
What Makes Right and Wrong? 
Rev James Laning 

 

 

Question of Michael Vermeer 
My philosophy professor in college has often asked the question “What makes a right 

(wrong) thing right (wrong)?” In attempting to answer this question, he has brought up several 

theories, one of which is called the Divine Command Theory. According to this theory, God 

makes something right or wrong by saying it is right or wrong on Mt. Sinai. This obviously 

cannot be the case, though, since Cain killed Abel before the Ten Commandments were given, 

and obviously knew it was wrong when he did it. How do we show from the Genesis account of 

creation that God instituted the Ten Commandments from the creation of man, and that even the 

wicked, who weren’t at Mt. Sinai, are commanded to obey these commandments? 

 

Response by Rev James Laning 
You ask some interesting questions, and it is very important that we have a good 

understanding of how Scripture answers them. Your questions have to do with whether God has 

always demanded that every human being keep His law. Was this demanded of man before the 

ten commandments were given, and is this still demanded of every human being today? Let us 

consider what Scripture and our Reformed Confessions say about this. 

First of all, it is important to point out that God makes Himself known not only by His 

Word, but also by His works. By the works of God even a person who has never heard God’s 

Word in Scripture comes to know what God requires of him. In the Belgic Confession we read 

that God makes Himself known by two means: first, by the creation, preservation and 

government of the universe, and second, by His word in Scripture. 

Even those who have never heard the Word of God in Scripture, have heard what God 

has made known to them by the creation, preservation, and government of the universe. This 

article goes on to state that this first means of making God known is “sufficient to convince men, 

and leave them without excuse.” This means that God, through these works, has made known 

that He is, and that He requires man to love Him and his neighbor. This is sufficient to convince 

men, and to leave them with no excuse for disobeying God’s law. 

The first few chapters of Romans deal with this subject. In the first chapter, God says that 

even the unbeliever, who has never read or heard the words of Scripture, knows from the 

creation, preservation and government of the universe, that there is a God and that He will punish 

all those who violate His law. In Romans 1:29-32, we read that an unbeliever who has never 

heard the Word of God in Scripture knows that hating God, disobeying his parents, committing 

murder, fornication, deceit, etc., are evil, and that God will punish those who do these things. 

There is also something that God does inside a man, so that he knows what God demands 

of him. Though it is true that only the believer has the law of God written in his heart, the 

unbeliever does have “the work of the law” written in his heart (Romans 2:15). This means that 

he has within him some knowledge of what God’s law requires, and that his conscience bears 

witness to this. That it is wrong to steal, for example, he knows, even if he has never heard the 

Word of God in Scripture. Romans 2:15 says that he shows that he knows this when he accuses 

others of doing something wrong, when they steal from him, try to hurt him, or lie to him, etc, 

and when he tries to find an excuse for himself, when he has done the same thing. 

http://bible.gospelcom.net/bible?version=KJV&passage=Romans+1:29-32
http://bible.gospelcom.net/bible?version=KJV&passage=Romans+2:15
http://bible.gospelcom.net/bible?version=KJV&passage=Romans+2:15


A lot more, of course, could be said about this. But these references are sufficient to 

prove that those who lived before the ten commandments were written, and those today who 

have not heard the truth of Scripture, know what they are commanded to do and what they are 

forbidden to do. They know, in other words, that there is a God, and that they are commanded to 

love Him and their neighbor. 

If this does not fully answer your question, please write again, and I will include a 

follow-up answer next time. 
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