
What Would You Do? Applying Scripture To Ethical 

Dilemmas 

How would you advise the individuals in each of these case studies? 

By Jack B. Hoey, Jr. 

The Bible does more than present the good news of salvation in Christ—it teaches the 

implications of that good news for how we should live. The psalmist wrote, “Your word is a 

lamp to my feet and a light for my path” (Psalm 119:105). This light often takes the form of 

specific commands to be obeyed. 

Yet the right action or response in a situation is not always clear. Many of us have sought 

encouragement or counsel in the Bible, only to sense the inadequacy of our words and Scripture 

quotes in the face of dilemmas of great complexity. 

The problem is not with the Bible but with how we use it. Bible verses are not incantations 

that make pain or perplexity go away. We must go beyond pat answers to deep thought that 

acknowledges the complexity and mystery of life and explores the full range of the Bible’s 

teaching. 

The case studies that follow present situations that are not black-and-white. Each case poses 

a question from someone requesting godly counsel on a problem. Verses follow that provide 

scriptural insight on the cases from different angles, some in apparent contradiction. Follow-up 

questions highlight key issues that the case raises. 

While there may not be a single correct answer to a case, in each instance principles can be 

developed from Scripture upon which to base a sound response. 

HOW TO USE THE CASE STUDIES 

To study a case in a class or small group, try breaking up into four subgroups, assigning each 

subgroup one of the Scripture passages to study and apply. The class as a whole can then discuss 

each subgroup’s ideas, developing an overall conclusion that integrates all the verses. 

If you’re studying a case on your own, read the accompanying Scripture passages one at a 

time, noting your thoughts on each, before answering the questions the case poses. 

Try to resist the temptation: to seize on a verse that expresses your views while disregarding 

the other passages. Use the Bible to develop your points of view, not merely to support them. All 

the verses may not apply equally to a case, but all should be weighed and considered equally. 

The Case of the Inadequate Employee 

Even as Lisa walks into the restaurant, you can tell something’s wrong. Usually the picture of 

a determined, decisive executive, today her face wears an expression of utter perplexity as she 

sits down at your table. 

“Thanks for taking the time to meet with me,” she begins. “I have a real dilemma, and I need 

some godly counsel.” 

“I have a problem with one of my employees, Tom. He’s been managing one of my key 

departments for about eighteen months, and he just isn’t cutting it. He tries his best, and I’ve 

helped him all I can, but nothing’s worked. I had decided to help him find a job for which he’d 

be better suited, but failing that I figured I’d have to demote him. 

“Then I met with David, my boss, to let him know what I was planning, and he really 

surprised me. He told me he agreed with all my criticisms of Tom’s performance, but he still 

didn’t think I should demote or transfer him. ‘You can’t do this to Tom,’ he said. ‘He’s served us 

faithfully for a long time, and it’s not right to hurt a guy like that.’ 

“In the end David told me it was my decision and he wouldn’t overrule me, but now I don’t 

know which way to go. My initial reaction to David’s comments was that they seemed mere soft 



heartedness. And yet David’s sharp, and a good Christian, and I respect is views. He also told 

me, ‘We’re supposed to be working for the Lord, not slaves to company profits.’” 

“It’s made me think: What good have I done if, in serving a company, I demote Tom and end 

up embittering him? Tom knows I’m a Christian—would this harden him and maybe others 

against the gospel? What are earnings per share compared to his soul? 

“And yet, is it right to leave Tom in a job he can’t perform? I’ve got to think of his staff too, 

and the organizations they support. To be fair to Tom as David defines it would unfair to them.” 

Scripture Passages 
a. Romans 15:1–3 

b. Col. 3:23–24 

c. Mark 8:36–37 

d. Matthew 5:16; Matthew 7:12 

Questions for Discussion 

1. Does the teaching in Col. 3 focus on Christians’ effectiveness as employees or on their 

witness in the work place? 

2. What principles do we use to reconcile being effective employees and effective witnesses if 

the two conflict? 

3. If Lisa retains Tom in his job while he is perceived by others to be incompetent, how might 

that affect her witness? 

4. Are there any questions Lisa should ask herself about her own motives or actions? 

5. Is there any “Christian way” demote Tom or seek his transfer at this point? If there is, how 

would you respond to David’s comments? 

The Case of the Industrious Machinist 

“I have a question about something we discussed last time,” John says, after your small 

group Bible study has opened with prayer. John accepted Christ three months ago. He’s been 

eagerly exploring the Bible since joining the group last month. 

“I’ve been thinking a lot this week about those verses in Colossians we talked about: 

‘Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men, since you 

know that you will receive an inheritance from the Lord as a reward. It is the Lord Christ you are 

serving’ (Col. 3:23–24). 

“If this means I’m disobeying God if I don’t work as hard as I can, I’ve got a problem. I’m a 

union machinist, as some of you know. If I start to do my best, I’ll be in trouble with the union, 

not to mention my coworkers. 

“See, I could set up my machine for a job in thirty minutes. The union got the company to 

agree that the standard for machine set-up is an hour; I’m not supposed to do it any faster. Every 

task I do is the same way. Really, I’m not allowed to do more than about five hours of work a 

day. 

“Will God be angry if I keep on working to the job standards instead of really doing my best? 

Does this mean I have to take the union on? 

“Deb’s scared to death I’m going to do something stupid.” Debbie is John’s wife. “She’s 

getting interested in God because she’s seen so much change in me, but I think she’s afraid of 

what all this change might lead to.” 

“I’m a little scared, too, but I don’t want to disobey God. What should I do?” 

Scripture Passages 

a. 1 Cor. 7:20–24 

b. James 1:22–24; James 4:17 

c. Matthew 5:9–10; James 3:17–18 

d. 2 Kings 5:15–19; Daniel 1:8 

Questions for Discussion 



1. Christians are to hold different values than the world does, and this can lead to 

misunderstanding, resentment, and even persecution. How can we reconcile being different 

with being peacemakers? 

2. While Naaman was permitted to comply outwardly with pagan rituals, Daniel would not 

defile himself in even the smallest matter. Why might what was permitted for Naaman not 

have been permitted for Daniel? 

3. Why does Paul recommend in 1 Cor. 7 that new Christians stay where they were when God 

called them? 

4. If John decides that to conform to established work standards would be disobedient to God, 

should he stay and fight the system or leave quietly? 

The Case of the Postponed Promotion 

Ann walks up to you in the church fellowship hall as you’re pouring coffee after the worship 

service. She asks if she can get your opinion about a problem she’s facing at work. As you walk 

with her to a quiet corner, she begins explaining her situation. She seems perplexed and hurt. 

“In the past, when ever someone asked me how I liked my job, I couldn’t say enough good 

about it,” she says. “I like the work itself, and the people, and the pay is good. 

“God’s given me a ministry there, too. In the last couple of years, as I’ve developed 

friendships with the other women and have had chances to share my faith, I’ve seen four of them 

make decisions for Christ. I’m discipling two of them right now. 

“But I’ve never understood why I haven’t been promoted. I’ve been there five years now, 

and I’m still in the same job as when I started. Usually good workers get promoted to a different 

area after two or three years. I know my work’s been good, but year after year there’s been no 

change. 

“I had my performance review on Friday. Tom, my boss, had rated me ‘excellent’ for the 

third straight year, so I asked him, “How come I haven’t been promoted if I do such a good job?” 

“He was embarrassed, but he told me, ‘Frankly, Ann, your work is fine. It’s this Christian 

stuff that’s the problem. I just can’t justify promoting someone who’s always talking about 

personal religious beliefs into a customer contact position.’ 

“Can you imagine? discrimination! What do you think I should do? Go to Human Resources 

and tell them what Tom’s doing? I bet I could make him give me the promotion. Or maybe just 

quit? What do you think?” 

Scripture Passages 

a. Psalm 75:6–7; Hebrews 13:5–6 

b. Matthew 5:11–12; 1 Peter 1:6–7 

c. Col. 3:22–24 

d. Jeremiah 45 

Questions for Discussion 

1. Do Ann’s motives in seeking promotion seem to be godly? How should she test her motives? 

2. Can ambition ever be godly? 

3. Is it possible that Tom’s concerns are legitimate? Is there anything Ann needs to ask herself? 

4. Some of these verses are addressed to slaves in Roman times. What relevance do they have to 

employees in the 1980s, who are free to assert their rights and to change jobs or companies? 

5. With the exceptionally fruitful ministry Ann has experienced, is persecution unavoidable? 

6. Do Tom’s actions provide any additional opportunities for Ann’s ministry or personal 

growth? How should she weigh these against pursuing the rights she may have? 


