
Summary of Gordon H. Clark’s Essays on Ethics and Politics

This book is a collection of forty three essays on various aspects of ethics and politics. In this report, I will focus on four main areas, namely, a historical survey of ethics, free will and responsibility, the relationship between Christians and the law of God, and humanism.

The history of ethics may be divided into three sections – ancient, medieval and modern. From the ancient period, Plato was the first to discuss ethics in a systematic way. He adopted a form of asceticism and taught that pleasure was evil. For him, the soul consisted of three parts (from lowest to highest) – desire, spirited principle and intellect, and the three corresponding virtues of the soul are temperance, courage and wisdom. Justice is the fourth virtue which brings harmony to these three levels. Vice occurs when the lower virtue usurps the higher one. Plato thought that no on ever does wrong voluntarily and that ignorance is the cause of vice while knowledge guarantees moral action. For him, the norms of morality were independent of God’s will. Aristotle, unlike Plato, was not interested in religion. For him, happiness was the ultimate end of men, and good is defined in terms of conformity to reason. Moral virtue is the balance between two extremes, and is a matter of developing good habits. Contemplation is man’s highest activity and thus his greatest source of happiness. Aristotle based responsibility on a theory of deliberate choice and voluntary action. Beside Plato and Aristotle, there were two other schools of some importance – Stoics and Epicureans. The Epicureans, like the Cyrenaics before them, accepted hedonism although they did not recommend gross sensual pleasure. Calmer pleasures were to be sought while unjust actions should be avoided since it disturbed pleasure. Epicureans were atomists and taught that atoms occasionally swerved for no reason or cause. Stoicism defined the rational life as a life of virtue and it was not atomistic for nothing in the universe happens without a cause or reason. For Stoics, the divine Reason has intelligently planned all things and thus they denied free will.   

During the medieval period, Augustine and Aquinas were the two most influential philosophers. They based their ideas on scripture but sometimes combined them with pagan theories. Augustine taught that knowledge was but a means to an end and that the end is blessedness. Not all knowledge leads to it although all wisdom does. Corporeal affairs are but a means to higher intellectual activity. Morality is the preparation for the vision of God, and is based on voluntary acts. Unlike Plato and Aristotle, Augustine took into consideration the concept of sin although he struggled with the issue of free will and God’s sovereignty. He eventually acknowledged that God sovereignly acts on man’s wills, e.g. God causes men to believe. Unfortunately after Augustine, the church became semi-pelagian. In the 13th century, Aquinas overthrew Augustinianism and established Aristotelianism in the church. Aquinas distinguished between the intellect and the will, and taught that even God cannot compel the will. One basic factor in Aquinas’ ethics is the theory of natural law. Natural law has been indelibly written in the human heart and cannot be effaced. Men need only to observe themselves to discover them. Two criticisms of Aquinas’ ethics should be considered. Firstly, after the fall, men do not naturally seek the good since all men are sinners and in need of grace. They cannot will to be virtuous. Secondly, natural law cannot absolutely prescribe anything. It is a logical blunder to deduce a normative conclusion from descriptive premises. 

In the modern period, philosophers took a more scientific approach to ethics. Thomas Hobbes observed that all men naturally desire and are motivated only by personal pleasure and are essentially self-seeking. Ethics was descriptive rather than normative. The problem with this is that one cannot get from what ‘is’ to what ‘ought to be’. Joseph Butler also believed that moral obligation can be established by observation. Besides the problem of total depravity, one wonders if the world in all ages has been agreed as to what is right and what is wrong. Butler claimed that personal happiness and the good of others coincide, but this does not seem to coincide with what is observed. Furthermore, should a person follow what seems to be his interest or what seems to be his duty? Jeremy Bentham propounded the theory of utilitarianism which is based on psychological hedonism and says that everyone ought to seek to greatest pleasure for the greatest number. By calculating the amount of pleasure which alternate lines of action produce, one would know which action to choose. Three problems may be noted about Bentham’s theory. Firstly, the calculation of future pleasures is impossible because it is impossible to identify a unit of pleasure and a unit of pain. Even if this calculation were possible, it is practically impossible to count the pleasures of all people living today and in the future. Secondly, this theory can be used by dictators to justify their cruelty. Finally, Bentham gives no reason why one should seek the good of others at the expense of his own. Immanuel Kant proposed a nonhedonistic and non-teleological system in which the moral quality of an act is entirely independent on actual consequences. A moral act must be motivated only be duty and duty is determined by maxims that can be generalized. The problem is that maxims which are contradictory can be generalized, and likewise maxims which contain no self-contradiction, e.g. commit suicide may be generalized. Another problem with Kant’s theory is that it depends on freedom, but freedom is physically impossible, based on his theory of the physical world where everything is determined by mechanical law. Kant’s solution lies in the existence of two worlds – phenomenal and noumenal. The problem with this two world theory is that the same action could be both a mechanical and unavoidable necessity in one world and a free and avoidable action in the other. Kant’s ethics has sometimes been likened to Christian ethics, but this is a bad misunderstanding. Christ, for example, did not teach that it was immoral to seek one’s own good whereas Kant taught that the only motive of a moral act is reverence for law. John Dewey, who was a pragmatist and instrumentalist, did not believe in fixed ethical principles. Nothing is intrinsically good or bad and nothing valuable in and of itself. All values are judged by their consequences, i.e. whether they solve problems. But if there are no intrinsic values, then there is no way to determine between incompatible ideals, and there can be no final goal. Contemporary ethicists like Ayer and Stevenson view ethical propositions as merely expressing one’s own opinion and one’s attempt to induce a similar opinion in others. Such ethics cannot show why one’s opinion is better than another’s.  

In contrast to secular ethics, Christian ethics is based on God’s revelation and particularly the Ten Commandments. Christian ethics presupposes Biblical authority, God’s ability and willingness to communicate His will for man, God’s immutability, and God’s sovereignty. Right or wrong is what God commands or forbids and that is discovered by reading the written revelation.

Another area of ethics which is emphasized in this book is that of free will and responsibility. Morality is based on responsibility. These two cannot be separated. A mechanistic philosophy has no place for either. The Bible bases responsibility on two things, namely, the imposition of the Creator’s commands and the knowledge of His commands. One could define responsibility in terms of being answerable to a superior authority, who both punishes and rewards. But responsibility is not based on free will. Many Christians today think that a denial of free will is a denial of Christianity but they are badly mistaken. Protestantism began by denying free will. Luther and Calvin both rejected it. The Reformers taught that the human will cannot resist God’s will and that God does as He pleases even with the wills of men. Christianity does not deny the existence of natural liberty, i.e. the ability to act voluntarily, but it denies that the will has a liberty of indifference, and that liberty is inconsistent with necessity and thus with predestination. When the Westminster Confession uses the term “natural liberty”, it does not mean that the will is free from the intellect. Rather it means that man’s will is neither forced nor determined absolutely by nature. The Confession repudiates those materialistic philosophies that explain human conduct in terms of physio-chemical law, and thus reduce man to a machine. Responsibility is consistent with determinism and indeed it requires it. Unlike fatalism which teaches that the end is fixed independently of the means, Christianity teaches that the end is foreordained to arrive by means of the means, and to attain the end is the value of the means. On the other hand, indeterminism or free will is not consistent with responsibility since actions are not determined by preceding causes, and one can be a benevolent person or a criminal for no reason at all.        

A third area which this book deals with is the relationship between Christians and the law of God. Some Christians claim that God’s law is irrelevant for the Christian life because we are under grace and not law, and that our daily decisions are directed immediately by the Spirit. The following considerations show that this is a wrong approach to ethics. Firstly, Christ does not just save us from the penalty of sin but He saves us from sin itself. Christians are no longer to serve sin but they are to serve righteousness and to do good works Secondly, sin is defined by the law and unless one knows the law, one cannot know what is sinful. Likewise good works are defined by those things which God has commanded us to do. Thus without the law, good and evil cannot be defined. Thirdly, the Bible is sufficient to guide us into every good work (2 Tim 3:16) and that there is no good work which the Scripture does not prepare us for. What we need is not mystic visions or additional revelations or Romish traditions to guide us. Instead, what we need is a great deal of Bible study.

Historically, legalism has been defined as the teaching that man can merit heaven by his own efforts. Today, legalism has been defined in terms of distinguishing right from wrong by means of rules and commandments. The former is indeed legalism while the latter is true Christianity. Those who despise rules and laws such end up becoming antinomians. The situation ethicists Joseph Fletcher, for example, said that adultery is justified in some cases and that all that is required is love. But love without law is useless because it gives no guidance whatever. 

The fourth area that this book covers is humanism. Humanism is a result of modernism, which rejects everything that cannot be obtained by psychological analysis. The modernists of the 19th century all believed in God but soon, those who were more consistent realized that the term ‘God’ had no value anymore. Humanism is thus atheism and anti-supernaturalism. However, humanism is unable to agree on any definite affirmation or unifying principle. Humanists urge the unity of the human race but they cannot justify this unity. Furthermore, humanism is unable even to show why a person should live rather than commit suicide.
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