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COMMANDING AND OBEYING 

JASPER DOOMEN 

An appeal to 'good' and 'bad' actions in religions is evident. Stealing, 
e.g., is considered to be wrong, whereas giving to the poor is prescribed as 
good. In this article, I will examine to what extent it may be maintained 
that such moral elements are indeed inherent in divine commands or ex
hortations; I will focus on the Christian faith. In section 1, two positions 
are outlined. Those who indicate some things to be good or bad as such, 
irrespective of God's ruling, and the thinkers who emphasize God's radi
cal power and who state that God decides these matters, thus arguing a 
radical omnipotence, are juxtaposed, although their positions may not 
differ greatly from an ethical (or meta-ethical) viewpoint. 

Section 2 is focused on the consequences of these alternative outlooks. 
If there are such things as good and bad actions, it is important to find out 
why these are respectively prescribed and abhorred (subsection 2.1). A 
number of Biblical passages may illustrate the reasons to display a certain 
behavior. Subsection 2.2 briefly explores the second perspective stated in 
section 1. 

Section 3 presents an alternative; the goal is to be as critical as pos
sible in analyzing the reasons to adhere to the commands one is to obey. 
In particular, it is inquired which role selfishness plays; is an act of altru
ism possible? I have not limited the research to religion here, but have 
tried to find a broader scope. In section 4, some relevant remaining meta
ethical questions are dealt with. Some Christian philosophers have, e.g., 
appealed to intuitions in order to account for the existence of goodness. 

In this article, I attempt to approach matters with an open view, not 
dismissing any position a priori. This should lead to a consistent whole 
and to credible results. 

1. The nature of 'goodness' from a religious perspective 

The main question addressed in this article, whether moral acts can 
be performed within a religious scope, raises the subsequent one on what 
basis goodness can be acknowledged to exist. Whether this can exist at all 
is a more fundamental question, which will be dealt with later, although 
it is connected with the issue of the source of goodness, which is the sub
ject-matter of this section. 




