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Pastoral Ethics Syllabus 
 

Course Description 

This course is a thorough discussion of the ethics of church financial management for fulltime 

vocational pastors.  Ethical approaches to premarital, marital, and divorce and remarriage 

counseling will also be discussed.  This course will also include a careful consideration of the 

ethics of inter-gender relations for both the pastor and church members within the context of 

normal church life.  The ethical and legal concerns surrounding church discipline, leadership 

conflicts, and church divisions will also be presented with an emphasis on methods of conflict 

resolution. 

 

Class lectures will follow the following structure: 

 

I. An introductory overview of various ethical philosophies 

 

II.  The pastor and his family 

A. The role of the husband and the wife 

B. Riches 

C. Rearing children 

D. Recreation 

 

III.  The pastor and his flock 

A. Counseling ethically 

B. Administering ethically 

C. Preaching ethically 

D. Marrying ethically (defining biblical marriage, divorce, and remarriage) 

E. Leading ethically (liberty and license) 

F. Learning ethically 

G. Disciplining ethically (church discipline philosophy and guidelines) 

 

IV.  The pastor and his fellows 

A. Our predecessors and successors 

B. Other parishes and schisms 

C. Office practices and staff 
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V. The pastor and his field 

A. The political arena 

B. The public persona 

 

VI.  Miscellaneous topics 

A. Communicating ethically 

B. Forgiving biblically 

C. Mediating practically 

 

Course Objective 

 

VII.  To understand various ethical systems in survey form 

VIII.  To discuss practical procedures for ethical pastoring 

IX.  To give consideration to the ethical dangers facing pastors today 
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Pastoral Ethics 

A General Introduction 

 

The professor wishes to recognize with special appreciation the labors of Professor Clark 

Lindsay of Northland Baptist Bible College in Dunbar, Wisconsin, who offered invaluable 

assistance in setting forth the principles related in this introduction. 

 

X. The study of ethics in general 

 

Though the word ñEthicsò is often heard, few have developed a careful understanding of 

what the study of ethics implies and entails. 

 

A. The definition of ethics.  Ethics is defined in Websterôs Third International 

Dictionary as, ñThe principles of conduct governing an individual or profession: 

standards of behavior.ò  The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language 

defines ethics as, ñThe study of the general nature of morals and the specific moral 

choices to be made by the individual in his relationship with others: the philosophy 

of morals.  The rules or standards governing the conduct of the members of a 

profession.ò 

 

B. The derivation of ethics.  The English word is of Greek origins. 

 

1. ɖɗɞɠ (Athos) 

Found only in 1 Corinthians 15:33.  Bauer, Arndt, and Gingrich Lexicon 

defines athos as a custom, habit, or usage. 

 

2. Ůɗɞɠ (Ethos) 

Found 13 times in the New Testament.  Ethos carrier much the same meaning 

as the word athos.  Typically, ethos is translated ñwant to.ò 

 

3. Ůɗɤ (Etho) 

Found only 3 times in the New Testament.  Etho carries the idea of ñto be 

accustomed to.ò 

 

C. The discussion of ethics. 

All ethical systems may be generally classified thus: 

 

1. Philosophical ethicsðsystems that result from manôs reason. 
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2. Theological ethicsðethical systems claiming to express the authoritative 

principles of God. 

 

To the world, ethics is the science of behavior.  This ñscienceò is constantly in 

flux.  ñPostmodernism assumes that there is no objective truth that moral 

values are relative, and that reality is socially constructed by a host of diverse 

communities.ò  (Gene Edward Veith, Jr., Postmodern Times, Wheaton, IL: 

Crossway Books, 1994,193). 

 

To the Christian, ethics is the study of Godôs expectations for His people.  

ñBible believers have always had a God-centered system of ethics that they 

found revealed in Scripture.ò  (Stewart Custer, ñThe Place of God in Ethics,ò 

Biblical Viewpoint. Greenville, SC: Bob Jones University Press, 1996, 1). 

 

XI.  A synopsis of ethical systems 

 

In order to appreciate where our study stands in relationship to the varied ethical systems 

and theories available, the following shorthand description of ethical systems is offered: 

 

A. The 10 most significant ethical systems in history 

 

1. Might is right.  Set forth by the Greek philosopher Thrasymachus, who said, 

ñJustice is in the interest of the stronger party.ò   

Examples: 

 

 

 

Problems: 

 

 

 

2. Mores are moral.  Existing conditions form the basis of morality.  ñRightò is 

what each community determines.   

Examples: 

 

 

 

Problems: 
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3. Man is the yardstick of what is right.  Protagoras produced the statement, ñMan 

is the measure of all things.ò  This philosophy is individualistic.  What is right 

for me is right.   

Examples: 

 

 

Problems: 

 

 

 

4. Humanity is the yardstick of what is right.  This system proposes that the entire 

human race is to be used in judging right from wrong.  Examples: 

 

 

 

Problems: 

 

 

 

5. Moderation is right. 

Aristotleôs philosophyðModeration is ñthe mean between indulgence and 

insensibility.ò 

Examples: 

 

 

 

Problems: 

 

 

 

6. Pleasure is right. 

The Epicurean ethic of hedonism--pleasure is good, and pain is evil. 

Examples: 

 

 

 

Problems: 
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7. Right is the greatest good for the greatest number of people in the long run.  

This is generally called utilitarianism. 

 

There are 2 divisions of this system: (1) qualitative utilitarianism and 

(2) quantitative utilitarianism. 

Explain: 

 

 

Problems: 

 

 

 

8. Right is desirable for its own sake.  Right becomes an end rather than a means 

to the end. 

Examples: 

 

 

 

Problems: 

 

 

 

9. Right is indefinable.  The philosophy of frustration. 

Examples: 

 

 

 

Problems: 

 

 

 

10. Right is what God wills. 

Explain: 

 

 

 

 

B. The 6 most significant contemporary ethical systems 

Ethical systems are divided into two main groupings: teleological and deontological. 
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1. Teleological systemsðemphasis on ends 

 

a. Antinomianismðñno law.ò  Antinomianism is against any binding 

absolutes.  Every decision is evaluated situationally.  All is relative. 

Considerations: 

 

 

 

b. SituationalismðOne universal norm--love. 

(1) Popularized by Joseph Fletcher in the 1960ôs. 

(2) Situationalism becomes an ethical system that believes the ñend 

justifies the means.ò 

Considerations: 

 

2. Deontological systemsðemphasis upon duty to a standard 

 

a. Generalism (Utilitarianism) 

 

Generalism cannot be classified as an antinomian system.  Generalism 

views all norms as general with no specific, universal norms; however, 

these rules often allow exception. 

 

Generalists have proposed several different, even conflicting 

interpretations of what the general rules are, and how strictly they are to 

be observed. 

 

(1) Quantitative Utilitarianism 

 

 

 

(2) Qualitative Utilitarianism 

 

 

b. Graded absolutismðhierarchialism 

 

(1) Many universal norms come into genuine conflict. 

(2) When two norms conflict, the lower norm is overruled or 

suspended in order to keep the higher norm. 

 

c. Ideal absolutismðconflicting absolutism or ñlesser evilò ethics. 
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(1) Many norms conflict. 

(2) Believers must choose the ñlesser of 2 sins.ò 

(3) While it is wrong to break a norm, the wrong is pardonable. 

 

 

Considerations: 

 

d. Non-conflicting absolutism 

 

(1) Many biblical absolutes may be derived from biblical exegesis. 

(2) There is one supreme absolute--love for God. 

Love for oneôs neighbor is an evidence of the supreme absolute.) 

(3) Righteousness is found in doing Godôs will. 

(4) The ñlaw of double effectò is considered. 

 

 

Explain: 

 

 

 

Consideration: 

 

                                                                 Pastoral Ethics 

A Specific Introduction 

 

I. The contemporary need for this study (Ps. 79:4, 8-9). 

 

There are many contemporary reasons to ponder pastoral ethics. 

 

A. Public religious scandels 

 

ñOur problem is not that the public has suddenly found sinners in the church . . . No, 

the public has known about sin in the church for a long time; and somehow the 

church has survived.  Evangelical Christians today are not like a group of school 

children, standing around blushing because we were caught breaking the rules.  We 

are more like a defeated army, naked before our enemies and unable to fight back 

because they have made frightening discovery: the church is lacking in integrity . . . 

We are facing an integrity crisis.  Not only is the conduct of the church in questions, 

but so is the very character of the church.ò  (Warren Wiersbe, The Integrity Crisis, 

Oliver Nelson, 1988, 17). 
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Titus 1:7-11; 2:5, 8, 10, 14-15; 3:8, 14 

 

B. A culture without moral anchors 

 

ñOurs is an age of ethical uncertainty: (Joe Trull and James Carter, Ministerial 

Ethics, Broadman & Holman, 1993). 

 

2 Timothy 3:1-7; 4:1-4 

 

C. The ramifications of ministerial failure are profound. 

 

Titus 1:7-11 

1 Timothy 5:19-22 

 

D. The study of pastoral ethics is rare. 

 

Trull and Carter point out that little has been written and few courses have been 

taught on the topic, pp. 11-12.
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II.  The biblical basis of this study 

 

The Bible is fundamentally an ethical manual.  From the Ten Commandments to the 

Sermon on the Mount, the Bible offers the wisdom of the Lord for guiding our pathway 

aright (Ps. 119:9-11).  Therefore, in our survey of Pastoral Ethics, it will be our intent to 

build a topical reference guide for making biblical and consequentlyðethical decisions in 

our ministry as pastors (2 Timothy 3:16-17). 
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The Pastor and His Family 
 

ñOne that ruleth well his own house, having his children in subjection with all gravity; (For if a 

man know not how to rule his own house, how shall he take care of the church of God?ò  1 

Timothy 3:4 

 

The ministry must be modeled at home! 

 

I. The roles of husband and wifeðEphesians 5:23 ñThe husband is the head of the wife.ò 

 

ñThe term óroleô refers to the behavior expected from a person who occupies a given 

position or statusò (Cleveland McDonald, Creating a Successful Christian Marriage, 

Baker Book House, 1981, 57).  ñThe idea of roles is borrowed from the field of drama, and 

just as the actors must know their parts in order to lay them, so the person with a given 

status must know how society expects him to play the role if he is going to succeedò (Ibid, 

58). 

 

Three new Testament passages are available for our consideration: Eph. 5:18-33; Col. 

3:18; 1 Peter 3:1-7. 

 

A. The husbandôs role 

 

1. A leader-Ephesians 5:22; Josh. 24:14-15 

2. A lover-Ephesians 5:25, 28 

3. A learner-1 Peter 3:7 

 

1 Peter 3:7 clearly indicates that oneôs spiritual life will be impacted by the 

marital relationship (Col. 3:18-19; 1 Tim. 3:2) 

 

As a leader, lover and learner, the pastoral husband must set the tone in 

decision-making, discipline, devotions, discernment and dedication to serve. 

 

Problems come in this foundational relationship when the pastoral husband is 

diverted from his family role by this profession.  Therefore, every pastor-

husband ought to be forewarned about the following: 

 

a. Too many evenings away. 

b. Too many extra hours in other employment. 
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c. Too much willingness to drop family responsibilities in order to provide 

help for others.
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d. Too little attention to the needs of the wife because the needs of the 

ministry have drained all energy (Prov. 5:18). 

 

Discussion: What of the philosophy that says, ñIôll care for Godôs 

business, and Heôll watch out for my kids?ò (1 Tim. 5:8) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A number of years ago, a survey was conducted asking Christian 

women, ñWhat does your husband do that makes you feel loved?ò  The 

top seven answers were as follows: 

 

(1) A sympathetic awareness and understanding of the wifeôs simple, 

everyday problems. 

(2) Thoughtfulness in little things (calling home when heôll be late for 

dinner, helping with the chores, bringing home a small gift). 

(3) Verbal assurance 

(4) Physical attention (women are touch-oriented). 

(5) A positive attitude 

(6) Feeling needed 

(7) A right relationship with the Lord. 

 

B. The wifeôs role 

 

The pastorôs wife can often fell like a ñthird wheelò between her husband and his 

ministry.  Often, expectations for the pastorôs wife are unrealistic.  It is best to 

remember that the Bible is the defining authority for her role as wife of the pastor. 

 

1. The wife it to be in submission to her husband (Eph. 5:22). 

2. The wife is to be supportive of her husband (Gen. 2:18). 

 

Discussion regarding the ramification of the above statement and the role that the 

pastorôs wife plays within the church:
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Dr. and Mrs. Walter Fremont discuss 8 ways women attempt to control their husbands in 

their book Formula for Family Unity.  Fremonts' list includes: scheduling, spending, sex, 

sickness, sobbing, spirituality, silence, suicide, or divorce threats.  ñResearchers have 

found that delinquent children usually come from homes in which the mother dominated 

and the father lacked authorityò (Formula for Family Unity, Greenville, SC: Bob Jones 

University Press, 1980). 

 

C. The couplesô role 

 

Godôs Word has always placed a high requirement of integrity upon those who lead 

in spiritual endeavor.  The pastor and his wife become the role model couple for the 

church (Leviticus 21; 1 Timothy 3; Titus 1). 

 

1. The pastor and his wife become models of the relationship between Christ and 

His church (Eph. 5). 

2. The pastor and his wife must be models of purity.  Failure in this vital area will 

produce devastating results: 

 

a. The removal of Godôs blessing (Prov. 28:13; Ps. 51) 

b. The reaping of awful judgment (Gal. 6:3). 

c. The ruin of the testimony of oneôs life and ministry (Titus 2). 

d. The risk of scandalous lawsuits (Titus 2:10). 

 

3. The pastor and his wife must be aware of the primary causes of ministerial 

infidelity. 

 

a. The counseling trap 

 

b. The companion trap 

 

c. The carelessness trap 

 

(1) Be careful of your actions (Rom. 14:16; Matt. 6:13). 

 

Suggestions: 

 

 

 

 

(2) Be careful of your past (Dr. 22:28-29). 

 

Question: What of moral failure and the ministry?  Should there be 

room for restoration to ministry? 
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II.  The riches of the pastorðLuke 16:1-12 

 

Spiritual stewardship is impacted by financial stewardship (Luke 16:11).  The effective 

pastor must determine to be a careful steward of his wealth! 

 

A. Receiving pay 

 

There are those who live by the ñMueller mentalityò believing it to be inappropriate 

for pastors to be paid.  Consider the following: 

 

1 Corinthians 9:7-14 

 

1 Timothy 5:17-18 

 

1. The results of being underpaid may be as follows: 

 

a. The pastorôs testimony is marred by his failure to meet his obligations. 

b. The pastor spends his time in secular employment rather than spiritual 

pursuit (Acts 6). 

c. The pastor is tempted to allow his talents to be used elsewhere (another 

church, itinerant work, etc.). 

d. Young people hold the ministry in lowesteem. 

 

2. The results of being overpaid may be as follows: 

 

a. Oneôs good is evil spoken of (Romans 14:16). 

b. Attentions are diverted from the spiritual task to the physical treasure (1 

Timothy 6:17). 

 

B. The pastorða responsible person (1 Tim. 6:10) 

 

The Word of God has a great deal to say about our finances.  Each of the Bibleôs 

instruction must be scrupulously followed for Godôs blessings to be known:
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