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CONTENT OVERVIEW 

 
1. Introduction: What makes Christian Ethics? Justification for studying ethics 
2. Christianity, utilitarianism and deontology 
3. The Nature of Philosophical Ethics: Virtues 
4. The Biblical basis of and types of Christian Ethics 
5. Reason and affections in ethics; liberation theology and ethics 
6. Nature as a source of ethics; evolution/science and ethics 
7. Sexual Ethics, part 1 
8. Sexual Ethics, part 2 
9. The ethics of distributive justice, part 1 
10. The ethics of distributive justice, part 1 
11. Issues at the beginning and end of life; abortion, care of the dying, euthanasia; bioethics 
12. Violence: The ethics of retributive justice: punishment and control ; war and peace 

 
 
ASSESSMENT TASKS AND DUE DATES 

Assessment tasks involve the following: 

1.  Participation in Online Discussion Forums 
Learning outcomes: 1, 2, 3, 4 
Due dates: Midnight Sunday at the end of semester weeks 2, 3, 6, 

7, 9, 12 
Percentage weighting: 20% 
Length: 250 words initial post, followed by at least one 50 word 

response 
 

Students will be expected to join in online discussion on ethical dilemmas from 
newspapers or recent movies, as explained in the learning guide. Each week noted 
above you will make an initial posting.   In addition to your initial posting, you will be 
required to make at least one response posting of at least 50 words which interacts with 
what your fellow students have said. Each response posting must be within 7 calendar 
days of the due date for the initial posting. 

2.  Case Study assignment  
Learning Outcomes:  1, 2   
Due date:  Midnight Sunday at the end of semester week 8 
Percentage weighting:  35% 
Length:  1500 words 

 
Give an analysis of one of the following ethical problems in terms of deontological and 
utilitarian modes of thinking. How does a virtue perspective or other Christian 
perspective modify the more rational/secular approach? To what extent is this an 
individual issue? To what extent is it a social consideration? 
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A. You are the Director of a small charity. You are always finding it hard to get funds – 
fundraising in difficult economic times is challenging. A few paid workers are 
hanging on to their jobs, and the fate of an NGO that has been built up with hard 
work over many years is at stake. You have the opportunity to accept significant 
amounts of money from the Lottery Fund. You discover that these funds involve not 
just Lottery but also pokie machines and other forms of hard core gambling. On the 
other hand you know if you accept the money at least it will go to a good cause. But 
you think some of your constituency might be troubled by accepting the proceeds of 
gambling. This money would make all the difference. What should you do?  And 
how would you justify it one way or the other? 

B. You discover that the maker of your favourite shoes, let’s call them Jikes, is using 
slave labour in sweat shops in Asia. This is a pain because you are frightfully busy 
and don’t have time to go around town looking for other brands in other shops. Your 
own work and your children and family seem to be more important than these 
distant exploited workers.  But the news about the company has been in the news 
recently and you can’t help knowing about it, and the evidence given in the articles 
is very credible. Should you give up buying these shoes?  And should you do it 
publicly or privately. Should you send the Jikes company a message?  Should you 
try to organise consumer resistance to the company?  Or is it acceptable to try to 
avoid this knowledge and go on buying the shoes? 

C. You have become convinced that animals like pigs are sentient and intelligent, even 
if they aren’t made in the image of God. You think they suffer when they are herded 
onto trucks and taken to freezing works to be slaughtered. Moreover, you have 
become convinced that the conditions under which many pigs are raised is 
inhumane. Should you give up eating pork? Should you go out of your way to find 
pork that is farm-raised?  Should their sentience matter?  You are already operating 
on a budget and your children love bacon and are otherwise picky eaters – what 
should you do? 

D. You are an emerging medical doctor. You have sat your final exams and you are 
going to a one year residency in your dream job. You and your family are heavily in 
debt. On a date with a relatively new boyfriend you both get a little inebriated and 
you sleep with him, mainly because you didn’t have the energy to resist him. It 
wasn’t exactly date rape, but nor was it fully consensual. You realize afterwards that 
you certainly don’t want to marry him or spend the rest of your life with him. Later, 
you ignore the signs of pregnancy for a few months, in denial, thinking you are just 
under pressure. Then you discover that you are 2 ½ months pregnant. A pregnancy 
would interfere with your plans in a very big way. It would also be embarrassing. 
Professionals are meant to have better control of their lives than this. You do want 
children, but not in these circumstances. On the other hand you know that if you 
brought the pregnancy to term you would not want to give it up for adoption. What 
should you do? 

 
3.  Essay 

Learning Outcomes:  1, 2, 3, 4 
Due date:  Midnight Sunday of Exam Week  
Percentage weighting:  45% 
Length:  3500 words 

 
Choose one of the following three essay options.  Include well-documented scholarly 
sources, make use of course materials, use at least three journal articles, and draw 
on media sources.  As part of your essay, integrate your growing understanding of the 

social dimensions of ethics and the relationship between virtues and communities.  
Reflect on the role of Christian communities and the wider social consequences and 
power structures that might be relevant to your topic. 

EITHER: 
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a) Write an essay on story and ethics. How do stories prime our emotions and 
intuitions?  Do stories help or hinder the solving of ethical problems?  
 

OR: 
b) Choose one topic from the following list: 

 Eugenics 

 Abortion 

 Euthanasia 

 Environmental ethics 

 Homosexuality 

 War.  
 
Build a case for how you think this issue should be dealt with in the church. As you 
do so, consider the following questions:  

 How has the topic developed historically, and what particular circumstances 
make a difference now? 

 What are some of the arguments on both sides out there in the public 
sphere?  

 Do people disagree on the basis of facts, deep values, intellectual 
misunderstandings, or emotions?  

 How does science contribute to this issue?  

 What issues in Christian theology are pertinent here?   

 Show how a Christian/virtue approach might change the terms of debate.  
Acknowledge those who have a different approach to your issue and make some 
attempt to answer them. 
 

OR: 
c) Choose a topic that is now emerging (a topic in bioethics, or new technologies) and 

do a similar analysis to the above (b). You might be looking at different and 
emerging sciences in the interactive part. 

 
 
CRITERIA FOR ASSESSMENT 

 
1. Online discussion forums 

Before beginning your first online discussion, please see the grading grid (rubric) on the 
“online discussion grading guide and indicative mid-semester feedback” on Moodle for 
further details on how these criteria will be applied. 

a) Engagement with material 
b) Constructive engagement with others 
c) A deepening critical understanding of the complexity of ethical decision making and 

virtuous practice in relation to Christian character 
d) Structure and presentation 
e) Timeliness 

2. Case study assignment 

a) Makes comprehensive use of course readings and material  
b) Analyses the facts of the Case as far as these can be ascertained 
c) Critically evaluates the different conclusions reached from different ethical starting 

points 
d) Critically evaluates how a Christian and virtue view might challenge, endorse or change 

this thinking 
e) Shows substantial understanding of virtue ethics or social and justice issues 
f) Gives evidence of how thinking has been challenged or changed in this area 
g) Clear grammar and language use, overall coherence, correct referencing 
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3. Essay 

a) Answer is directed to all parts of the question, is focussed, clear and well-written 
b) Critical engagement with textbooks and other relevant material, and with the various 

modes of ethical thinking. Uses at least three journal articles 
c) Gives evidence from the media of how this issue is portrayed and how it is relevant 
d) Ability is displayed to critically analyse and integrate theoretical and applied ethics 
e) Depth of understanding is shown of the place of ethics in Christian faith 
f) Clear grammar and language use, overall coherence, correct referencing 
g) Expresses some understanding of the communal aspects of this issue 

 
 
LEARNING HOURS 

 
Task Hours  

  
Reading and preparation 50 hours 
Online discussion  25 hours 
Case study assignment 30 hours 
Essay 45 hours 
 150 hours 

 
 
TEXTBOOKS 
 

The following textbook is required for this course: 

 
Messer, Neil G. Christian Ethics. SCM Studyguide.  London: SCM Press, 2006. 

 
 
SELECT BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 

E-books 

Gill, Robin, ed. The Cambridge Companion to Christian Ethics.  Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001.  

O’Brien, Kevin J.  An Ethics of Biodiversity: Christianity, Ecology and the Variety of Life.  
Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 2010. 

Wink, Walter. Jesus and Nonviolence: A Third Way. Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003. 

Wright, Tom.  Virtue Reborn.  London: SPCK, 2010. 

 

Available on Kindle 

Boyd, Craig. A Shared Morality: A Narrative Defense of Natural Law Ethics. Grand Rapids: 
Brazos, 2007.  

 

Paper books 

Ackerman, Peter, and Jack DuVall. A Force More Powerful: A Century of Nonviolent 
Conflict, New York: Palgrave, 2000. 

Arendt, Hannah. The Human Condition, 2nd ed. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1998. 
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Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American Life. University of 

California Press, 1985. 

Berger, Peter, L. The Sacred Canopy: Elements of a Sociological Theory of Religion. New 
York: Anchor Books, 1967, 1990. 

Bonhoeffer, Dietrich.  Ethics.  Ed. Clifford J. Green, Trans. Reinhard Krauss, Charles C. 
West, and Douglas W. Stott. Minneapolis: Fortress, 2005. 

 
Boulton, Wayne G., Thomas D. Kennedy, and Allen Verhey, eds. From Christ to the World: 

Introductory Readings in Christian Ethics. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994. 

Boyd, Craig. A Shared Morality: A Narrative Defense of Natural Law Ethics. Grand Rapids: 

Brazos, 2007.  

 
Brueggemann, Walter. The Bible and Postmodern Imagination. Augsburg/Fortress, 1993. 
 
Dayton, Donald W., Discovering an Evangelical Heritage, Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 

1988. 
 
Deane-Drummond, Celia E. Bronislaw Szerszynski and Robin Grove-White eds. Re-

Ordering Nature:  Theology, Society and the New Genetics, London: T & T Clark 
Ltd, 2003. 

 
Deane-Drummond, Celia E. Wonder and Wisdom: Conversations in Science, Spirituality, 

and Theology. Philadelphia: Templeton Foundation Press, 2006. 

Ellul, Jacques.  The Ethics of Freedom,  trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley. Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1976. 

 
Ellul, Jacques. The Ethics of Freedom, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley. Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1976.  
 
Fee, Cherith Nordlin. “Embodied, Human, Sexual.” Perspectives Journal, November 2007: 

http://www.rca.org/page.aspx?pid=3596 

Gill, Robin, ed. The Cambridge Companion to Christian Ethics.  Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001.  

 
Gill, Robin, ed. New Studies in Christian Ethics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2006. 
 
Gill, Robin. A Textbook of Modern Christian Ethics, 3rd Ed. Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2006. 

 
Gill, Robin. New Challenges for Christians: From Test-Tube Babies to Euthanasia. London: 

SPCK, 2010. 

Gilligan, Carol. In a Different Voice? Psychological Theory and Women’s Development. 
Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 1993. 

 
Goddard, Andrew. A Pocket Guide to Ethical Issues. Oxford: Lion, 2006. 

Grenz, Stanley.  Sexual Ethics: A Biblical Perspective.  Waco: Word, 1990. 

Gustafson, James M.  Ethics from a Theocentric Perspective, 2 vols. Chicago U.P., 1981, 
1984. 

Gustafson, James M.  Theology and Christian Ethics.  Philadelphia: Pilgrim Press, 1974. 
 

http://www.rca.org/page.aspx?pid=3596
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Hart, Colin. The Ethics of Jesus, Grove Ethical Series 107. Cambridge: Grove Books, 1997. 

 
Hauerwas, Stanley. The Peaceable Kingdom: A Primer of Christian Ethics, Notre Dame, 
1983 

Hauerwas, Stanley. A Community of Character: Toward a Constructive Christian Social 
Ethic.  Notre Dame; Ind: University of Notre Dame, 1981. 

Hays, Richard B.  The Moral Vision of the New Testament: A Contemporary Introduction to 
New Testament Ethics. Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1996. 

 
Hollinger, Dennis P.  Choosing the Good: Christian Ethics in a Complex World.  Grand 

Rapids: Baker Academic, 2002. 
 
Jones, Gareth and Mary Byrne, eds. Stem Cell Research and Cloning: Contemporary 
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Niebuhr, Helmut Richard, Christ and Culture. New York: Harper San Francisco, 1951. 

Niebuhr, Reinhold, Love and Justice: Selections from the Shorter Writings of Reinhold 
Niebuhr. Ed. D. B. Robertson. Louisville, Ky.; Westminster: John Knox Press, 1992, 

c1957. 

O’Donovan, Oliver. Resurrection and Moral Order: An Outline for Evangelical Ethics. 
Leicester: IVP, 1986. 

Peters, Ted. The Stem Cell Debate. Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007. 
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Ramsey, Paul.  Basic Christian Ethics. London: SCM, 1950. 
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Rosenstand, Nina. The Moral of the Story: An Introduction to Ethics, 5th ed. Boston: 
McGraw Hill, 2005. 

Sanders, Jack T.  Ethics in the New Testament: Change and Development. Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 1975. 

Sommers, Christina Hoff and Fred Sommers. Vice and Virtue in Everyday Life: Introductory 
Readings in Ethics, 8th ed. Belmont: Wadsworth, 2009. 

Wogaman, J. Philip and Douglas M. Strong, eds. Readings in Christian Ethics: A Historical 
Sourcebook.  Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996. 

Wogaman, J. Philip.  Christian Ethics: A Historical Introduction.  London: SPCK, 1994. 
 
Wolterstorff, Nicholas. Justice: Rights and Wrongs. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

2010. 
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