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Corruption in the
Bible and Today

Our return flight from Jakarta, capi-
tal city of Indonesia, had been properly
booked, paid for and confirmed, but
when we checked in, we were told that
all seats had already been taken. Our
protests were in vain, so we spent an
uncomfortable week of the Indonesian
rainy season. Fortunately, we were able
to live with Christian friends. Every day,
the same experience-all seats were full.
Finally, my brother-in-law, who lives in
the country, explained the problem: when
checking-in, the counter has two layers.
You lay your ticket on the top and your
gift underneath. We got our seats imme-
diately. The officials at the desk earn
only a small salary, since the government
assumes that they will naturally improve
it with bribery — a guarantee for a never-
ending circle. Was it right for me as a
Christian to pay the exspected sum oder
should we have stayed in Indonesia for an
unknown time?

That was twentyfive years ago, and we
were glad to return to , reliable” Germany.
But sensationalist articles and law cases
reveal that corruptions and corruptability
are on the rise in Germany and Switzer-
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land, in small matterslike our example and
in larger affairs." Rainer Barzel's chancel-
lorship failed by two votes, because those
delegates were bought by East Germany
— the Fall of the Berlin Wall brought the
affair to light. Things we used to hear
only from the Third World or from Italy
are becoming common, everday affairs.
The incorruptible official, once the ideal
of Prussian discipline, is disappearing
from the scene. Even though the judiciary
seems to have spared such cases of bri-
bery, palm-greasing is on the rise among
the police, customs officials, civil servants
and supervisory institutions.

Few are aware that this is the logical
consequence of our departure from Chris-
tianity. ,A wicked man accepts a bribe
behind the back to pervert the ways of
justice.” (Prov. 17:23) Whoever rejects the
Christian God, abandons His ideal of the
highest judge, whose absolute justice and
incorruptability are the point of depar-
ture for the rejection of every perversion
of justice due to the lust for money or for
power, for the God of the Old Testament
is again and again described as impartial,
as ,the great God, mighty and awesome,



Thomas Schirrmacher

Bribery and Corruption

who shows no partiality nor takes a bribe.”
(Deut. 10:17) ,For there is no iniquity
with the Lord our God, no partiality, nor
taking of bribes.“ (2 Chron. 19:7)

The temptation of Jesus is the New
Testament equivalent. At the beginning
of His ministry, He had to prove His
integrity. Neither bread nor power could
bribe Him. Even when the Devil promised
Him all power over all the kingdoms of
the earth — the greatest bribe ever offered
— Jesus was not seduced by the desire for
power or wealth, but obeyed the will of
His Father in Heaven. He submitted to
God, not to His own desires.

This shows that the Bible considers bri-
bery, corruption and perversion of justice
not peccadillos but a predominating sub-
ject.? The theme of corruption demons-
trates how little personal sin and social
sin can be separated from each other.
Corruption always involves individuals,
but it is always an evil which involves a
whole net of evil structures, and which
can destroy a whole society, since the lea-
ders of all aspects of society — the Church,
the economy and the state — are devoured
by it.

The Hebrew root of the word which we
translate as ,bribe” actually means ,ruin®.
The word ,corruption” comes from the
Latin and means ,ruin“> or ,destruction®.
Not by chance does the Latin Bible use
the word ,,corruptio” for original sin, for
Adam and Eve were seduced by the hope
of power and knowledge (,You will be
like God“) and rebelled.

»Corruption is the giving of money
or of other demonstrations of favor to a
person in a position of trust (a judge, for
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example a government official) in order
to influence his decision or to corrupt his
behaviour.“

To accept a bribe (Heb. ,sochad) is
always wrong; numerous Old Testament
texts condemn it (Exodus 23:8; Pro-
verbs 15:27; Proverbs 17:8; Ecclesiastes
7:7; Ezekiel 22:12; Job 15:34). The Law
always forbids corruption and bribery
(Deuteronomy 27:25; Proverbs 17:23;
Isaiah 33:15; Ezekiel 22:12). The major
accusation made against Samuel‘s sons in
1 Samuel 8:2-3 is that they accept bri-
bes, which obliterates any chance of true
justice. Moses, however, claims that he
had never taken a bribe (Numbers 16:15),
and Samuel points out that he had never
allowed himself to be corrupted and had
never enriched himself in this way. The
Bible repeatedly warns against bribery by
portraying people who offered or accep-
ted bribes. In the New Testament, Judas
betrays Jesus (Matthew 27:3; Acts 1:18),
and the priests offer money to the guards
at Jesus' tomb in order to persuade them
to lie about the resurrection (Matthew
28:12). Simon the soothsayer tries to
buy the power of the Holy Spirit (Acts
8:20) and Felix offers to liberate Paul for
money (Acts 24:26). Besides Samuel‘s
sons, who misused their office (1 Samuel
8:2-3), the Old Testament tells Bileam,
who curses Israel for money and fell into
sin (Numbers 22). Prostitution is also
considered a type of corruption (Ezekiel
16:33; Ezekiel 16:33 ,They give gifts to
all whores,"), since the man uses money
to purchase the woman's sin of adultery,
which she would not otherwise commit
in this case.
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Perhaps no other scripture better
describes the way corruption devours all
aspects of life and destroys society from
above, than an accusation by the prophet
Micha:

»The prince asks for gifts, the judge
seeks a bribe, and the great man utters
his evil desire; so they scheme together.”
(Mic. 7:3) All these people exploit their
power to satisfy their own desires instead
of serving justice. ,One hand washes the
other® (they wrap it up until corruption
has become an octopus whose arms can

be cut off repeatedly without ever really
destroying the monster. As I mentioned
above, the monster is growing in Ger-
many and in Switzerland more quickly
than society realizes, until society is
caught in the grip of a monster whose
arms grow back as quickly as one can cut
them off.

Once the differences between deceit
and corruption have been eliminated in
the institutions of authority, the Church
and the people of God cannot escape,
for they have shown partiality and have

Further Prophecies
against Corruption

Isa. 1:23 Your princes [are] rebellious, And companions of thieves; Everyone loves
bribes, And follows after rewards. They do not defend the fatherless, Nor does the
cause of the widow come before them.

Isa. 5:23 Who justify the wicked for a bribe, And take away justice from the righ-
teous man!

Amos 5:12 For I know your manifold transgressions And your mighty sins: Afflic-
ting the just [and] taking bribes; Diverting the poor [from justice] at the gate.

Other Texts against
Corruption and Bribery

Ex. 32:8 And you shall take no bribe for a bribe blinds the discerning and perverts
the words of the righteous.

Deut. 16:19 You shall not pervert justice; you shall not show partiality, nor take a
bribe, for a bribe blinds the eyes of the wise and twists the words of the righteous.
Deut. 17:25 Cursed is the one who takes a bribe to slay an innocent person.

Psalm 15:5 praises the man who does not ,take a bribe against the innocent.”
Prov. 25:27 He who is greedy for gain troubles his own house, but he who hates
bribes will live.

Eccl. 7.7 Surely oppression destroys a wise man's reason, and a bribe debases the
heart.

Isa. 33:15 He who walks righteously and speaks uprightly, He who depises the gain
of oppression, who gestures with his hands refusing bribes.

MBS TexTE 26 5



Thomas Schirrmacher

Bribery and Corruption

failed to speak out against corruption and
lust. Micha upbraids the leaders of Israel,
»Her heads judge for a bribe, her priests
teach for pay, and her prophets divine for
money.“ (Mic. 3:11)

Frederik Galtung speaks of ,System
Corruption® when corruption has become
an intrinsic element of the system,’ which
can develop into a situation in which the
system becomes dependent on its exis-
tence,® as when wages in the public sec-
tor no longer suffice for basic needs. The
reformation of such systems is almost
impossible.”

We can only welcome the integrity and
the decisive course taken by an evangeli-
cal Christian who, in imitation of the Old
Testament prophets, brought about the
resignation of the EU Commission after
its unbelievable corruption.® Unfortuna-
tely the reactions of the new commssion
demonstrate little improvement inspite of
its members' fervent avowals.’

Not that either the Old Testament or
the New objects to gifts, when they help
or give pleasure to others. The very neces-
sary warnings against corruption must
not be allowed to discredit an equally
necessary and healthy culture of giving.
Scripture also very objectively recognizes
that gifts are sometimes necessary to the
achievement of justified goals. Proverbs
says, ,A man's gift makes room for him,
and brings him before great men.“ (Prov.
18:16), and ,A gift in secret pacifies
anger, and a bribe behind the back strong
wrath. (Prov. 21:14). When a Christian
is confronted by corruptible officials and
has no opportunity to eliminate the cor-
ruption at the moment, he can feel free
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to obtain his rights with gifts (as we did
in Indonesia). Only when he purchases
unfair advantages, does he make him-
self guilty. But even the Christian who is
forced to pay will fight against corruption
and begin by revealing and by extermina-
ting all forms of bribery and corruption
in the Church.

Bribery is thus permissible to a certain
extent, as long as it is not used to obstruct
justice, but only to realize legal possibili-
ties, or to protect an individual from dan-
ger.!” Even then, the option should only be
used with restraint and only in countries
and cultures which provide no other pos-
sibility (complaint to one's superior, a law
suit or an alternative method). It might be
permissible, for example, to bribe a doctor
employed by the State to perform a legal
operation essential to a person’s survival,
but in this case, the doctor makes himself
guilty of working for a bribe.

Only if a Christian buys unrighteous-
ness, will he himself be guilty of corrup-
tion. But even the Christian who is forced
to pay to reach a lwaful thing, will fight
against the evil of corruption and espe-
cially begin to uncover and delete any
corruption and power through money in

the church of Jesus Christ.

Ethical conflict

The issue here is the priority of the hig-
her laws of God against lower laws, also
called the Conflicting Duties or Conflict
of Loyalties. Just as saving a life can jus-
tify lying, bribery can be permissible to
achieve legal goals more important, such
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as a life-saving operation. At the same
time, bribery cannot be employed for
trivialities or illegal goals, or in a func-
tioning constitutional state with other
alternatives, and is always sin on the side
of the one accepting the bribe.

The fact that the values protected by
the Law of God have different order of
priority, so that offences against these
laws must be assessed differently, beco-
mes very apparent when a conflict arises
between two statutes.!!

Perhaps the best known biblical
example is Peter's and John's defiance of
the Jewish Sanhedrin, which had forbid-
den the apostles to preach the Gospel:
»We ought to obey God more than men,*

(Acts 5:29). Peter had already challenged
them ,Whether it be right in the sight of
God to hearken unto you more than unto
God, judge ye,* (Acts 4:19).

The divine commandment to preach
the Gospel conflicted with the divine
commandment to obey authority. In a
similar way, Daniel‘s three friends had
refused to obey Nebuchadnezzar's com-
mand to bow down before his statue
(Daniel 3). Daniel quietly continued to
pray, although he was breaking a Persian
law which would condemn him to the
lion's den (Daniel 6). The law forbidding
idolatry has priority over the command-
ment to obey the State. Note that none
of these examples dispute the God-given

Life-saving lies in the
Old Testament

Exodus 1:15-21: God ,blesses“ the midwives (vs. 20), when they lie to Pharaoh in
order to save the lives of the Hebrew babies.

Exodus 2:3-9: Jochebed, Mose's mother, and Miriam, his sister, conceal their rela-
tionship to the child found by Pharaoh‘s daughter, so that Jochebed can nurse her
own son.

Joshua 2:1-22: Rahab lies to the King of Jericho. Although they are still in her
house, she insists that they have left, in order to save their lives and her own, as well.
She lies, because she believes in the Lord, and is thus included in the list of the heroes
of the faith in Hebrews 11:13. James 2:25 also confirms her faith: , Likewise also was
not Rahab the harlot justified by works, when she had received the messengers, and
had sent them out another way?*

Psalm 34: written by ,David, when he changed his behaviour before Abimelech;
who drove him away, and he departed.” (See also 1 Sam. 21:10-16; David pretended
to have lost his mind, so that his enemy will not execute him.).

1Sam. 16:2: God commands Samuel to hold a sacrifice in order to deceive Saul, so
that the king will not execute him.

1Sam. 19:9-17: David's wife Michal saves David's life and her own by lying to her
father.

2Sam. 17:18-21: A woman saves David's spy by lying to Absalom.
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authority of the State — the men of God
otherwise kept the laws of their societies.
The conflict arises when governments
require the citizen to relinquish a higher
value. If, for example, the government
requires me to pay parking fees, I must
pay them, whether I agree with them or
not. Were the State, however, to claim
the right to raise my children, or to insist
that I participate in an abortion, I would
refuse.

One frequent conflict of duties in the
Old Testament arose between the Fifth
and Sixth Commandment, laws against
murder and against lying. Since the com-
mandment protecting life has priority
over the prohibition of lying, a lie is justi-
fied when necessary to save a human life,"
as the prostitute Rahab did — only one of
many examples.’

The Sabbath laws caused several con-
flicts of duties. On the one hand, God
forbids the Israelites to work on the Sab-
bath, but on the other hand, Jesus, who
frequently healed on the Sabbath, justifies
His activity by asking: ,Is it lawful to do
good on the sabbath days, or to do evil?
to save life, or to kill? But they held their
peace,” because they knew very well that
the Old Testament allowed work that
saved life. In Matthew 12:11-12, Jesus
argues in a similar manner: ,And he said
unto them, What man shall there be
among you, that shall have one sheep, and
if it fall into a pit on the sabbath day, will
he not lay hold on it, and lift it out? How
much then is a man better than a sheep?
Wherefore it is lawful to do well on the
sabbath days” (See also Luke 14:5, which
deals with an ox.). Old Testament Law
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permitted the saving of animals, even on
the Sabbath. Jesus also refers to the neces-
sity of giving animals their water on the
Sabbath (Luke 13:15).

In Mark 2:23-28 (= Matt 12,:1-7;
Luke 6:1-5), Jesus defends the right of
His disciples to pluck corn on the Sabbath
by referring to David, who was allowed to
eat the Shewbread usually reserved exclu-
sively for the priests (Mark 2:25-26; 1
Sam. 21:4-7).InJohn 7:23, Jesus asks, ,,If
a man on the sabbath day receive circum-
cision, that the law of Moses should not
be broken; are ye angry at me, because I
have made a man every whit whole on the
sabbath day?“ Survival and circumcision
were more important than the Sabbath
rest, as was the ministry of the priests. In
Matthew 12:5, Jesus asks, ,,Or have ye not
read in the law, how that on the sabbath
days the priests in the temple profane the
sabbath, and are blameless?“ Jesus uses all
of these examples to demonstrate princip-
les with higher priority than the Sabbath
rest, especially the reference to the priests,
who profane the sabbath, but are still bla-
meless.

In my opinion,' the Bible assumes that
there is the possibility of a right decision
in any ethical conflict of duties concer-
ning the Law of God. Man is obliged to
keep the higher Law, which is then the
exception for the inferior one.” In any
case, I know of no case in the Bible in
which an individual could not decide bet-
ween sin and sin, and could only decide
to commit a lesser sin. I can find no con-
crete biblical examples which support the
idea that one is always guilty in such a
case, or that relate that God gave a spe-
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cial commandment to anyone in a con-
flict of values. We should give up the term
sthe lesser evil“ — neither Peter's defiance
of the Sanhedrins requirements nor the
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