Mosaic covenant was terminated. 

                     1.      The Mosaic covenant was established by God for only a temporary period. 

                              a.      Paul in Galatians 3:17-19; 24-25 

Galatians 3:17-19 

17 What I am saying is this: the Law, which came 430 years later, does not invalidate a 
covenant previously ratified by God, so as to nullify the promise. 18 For if the inheritance is 
[a]based on law, it is no longer [b]based on a promise; but God has granted it to Abraham 
by means of a promise. 

19 Why the Law then? It was added on account of the [c]violations, having been ordered 
through angels at the hand of a [d]mediator, until the Seed would come to whom the 
promise had been made. 

Galatians 3:24-25 
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24 Therefore the Law has become our [a]guardian to lead us to Christ, so that we may be 
justified by faith. 25 But now that faith has come, we are no longer under a [b]guardian. 

The law was given to show us our sin and to restrain our sin, until Christ comes. 

                    2.      The Mosaic covenant was intended to be fulfilled by Christ—Romans 10:4 

Romans 10:4 

4 For Christ is the [a]end of the Law for righteousness to everyone who believes. 

                   3.      The Mosaic covenant was established to govern God’s people while they 
                            constituted a separate Jewish nation before Christ came, but was not intended 
                            for a time when God’s people would have no nation of their own but live as  
                            citizens of all nations. 

This is why Paul said for us to be subject to the governing authorities Romans 13. There is a 
distinct difference between the church and state. The church does not exist as a nation set apart 
from all other nations of the world. People from all nations can become a part of the church 
worldwide. 

                   4.      The Mosaic law could not impart spiritual life or empower people to obey it. 

                            a.      Romans 8:2-4 

Romans 8:2-4 

2 For the law of the Spirit of life [a]in Christ Jesus has set you free from the law of sin and 
of death. 3 For what the Law could not do, [b]weak as it was through the flesh, God did: 
sending His own Son in the likeness of [c]sinful flesh and as an offering for sin, He 
condemned sin in the flesh, 4 so that the requirement of the Law might be fulfilled in us 
who do not walk [d]according to the flesh but [e]according to the Spirit. 

V.      The Mosaic covenant was still in effect during Jesus’s earthly ministry. 

          A.      The New Covenant takes effect only at death. 

Notice that while Jesus was alive, there were temple sacrifices, observation of the Sabbath, food 
regulations, adherence to the law. After He dies, all these things cease. 

          B.      Jesus never violated any law of the Mosaic covenant. He did violate additional rules 
                    made by the rabbis. 

          C.      Much of Jesus’s teaching was about the Kingdom of God both to the time of His 
                    earthly ministry and to the New Covenant age. 

Although Jesus lived under the Old Covenant, He was looking forward to and teaching the New 
Covenant. 

VI      Theonomy. 
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A rather large section on our books is on what is called “Theonomy”. I think it is worth reading, 
but I am going to give you the gist of it and move on.   

          A.      “Theonomy” – God’s Law. 

(Theos = God, nomos = law) 

This is the ethical view of ethics that says that the moral and civil laws of the Mosaic Covenant 
are still in force today. Only the ceremonial portions of the law have ceased due to the coming of 
the New Covenant. 

The argument I think f or us is, is God’s civil law still for us today? The moral laws I think 
arguably are for us today, but the civil laws? This view says they both are… I think we can skim 
this because of the points made in the previous section… 

The Bible supports the termination of the entire Mosaic Covenant to the New Covenant. 

The failure to recognize the purpose of the Old Covenant… for that period of time. 

Grudem—This view brings reproach to the gospels…. This tends to support a form of legalism 
rather than living in the grace of God.  

 

FINAL QUESTION…. In that we have yet to discuss the argument to base ethics on the Ten 
Commandments….. which we will discuss next week…. Can you give any reasons to do so?  

 

            

 


