
He forces us all to step beyond our dualism, to move past 
giving simple answers to complex questions, and to be 
humble in accepting that a brother or sister in another part 
of the world might make a decision that is different from the 
one we make in another context. I trust this book will be an 
inspiration, and a reason for hope, for all of those called by 
God to work in a setting where the path forward is neither 
easy nor clear. 

Albert M. Erisman
Seattle Pacific University

Seattle, Washington, USA 

The freedom for the Christian to choose his level of 
involvement in society is admirably treated. The conclusion 
that true moral transformation of society cannot be effected 
unless there is a spiritual revival is well made. 

L. T. Jeyachandran
Former Executive Director

Ravi Zacharias International Ministries (Asia–Pacific) 

It is certainly a worthy contribution to a very important 
challenge. It strikes me as both faithful to Scripture 
and practical/insightful for working Christians in the 
marketplace.... This careful essay on bribery and corruption 
makes a lot of sense to me. We need to get away from legalism 
and formalism and ask “what is the point here?” What are the 
values we are trying to protect?  Corruption of justice and 
fairness?  

David W. Gill
Ethixbiz
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The external pressures faced by Christians in the market-
place in Asia are the same as those faced by Christians 
worldwide. They can be summed up by the words “money, 
sex and power”. Christians often fail to take seriously the 
corrupting power of these three forces. In addition, their 
resources to cope with these forces are often inadequate. 
The inadequacies of the Christian’s resources are three-
fold. First, few of us have suffi  cient inner spiritual strength 
and pastoral support to deal with the relentless power of 
sin as manifested in the corporate world. Second, most 
evangelical and charismatic Christians have a basically 
dualistic worldview that separates faith and life, the reli-
gious from the secular. Such a “world-denying” theology, 
or “life-boat” ethics, has little or nothing positive to say 
in helping us come to terms with the problems of the 
world. The third problem is that even where help is avail-
able for us in the realm of ethics, most of these resources 
have been developed in the West, where the problems are 
manifested in quite diff erent cultural or socioeconomic 

Introduction

“Ethics is like Mercedes Benz, Babe! Nice if you can aff ord it, 
but completely unnecessary!” 

Brenda Starr Comics Strip

“Let your light so shine before men that they may see your 
good works and glorify your Father who is in heaven.”

Matthew 5:16
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contexts. Therefore they may be irrelevant to our struggles 
in Asia, or, at best, speak inadequately to them.

This short book is one attempt to respond to the need 
to help Christians in Asia find a biblical response to the 
real pressures they face in the marketplace, which takes 
seriously both the Scriptures and the context in which 
Asian Christians function. In particular, I write from a 
Malaysian context since this is where I live and minister, 
and so it is the context I am most familiar with. However I 
believe the principles articulated here can also be applied 
to other parts of Asia and the two-thirds world. 

Chapter one will look at the three main corrupting 
pressures faced by Christians in the marketplace, and 
our inadequate resources to counter them. Chapter two 
is a proposal for a biblical and theological framework for 
Christian ethical thinking in the Asian context. Chapter 
three will focus on the issue of bribery and corruption as a 
case study to illustrate the proposed approach. 

* The first section in this book was originally a paper presented by Bishop
   Hwa Yung, entitled “Christian Ethical Thinking in the Malaysian Context”.
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Chapter 1

We begin by looking in detail at the external pressures 
faced by Christians in the world in general, and the corpo-
rate world in particular.

The External Pressures: “Money, Sex and Power”

The three-fold temptations of money, sex and power 
are the three themes that sum up neatly the pressures 
experienced in the corporate world today. One just has 
to look closely at any of the soap operas from the East or 
West to note the point. Indeed if we analyse them closely 
we will fi nd that they bring into clear focus almost all the 
temptations of life. These pressures are experienced by all 
Christians, everywhere. The Christian monastic tradition 
has always understood this clearly. The three monastic 
vows of “poverty, chastity and obedience” are its direct 
responses to these three temptations. The same is true of 
the seventeenth-century Puritans’ emphasis on industry, 
faithfulness, and order (Foster 1985, 4–12). 

The most useful modern study of these three themes 
is Richard Foster’s Money, Sex and Power: The Spiritual 

External Pressures 
and Inner Inadequacies
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Disciplines of Poverty, Chastity and Obedience (1985). I will 
briefly draw attention to some of the points he makes. 
Foster rightly notes that these three things are not evil in 
and of themselves. Each is a part of God’s overall gift of 
life to us. But like all gifts from God, they can turn “bad” 
if misused or misappropriated. He therefore reminds that 
these are

...explosive themes that easily turn into “demons” 
that make of our lives one great sorrow.

The demon in money is greed. Nothing can 
destroy human beings like the passion to possess. 
In The Idiot, Dostoevsky has one of his characters 
observe, “Every one is possessed with such a 
greed nowadays, they are all so overwhelmed by 
the idea of money that they seem to have gone 
mad.”

The demon in sex is lust. True sexuality leads to 
humanness, but lust leads to depersonalisation. 
Lust captivates rather than emancipates, devours 
rather than nourishes.

The demon in power is pride. True power has 
as its aim to set people free, whereas pride is 
determined to dominate. True power enhances 
relationships; pride destroys them.

The demons of greed, lust, and pride can be exor-
cised, but let me warn you that the exorcisms will 
not come easily or quickly (Foster 1985, 13).
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Foster is right on target. The Bible’s teachings on these 
themes are too well known to need repeating here. But I 
wonder whether we are sufficiently aware of their subtlety 
and destructive powers, or the relentless pressure they 
put on our fragile consciences and wills. In most churches 
there is a lack of teaching on these themes. Among 
Christians the tendency is to allow the world’s values of 
riches and success to dominate life’s major decisions like 
choices of careers and life partners. Moreover, some in the 
charismatic movement appear bent on promoting the 
“prosperity gospel” and its single-minded pursue of success 
and wealth. In general, many find it difficult to cope with 
the love and abuse of money, sex and power in everyday 
life. All these point to our blindness to the relentless and 
destructive power of these external pressures. 

We need to ask: How many of our “successful” Christian 
leaders, both in church and in public life, have been able 
to maintain a life of integrity and simplicity that fully 
reflects the values of the Kingdom of God? How many 
have family lives that bear testing by the standards of the 
New Testament? How many have been able to live with 
a servant attitude, after the example of Christ, without 
succumbing to the corruption of power? And how much of 
our failures in these areas arise out of our naiveté towards 
the pressures upon us?

Our Inner Inadequacies

The above leads us to the question of whether we have 
sufficient inner spiritual and theological resources to cope 
with the pressures. 
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Inadequate spiritual resources 

There are a number of areas where our inner spiritual 
resources are inadequate. The first is that not many of us 
recognise the full extent of the power of sin in our lives. It 
is not my purpose to discuss this comprehensively. Unfor-
tunately, much of present-day popular Christian literature 
addresses this matter superficially at best. 

However, good material on this can easily be found.1 But 
the point that must be made is that sin is a pervasive 
corrupting power in our human nature and must be rec-
ognised as such. Reformed theologians speak of the per-
vasive corruption of sin in human lives as “total depravity”, 
in the sense that nothing that we do can ever be totally 
good or pure. Martin Luther, the outstanding leader of 
the sixteenth-century Reformation, speaks of  “The Bond-
age of the Will”, the title of his most important book. Both 
emphases are consistent with biblical teaching (cf. Jer. 
17:9; Mark 14:38b; Rom. 7:14–24).

Secondly, because of the grip sin has in our lives, we easily 
succumb to the inner corruption of the soul. In fact, our 
very being is already corrupted. We need to be freed 
from that corruption through the exercise of spiritual 
disciplines (Rom. 8:5–8) on the one hand and the power 
of the Holy Spirit (Rom. 8:9–13) on the other. But the 
world around us is far from being the holy space within 
1  To begin with, look at Foster (1985) on our weaknesses in relation to money, 
sex and power. Also refer to some good books on holiness like J. I. Packer’s A 
Passion for Holiness (1992) and J. White’s The Pathway of Holiness (1996); or see 
J. White’s Changing on the Inside (1991) in which he discusses the dynamics 
of sin and repentance. For those who are interested in a powerful, modern, 
psychological study on the power of sin and evil (including self-deception) in 
human lives, see Scott Peck’s People of the Lie (1983). 
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which these can take place. Indeed, it is, as our TV soap 
operas indicate, precisely the reverse of that — it is where 
the corrupting power of money, sex, and power is often 
experienced at its worst! But as we will see, because of 
the theological outlook of our churches, few struggling in 
this area find sufficient pastoral help to resist the further 
corruption of our souls.

A dualistic worldview 

The second major area where our inner resources are inad-
equate encompasses the forming of a holistic understand-
ing of the world. This is due to the fact that most of us have 
absorbed into our intellectual systems a basically Western 
theology. This theology is, as we shall see, fundamentally 
dualistic. 

At the simplest level, this can be seen in the Platonic 
separation of the human person into the body, which 
belongs to the imperfect phenomenal world (i.e. the 
real world we live in), and the soul, which belongs to 
the perfect world (what Plato calls the world of Forms). 
Whereas the Bible conceives of the human person as 
holistic, Christian theology under the influence of Greek 
philosophy increasingly saw the human in dualistic terms, 
with the soul being treated with greater importance than 
the body.2 

 
2  A good example of such dualistic influence in Christian thinking is found in 
the way Matt. 16:26 is translated in the KJV and the NIV. The word psyche which 
is translated “soul” should properly be translated “life”, meaning one’s true self. 
The point that Jesus is making is that one can gain the whole world, and yet lose 
what is really important in life, which is one’s relationship to God and all that 
salvation includes. But as translated in the KJV and the NIV, the impression is 
given that what is really important is the salvation of the soul and not the body, 
which is not at all the meaning intended by Jesus!
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At a more fundamental level, the Chinese scholar, Carver 
Yu (1987), notes that the way in which reality is conceived 
of in Greek philosophy — as something which is “com-
plete-in-itself, self-subsistent and self-motivating” (67) 
— means that every reality is complete in itself, and has 
no need of any interaction or interpenetration with other 
realities for its existence (78–86). This laid the foundation 
for the development of individualism in Western thought. 
A thing, or being, becomes by definition self-subsistent by 
and of itself, without any need for relation to other things 
or beings. 

This individualistic understanding of being was taken into 
the foundations of modern Western philosophy through 
Descartes. In his famous statement “I think,  therefore I 
am”, the “I” is a being or substance (using Aristotelian lan-
guage) who finds meaning and existence in and of itself, 
without the need for any reference to the external world.3  
As a result, individualism became fully established in West-
ern thought (Yu 1987, 98–105).

This individualism in turn further helped to accentuate 
the individualisation and spiritualisation of salvation, a 
tendency that has been endemic in Western theology 
since Augustine (Bosch 1991, 215–217). By his time, the 
doctrine of the immortality of the soul was already being 
taken for granted — one of the clearest indications of 
the continuing hold of Greek philosophy on Christian 
theology (Pelikan 1971, 51).4  
3  In contrast to the Cartesian statement, “I think, therefore I am”, the proper 
Christian alternative would be “I love, therefore I am”. Whereas Descartes’ 
statement emphasises individualistic self-consciousness as the foundation for 
being, the Christian alternative emphasises loving relationship with God, other 
humans, the created world and oneself as the foundation for being.
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For Augustine, salvation is both other-worldly and 
individualistic, with the primary emphasis given to the 
redemption of the soul rather than the reconciliation of the 
world. This, as David Bosch puts it, “could not but spawn a 
dualistic view of reality, which became second nature in 
Western Christianity — the tendency to regard salvation 
as a private matter and to ignore the world” (Bosch 1991, 
216). Thus, eventually, Platonic body-soul dichotomy 
combined together with Cartesian individualism to firmly 
establish the dualistic view of reality in Western thought, 
as well as the individualisation and spiritualisation of 
Christian salvation in Western theology. 

The overall result of these developments is that the 
universe is perceived in dualistic categories at every point: 
the individual mind and the external world, soul and 
body, spirit and matter, religious and secular, and so on. 
The consequence of this on theology and ethics is plain. 
Instead of thinking holistically, we begin to ask: Is the soul 
more important or the body? Is salvation spiritual (saving 
the soul), or physical and sociopolitical (saving the body 
and society)?  

Both liberals and evangelicals (and charismatics) have 
tended to accept this dualism. Modern liberal Christianity 
reacted against the spiritualisation of salvation by 
secularising it. Hence, they deny the importance of 
4  That the doctrine of the immortality of the soul, which presupposes the 
body–soul dualism, is alien to biblical thought, which conceives of the person 
in holistic terms, is clearly brought out by Pelikan’s comment: “Indeed, the idea 
of the immortality of the soul came eventually to be identified with the biblical 
doctrine of the resurrection of the body, a doctrine one of whose original 
polemical targets was the immortality of the soul” (Pelikan 1971, 51). The biblical 
emphasis on the resurrection of the body, in contrast to the Greek idea of the 
immortality of the soul, is clear from passages like 1 Cor. 1.
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evangelism and eternal salvation, and instead emphasise a 
this–worldly salvation through sociopolitical action alone. 
On the other hand, many twentieth-century evangelicals 
have bought into the other side of the dualism. They have 
accepted the Augustinian tendency to spiritualise and 
individualise the doctrine of salvation, and have turned 
it into a purely other-worldly affair with little serious 
relationship to real life in this world. 

Therefore, the tendency for them is to advocate a with-
drawal from the “public square” and its concomitant of a 
“life-boat ethics”. The world being sinful is perceived as a 
sinking ship, hence there is no point in trying to save it. 
Instead we are to jump into the “life-boat”, i.e. the church, 
and leave the world to sink! (cf. Lovelace 1979, 355–400; 
esp. 377). 

Consequently, many of us (because of our basically 
evangelical mindset) lack a serious theology of social 
engagement, which informs and guides us in positive 
ethical action in a sinful world. To put it in another way, 
for many Christians our ethics tend to be pietistic and 
personal, emphasising the “don’ts” more than the “do’s”. 
To the extent that ethics is taken seriously — which is not 
always the case — we tend to emphasise personal holiness 
in private lives rather than social holiness in public life.

An alien theology

The third inner inadequacy that we face is that Christians 
in the non-Western world have inherited an alien theology. 
Even for those of us who may have overcome to some 
extent the debilitating effect of a dualistic worldview, 
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and have begun to work out a theology that takes social 
engagement in a sinful world seriously, by and large, most 
of the answers that we have been given or arrived at have 
been framed within an “alien”  Western context. It is alien 
in at least two ways.  

First, it is alien because the answers are often worked out 
from the perspective of the West and thus, consciously or 
subconsciously, prioritise the concerns of the developed 
world over those of many developing countries in the 
non-Western world. Take for example, the issue of  intellec-
tual property and copyright laws in many areas including 
books, entertainment, IT hardware and software, drugs, 
and so forth. 

Often it is cheaper to buy a branded mobile device in the 
West than in many parts of the non-Western world. Even 
when prices are the same in both developed and develop-
ing nations, they are not equitable because of the purchas-
ing power differential between those in rich and those in 
poorer economies. 

Thus, one is forced to ask: In whose interest are intellec-
tual property laws being promulgated and enforced, and 
to what extent are they just? This is no doubt a complex 
question because without the proper enforcement of 
intellectual property rights, R & D in industries will cer-
tainly be stifled. 

At the same time, unless governments and world trade 
bodies work harder at making prices more equitable and 
affordable for poorer nations, the simplistic ethical answer 
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that all intellectual property rights must be respected 
becomes another form of economic imperialism.5 One has 
to ask: In whose interest are copyright laws being promul-
gated and enforced?

Second, it is alien culturally because the purported answers 
often fail to take local cultural distinctives into consideration. 
For example, Christian moral thinking formulated in the 
West tends to prioritise principles over relationships, 
on the assumption that decisions are made individually. 

But in Asian cultures, relationships are fundamental. A 
recent article in the New Straits Times notes that “In China, 
guanxi (relationship) is everything in business.” How then 
can Christian ethics be worked out in such a situation? 
Relationships in our cultures are built through gift-giving. 
But how do we draw the line between a bribe and a gift 
given in appreciation and/or to cement a relationship?6 

Another example is that family ties are so close in many 
Asian societies that charges of nepotism often result 
(Hamzah-Sendut, et al. 1989, 130). Yet, if a Christian fails 

5  Some attempts have been made by world trade bodies to deal with this 
problem, in particular cases like essential drugs. But much more needs to be 
done. Otherwise it is simply impossible (not to mention, unjust) to apply 
intellectual property rules across the board without qualification. This was 
clearly demonstrated to me just this year when I was teaching a graduate degree 
course at a fairly well-known seminary in Asia. The students simply took the few 
books on my prescribed reading list to the photocopying shop next door to 
print their supply, because they just could not afford to buy the originals. I am 
not saying this to justify breaking all copyright laws, but rather to highlight the 
complexity of the ethical issue before us. 
6  For a helpful introductory discussion on Christian ethics and relationship 
in the Chinese context, see Tan Che-Bin’s Ethical Particularism as a Chinese 
Contextual Issue (1989). 
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to “take care” of his or her family members, he or she is 
also damned in the eyes of his or her culture. Obviously, 
answers developed in the West will need to be rethought 
in a sensitive manner before they can be applied to 
another cultural context.7

7  The only book available that explores Christian ethical thinking in a cross-
cultural manner is Bernard T. Adeney’s Strange Virtues (1995). But see Paul G. 
Hiebert’s Anthropological Insights for Missionaries (1985) and Anthropological 
Reflections on Missiological Issues (1994) on the crucial importance of taking 
cultural issues seriously in the proper communication of the gospel and 
formulation of theology in another culture.


