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The definition of words is extremely important in conversations and writings. There are two very important words that seem to be misunderstood: morality and ethics.  The word “morality” comes from the Latin word “moralis” and implies conformity to established sanctioned codes or accepted notions of right and wrong (the basic moral values of a community).  The word refers to a code of conduct that has been developed by some subculture.  Ethics comes from the Greek word “Ethikos” and is the branch of philosophy that is concerned with the nature of ultimate value and the standards by which human actions can be judged right or wrong.  You will often see the words used interchangeably and even one used in the definition of the other such as “ethics is a set of moral principles or values”.  However it is important for us to understand the differences between the words and then to always use the words properly.  

Morality is a set of standards of right and wrong behavior that is developed by a subset of people whereas ethics is a set of standards of right and wrong behavior that is developed from principles outside of the societal subset.  “Say what?”  Ok, let me say this with an example.  There are still some subsets of people in the world where cannibalism is an accepted practice in their group and so is morally acceptable to them.  But to most of the world cannibalism is not accepted and is certainly morally condemned by most subsets of the world.  In any particular subset of civilization what is morally acceptable can, and does, change with the passage of time.  To the Christian the outside set of standards of right and wrong behavior is contained in the Bible and does not change with the passing of time.  Considering the United States as a subset of the world, we have seen morality change considerably in the last 20 years.  It used to be that it was morally wrong to show acts of homosexual behavior in movies or on TV, but now it is often shown and promoted as an acceptable lifestyle.  A reason that the US has a hard time with pornography laws is that what is deemed pornography has changed and is still changing.  The underwear advertisements that are often seen on TV now would have been judged pornography just a few years ago.  I remember blushing when Mom saw me looking at a Sears Roebuck catalog picture of women’s underwear!  Now it seems that very few people blush at anything.  I am sure that you can think of many examples of the changing morality issues in our country.  Please take a few minutes and write down some examples of such changes in your lifetime.
Only if we use the Bible for our external standard of right and wrong do we have an unchangeable standard.  But when we use the Bible as our standard of right and wrong we are now saying that there is such a concept as absolute truth and our society is steeped in relativism so such a standard is unacceptable in our society today.  Relativism is the philosophy that is based upon the concept that there is no such concept as absolute truth.  It is defined
 as “a. a theory that knowledge is relative to the limited nature of the mind and the conditions of knowing or b: a view that ethical truths depend on the individuals and groups holding them”.  You will now note that the second definition misuses the word “ethical” because it relates to individuals or groups that are subsets and so the definition should have used the words “moral truths”.  

So should we all be correcting people who misuse these two terms, morality and ethics?  I would say that in most cases it is best to not be too picky with people unless you wish to set up a discussion of such issues.  However I think it is always best for us to mentally question whether the people are using the words correctly for own clear understanding.  If all people in a conversation are not using the same definitions of words, proper understanding of the discussion is not possible. I often see such things as a Center for Ethical Behavior in Government or whatever.  Of course we have to ask ourselves upon what standards are the behaviors based.  If the behavior is based upon outside standards like the Bible then the word “ethical” is correct.  If however the behavior is only based upon local standards then the Center should be called the “Center for Moral Behavior in Government” and the Center would study the accepted behaviors of government in that society.  Although we don’t want to be thought of as people who are just too picky, a valid question is “whose standards of ethics are being used in the Center?”  In some cultures it is morally acceptable for a politician to accept bribes so the standards of the Center could be very different from culture to culture.  In some cultures it is morally acceptable to cheat on tests as I have learned from teaching students originally from many different countries.  So it is important to know the basis for a Center to determine what is right and wrong behavior.  

Since the standards of the world change with time then the meaning of their words change also.  We begin to see however that, since the world and the church have very different standards, words have very different meanings between the world and the church and that is why it is so important for the children of God to know and understand the vocabulary of God’s people.  It is very comforting for us to know that the meanings of God’s words do not change with time.  Also take some time to think about relativism and the way that people who practice such a concept are so different in their attitudes toward the world than we are.  If truth is relative then there is no such thing as absolute truth.  To a relativist, there is no problem with so many different world religions that have conflicting beliefs.  We Christians say that there is an absolute truth, only one way to God, and that our lives must be lived ethically based upon the Word of God.  The relativist just says “all is relative” and one opinion is as valid as another. This approach also leads to the concept that individual perception is in fact reality to that person with no external truth. 
Have a wonderful week.  If God so wills we will continue discussing the meaning of some other words that impact our lives. 
� Definitions are from the Merriam-Webster dictionary and are not fixed in time. 





