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It’s resurrection, resurrection, always resurrection, that undergirds what I do and say, the way I live.  If there’s no resurrection, “We eat, we drink, the next day we die,” and that’s all there is to it.
1 Corinthians 15:32 – The Message

How does the resurrection of Jesus Christ shape Christian ethics?

The resurrection of Jesus Christ shapes Christian ethics by fundamentally affecting the Christian view of the world and humanity.  This is achieved by restating humanity’s position in relation to the rest of creation, by granting the Christian a new life, by making us just before God and requiring a reaction in gratitude to this achievement.  Secondly, the resurrection affects our understanding of the teaching and example of Jesus, allowing us to draw ethical conclusions from the Gospel stories.  Given the centrality of the resurrection in the Christian narratives, it is perhaps surprising that many authors writing on Christian ethics appear to neglect its impact.  Many works have no mention of the resurrection in their index.  Brian Johnstone notes this in his chapter on ethics in a book devoted to the resurrection
.  
The doctrine of the resurrection of Jesus Christ presents more than the resuscitation of a corpse.  It is the raising of the messiah to glory after his crucifixion and his defeat of death and the core doctrine of Christianity.  God’s power is clearly shown to extend beyond death and Jesus’ ministry is poignantly moved beyond the arena of a mere prophet. At this point it is pertinent to also examine what is meant by “Christian ethics”.
The study of Christian Ethics is the pursuit of what it means to be truly human.  “By the term ‘ethics’ we understand the methodical and critical analysis, description and interpretation of human conduct, as it is regulated and determined by the challenge of a worthwhile or true image of human life.”
  It is the ‘Christian’ in the term Christian Ethics that gives us the required image of human life.  The subject of this essay is not so much a discussion of what a Christian does, but why he does it.  The Gospel provides a new image, providing us a view of the world and the nature of our existence with which to shape our ethics and understand our place in creation.
The resurrection of Jesus Christ restores humanity to its proper place in the order of creation.  God gave Adam dominion over creation
.  “[W]e must understand creation not merely as the raw material out of which the world as we know it is composed, but as the order and coherence in which it is composed.”
  After the humanity’s fall as described in the creation narrative of Genesis, our relationship with creation was confused and the law was required to tell us how to interact with the rest of creation, including other people.  Exodus 21 contains provisions including both the punishment for murder, and a prohibition on eating the meat of an ox that has gored and killed someone
, whereas in 1 Corinthians 10, Paul tells believers that the entire meat market
 is open to them.  The Christian is freed from the required strict observance of a legal code and allowed freedom in his decision-making.  Paul even endorses the position that it is technically true that the believer can do anything, but doesn’t commend the fact as enough for the basis of an ethic
.  This freedom allows us to choose the new life on offer as a result of the resurrection.
The Christ’s resurrection makes it possible for us to share in His new life – to live in Christ.  Peter writes of the new life we have because Jesus was raised from the dead
.  “Flesh” is Paul’s name for what is not a result of living in Christ.  All individual sins are a result of the sinful nature of flesh.  All sins are a subset of the one sin – people taking responsibility for their own lives outside of the Gospel – not living in Christ.  This doctrine implies that the only moral imperative is living in Christ, all good comes from this and all evil from its absence.  Therefore the one question to be considered in evaluating moral choices is “does this choice reflect a life lived in Christ?”  Alternatively: “is this the choice of one made just before God?”
Christ was raised for our justification
.  “To be justified is to be made right with God by the acceptance of God’s judgment and the consequence of its being borne in our place by Jesus”
 The temptation, that Paul addresses in Romans 6, is that as our justification is contingent on our faith, not our actions, it is possible to live contrary to God’s will, safe in the knowledge that our salvation is assured.  Paul’s answer is that it impossible to continue living the life of sin that the believer have been freed from by our justification as he has left if behind
.  A major message of the New Testament is that, while our justification results from an act on God’s part, not anything an individual has done or can do, living in line with God’s will is a natural result this justification even if it isn’t a pre-requisite.  As well as having left sin behind, there is the expectation of gratitude on the individual’s part.
The Christian life is a lived response to God’s provision for humanity in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. “The chief end of man is to glorify God and enjoy Him forever.”
  The above paragraphs outline the nature of the gifts flowing from the resurrection of Jesus.  Gratitude is the natural response of the Christian that believes that God has made provision for him by raising Christ.  Any attempt to bring glory to God is made as result of this gratitude for what has already been provided, not as an attempt to gain its provision.  Jesus’ teaching included the foretelling of his death and resurrection.
Jesus’ resurrection validates his teaching.  The very least that can be said of God’s decision to raise Jesus from the grave is that it gives God’s endorsement to Jesus’ ministry.  This fact presents His teachings in a different light.  Jesus’ statements, recorded in Matthew 15 that, contrary to the teaching of the Pharisees, the observance of dietary rules is not a major factor in one’s cleanliness as opposed what one speaks out can be taken as a genuine readdressing of the law, not just one man’s opinion.  The parables in Matthew 13 describing the kingdom of God as a hidden treasure or a flawless pearl, for which the discoverer is prepared trade all his possessions, can help the Christian to decide the relative importance of worldly wealth and his own salvation.
As with His ministry, the resurrection also commends to us the example of Jesus’ character and lifestyle, as depicted in the Gospels.  While many writers explicitly caution against an ethic based solely of the imitation of Jesus
, it is still a valid exercise to deduce ethical principles from His actions.  One might take from the example of Jesus’ many acts of compassion in healing the sick that compassion is a virtue to be valued in his followers.  Also, Jesus’ discipline of seeking out quiet places to pray gives Christians a model of life that balances action with communication with God.  Jesus’ preoccupation with the age to come points us to the future.
Contained in the resurrection of Jesus, is the promise of our own resurrection at the end of this age
.  This makes the current age a temporary home and our current lives a temporary situation.  This knowledge provides Christian ethics with characteristics that might otherwise be unexpected.  John’s Revelation assures the churches that although their present situation of oppression and persecution may be unpleasant, the end of the age will bring them to glory.  Individual Christians too may live out their lives in the knowledge the next life awaits them and that their own challenges and pain will be outweighed by an eternity spent with God.  Paul expresses this eloquently when speaking of his own ministry in 1 Corinthians 15.
By keeping one eye on the life to come and an understanding of the intended place of humanities lordship over creation from the beginning, the individual Christian’s view of his life in the context of this world is heavily influenced by the resurrection of Jesus Christ.  Jesus’ teaching and personal example are raised to a higher level of relevance by God’s raising him from the grave.  The security of the justification of the believer, won before he believed, and the new life, lived in Christ, makes possible a lived reaction to God’s provision.  The resurrection of Jesus Christ affects the shape of Christian ethics through this fundamental redescription of life.
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