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A Perspective on Bribes 
and Bribery
By Ann Gibson

The Association of Certified Fraud Exami- 
ners notes that in 2020 corruption (defined 
as bribery, extortion, illegal gratuities, and  
conflicts of interest) was the most common  
fraud scheme in every global region of  

the world. The median loss for these schemes was 
$200,000.1 Thus, to assume that the issue of bribery is  
somehow “out there,” something practiced only in  
corrupt organizations, is naive. While more common 
in some areas of the world than in others,2 bribery can 
be found in all societies. Because bribery and extortion 
are so widespread, there is a very high likelihood of  
encountering them when traveling or living in cultures 
not one’s own. It is therefore important to understand 
what bribery is and to consider the guidance that  
Scripture may offer on this subject.

Bribery and Extortion Defined
	 Using legal language, John R. Boatright defines  
bribery as “a payment made with the intention to  
corrupt. More specifically, the payment is made with the 
intention of causing a person to be dishonest or disloyal 
or to betray a trust in the performance of official duties.”3 
Extortion, on the other hand, is when an official uses 
“his office to extract improper fees from a person who 
reluctantly yields to the official’s demands or pressure.”⁴ 
Often with extortion there is a threat of something bad 
happening if the individual does not comply, whereas  
with a bribe, there is a suggestion that one would  
receive desirable treatment or an advantage if they  
paid the requested sum. While there is a technical  
distinction between bribery (when the person or firm 
initiates the payments) and extortion (when an official,  

by virtue of his/her position or office, demands a  
payment to complete an action), for ease of discussion 
in this paper, we will lump these two concepts together 
under the general term “bribery.”⁵
	 Bribery and extortion are illegal by all countries’  
standards and laws. There is no defense of bribery as a  
“local tradition” that should be respected. However, 
the definition of “bribery” differs across cultures. In  
countries where the culture is not steeped in a strong, 
commonly held legal tradition, any specific laws  
forbidding bribery may be ineffective, because recog-
nizing a bribe as a bribe may be unclear to those who 
come from outside of the culture.⁶ 
	 For example, in European societies and the  
Western societies established with European cultural  
and legal traditions, the individual is viewed as the  
arbiter and thus responsible for right conduct. These  
societies are more legalistic and rule-oriented than  
societies in other parts of the world. From the perspec-
tive of these cultures, the rules assure the members of 
society that decisions are made that are impartial to 
everyone.
	 In other cultures (e.g., Asian cultures), moral  
obligation arises from a specific relationship, the ar-
bitrator of the decision is the group, and the primary  
quality is loyalty. Ethical obligations depend on  
what each party owes the other in the relationship.  
Relationships create a need for reciprocity. Each party  
must take care to return all favors received so as to  
preserve a balance. As a result, what may look like a  
bribe to an individual coming from a rule-oriented  
culture may, in fact, be an action to return a favor in  
a relationship-based culture. Boatright’s definition of  
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bribery emphasizes motivation and/or intention. 
Motivation and intention are difficult enough to  
determine in a culture where actions are expected to 
conform to written laws and well-understood legal  
norms. However, in cultures where relationships rather  
than the law are expected to be the ultimate ruler of  
whether or not an action is ethical and/or appropriate,  
motivation and intention are extremely difficult to  
judge. Additional observations about the effect of 
culture on one’s understanding of whether or not  
bribery has occurred will be discussed later. But first, 
let us consider two types of bribes—the transactional 
bribe and the variance bribe.

Transactional Versus Variance Bribes
	 W. Michael Reisman defines the transactional  
bribe as “a payment routinely and usually impersonally  
made to a public official to secure or accelerate the  
performance of his prescribed function.”⁷
	 Such a bribe has the following characteristics: 
First, the payment’s purpose is to assure quick action 
on the part of the official, not to engage the official in 
action other than what normally is part of the official’s 
job. Second, the service requested is available to every-
one who needs it—that is, to the general public rather 
than a unique service to one individual.⁸
	 An example of a transactional bribe is when a  
missionary goes to the customs office to pick up his/her  
personal goods from customs. The customs officer  
indicates that the goods may be available in five days,  
but if a small sum were paid, the goods could be 
available tomorrow. Such a requested exchange is 
sometimes called a facilitating payment or a “grease 
payment.” The purpose is to “lubricate” the bureau- 
cracy and get things done. In many countries where 
officials are poorly paid, the local culture expects that  
individuals will pay these officials the requested 
small sums to facilitate or expedite services, and thus  
supplement the official’s low pay.⁹ These payments 
are not considered bribes under the Foreign Corrupt  
Practices Act, the law in the United States that forbids  
all United States corporations from engaging in  
bribery, irrespective of where they operate across the 
globe. That is not to say that there are no local laws 
against “grease payments” in the countries that expect  
them. It is just that such laws are seldom enforced  
and, under the legal definition of bribery, are not  
considered to be bribes, as there is no intent to corrupt  
or to ask the individual to betray a trust or to be  
dishonest.1⁰
	 A variance bribe, however, is “not to facilitate or 
accelerate acts substantially in conformity with a norm 
but rather to secure the suspension or non application 
of a norm.”11 Continuing the previous example, if the  
missionary’s personal goods contained items that were  
forbidden to be brought into the country, or that could 
be brought in only at a considerable duty charge, and 
the missionary offered the customs official a sum of  
money in order to let the goods enter the country  

illegally or without paying the duty, the bribe would 
be a variance bribe. A variance of the norm (or law) 
of the country would be requested in exchange for the 
payment of money. Reisman’s distinctions between 
transactional bribes and variance bribes may be helpful 
as we look to Scripture for guidance on the subject of 
bribery.

Bribery in Scripture
	 Both experience and observation confirm that  
people will offer and will accept bribes, irrespective 
of the laws of the country. Proverbs 17:8 explains the  
reason succinctly: “A bribe is a charm to the one who 
gives it; wherever he turns, he succeeds.”12 Proverbs 
18:16 says, “A gift opens the way for the giver and  
ushers him into the presence of the great.” In this world,  
as Solomon rightly notes, bribery appears to work—at 
least most of the time (see Prov 6:33–35; 22:16). Yet  
Scripture tells us that the righteous do not accept bribes 
(Ps 15:5; Isa 33:15), even though the wicked person’s 
hands may be filled with them (Ps 26:10; Prov 17:23).
	 Scripture provides numerous examples and warn-
ings regarding bribery. We are told that one of the  
reasons the elders of Israel went to Samuel and asked  
for a king was because Samuel’s sons did not “walk in  
his ways,” but rather sought “dishonest gain and  
accepted bribes and perverted justice” (1 Sam 8:3).  
Samuel himself apparently accepted this accusation  
against his sons because he noted in his farewell  
address that he had not accepted bribes (1 Sam 12:3). 
Judas, however, was willing to take a bribe to betray  
Jesus to the chief priests, even though he knew they 
were seeking to get rid of Jesus (Luke 22:4–6). The 
guards at Jesus’ tomb were willing to be bribed by the 
chief priests to spread a false report about how Jesus’ 
tomb came to be empty. Their report was especially  
important as they had been placed on guard to prevent  
anyone from stealing the body, and with the body  
missing, they were expected to explain.
	 The preacher in Ecclesiastes informs his readers 
that “extortion turns a wise man into a fool, and a bribe  
corrupts the heart” (Eccl 7:7). Old Testament prophets  
relentlessly accused the leaders of Israel of using  
bribes to pervert justice, especially justice toward the 
innocent and those who represented the vulnerable 
sector of society—the poor, the fatherless, the widow 
(Isa 1:23; 5:22–23; Amos 5:12; Mic 3:9–11; 7:1–3). 
	 The most commonly quoted Scripture that speaks 
against bribery is Deuteronomy 16:18–20, where  
Moses tells Israel to appoint judges that will not  
pervert justice or show partiality, and will not accept  
a bribe, as a bribe blinds the eyes of the wise and twists  
the words of the righteous. The same thought is  
expressed in Leviticus 19:15 and repeated in Proverbs 
17:23 and 18:5, where again the concern is with the  
perversion of justice and the show of partiality to  
either the rich or the poor. The issue of partiality and  
the denial of justice, particularly to the poor, is also  
addressed in Exodus 23:3, 6. Thus, the two most  
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often-cited scriptural reasons to avoid bribery are  
because 1) the bribe will pervert justice and 2) the bribe  
will make one partial to one party over other parties.  
Proverbs 17:15 states, “Aquitting the guilty and con-
demning the innocent—the Lord detests them both.”
	 A third scriptural reason to avoid bribery is that a  
bribe may lead to false accusations. In the context of  
Exodus 23:3, 6, Exodus 23:7–8 states, “Have nothing to 
do with a false charge and do not put an innocent or  
honest person to death, for I will not acquit the guilty.  
Do not accept a bribe, for a bribe blinds those who see 
and twists the words of the righteous.” The same close  
association of the possibility of false accusations  
and twisted truths with partiality and perversion of 
justice is found in Leviticus 19:16. A specific curse on  
bribery is given in Deuteronomy 27:25 because a bribe 
might be offered to one to kill an innocent person. The  
Seventh-day Adventist Bible Commentary, in commen- 
ting on this verse, notes that perhaps this caution was  
specifically warning judges who might be subjected to a 
bribe in connection with a murder case.13
	 Finally, in Deuteronomy 10, Moses outlines what 
God expects of Israel—to love Him and serve Him 
with all one’s heart and soul and to observe all that the 
Lord has commanded. But in verse 17, Moses makes 
it very clear that doing all these things will not win  
God’s favor (which has already been bestowed on  
Israel) because God accepts no bribes and shows no 
partiality. God does not accept bribes because His  
justice is perfect and He will not engage in partiality or 
permit humans to seek His favor for themselves over 
other humans He has created. It logically follows that if 
we wish to mirror the acts of God, then we too will not 
offer or accept bribes.
	 In summary, attempting to gain favor through the  
misuse of money or influence, or to act with the intent 
to corrupt the individual or to ask that individual to 
betray a trust or to be dishonest or disloyal, would be to 
engage in a variance bribe. To engage in variance bribes 
would dishonor the inherent dignity of the person  
as granted at creation and would violate Christian  
commands to seek justice and love mercy.1⁴ It also 
would cause one to act in ways contrary to God’s  
character. Therefore, these are actions that a Christian 
should not undertake.
	 But what about transactional bribery—those fa-
cilitating payments that “grease” transactions? Some 
note that such payments are expected because the  
government officials who are often the recipients of  
these payments are underpaid, with the expectation  
that they will supplement their salaries by such facilita- 
ting payments. Often these facilitating payments are 
equated with tips given to restaurant personnel in  
many Western societies, who also receive low wages 
because of the expectation that they can “make it up” 
through earning tips because of the excellent service  
they provide. Individuals coming from non-Western  
societies, however, often equate the common Western  
practice of tipping for service as a form of bribery.1⁵  

Recognizing whether an action is transactional bribery 
or variance bribery when the action occurs in a culture 
not one’s own may be difficult, and caution should be 
exercised before jumping to conclusions.
	 Richard L. Langston points out that in Scripture  
the Hebrew word shachad is used to refer to bribery  
twenty-three times. In fifteen of these occurrences, the  
context clarifies that variance bribes are referred to. In  
five occurrences, the passages deal with unique cir- 
cumstances, such as when one ruler gives a gift to  
another to gain assistance (1 Kgs 15:18–20; 2 Kgs 16:8), 
or when a gift to pacify a jealous husband is not given 
(Prov 6:35), or when a ruler refuses to let captives free 
through the paying of a gift (Isa 45:13).1⁶

This leaves only three verses [out of twen-
ty-three verses] Deuteronomy 10:17; 16:19; 
and 2 Chronicles 19:7 where transactional 
bribes might be in view. The key idea that all  
three verses have in common is impartiality.  
In other words, when a transactional bribe 
causes someone to be partial in his adminis- 
tration of justice, then from a Scriptural stand- 
point it is a bribe, and hence condemned.  
If on the other hand it does not result in 
partiality, it is not necessary to classify it as a  
bribe according to the Scriptural boundaries.1⁷

Bernard Adeney suggests that when considering 
whether a bribe is a transactional or a variance bribe, 
that:

(A) moral distinction may be made on the  
basis of whether a person has the freedom 
to give or not to give. If a small gift is freely  
given to obtain better service and there is no 
fear or threat involved, it is possible to consider 
it a tip. Presumably the service would be given 
in any case, but would probably take a little  
longer. The tip speeds up the process and  
benefits both parties. Little or no harm is  
done to the poor who either do not need the 
service or can obtain it with a little more time. 
On the other hand, if fear or force is involved, 
or if the expected delays are extreme, the 
freedom that characterizes a gift or a tip is 
removed. A gift or a tip is never compulsory.1⁸

	 The present study suggests that the reader also 
take into consideration the following questions when 
attempting to distinguish between a transactional (i.e., 
a facilitating payment) and a variance bribe: Does the 
facilitating payment pervert justice? Does it encourage 
partiality to one party over others? Does it lead to false 
accusations against a person, even to the extent where 
the accused person might lose their life? Does it twist 
the truth about the situation in question? The quote 
from Adeney raises one more question: If the poor  
cannot afford to bribe, is a justice question raised  
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because the privileged rich can take advantage of the 
situation unfairly?

	 Finally, one additional question may be in order:  
does the action lead to dishonest gain? Building on the  
story of Samuel’s sons (see previous discussion and  
1 Sam 8:3), Richard Langston notes that bribery is  
forbidden because it is a form of dishonest gain. “The 
desire for personal gain by Samuel’s sons influenced  
the elders of Israel to request a king and become more  
like the surrounding nations (1 Sam. 8:5). As a result, the 
people of Israel became less like the people of God.”1⁹

The Influence of Culture
	 In business, the answer to the question of whether  
or not a bribe has been offered is: “It depends.” “It  
depends” rests on whether there are basic social struc-
tural elements such as 1) respect for life; 2) basic trust  
in order to have a transfer of goods, services, and 
money, and for orders to be accepted and filled; and  
3) honor of contracts and agreements made. Without 
these factors, business as conceived by capitalism can-
not be conducted at all, let alone conducted ethically.2⁰
	 For example, in Russia, a significant part of the  
culture is based on the philosophical perspective known 
as avos, which implies intervention in life as given  
by the divine beings, rather than as a result of human 
forces or choices.21 The difference between this philo- 
sophy and Western philosophy can be illustrated by  
the action of engaging in bribery. Because Western  
philosophy emphasizes free will, free choice, and  
accountability as cultural foundations,22 individuals are  
believed to be personally responsible for their actions. 
Therefore, if one chooses to engage in bribery, which  
is considered unethical (and illegal), the individual 
must have been unethical because he/she had freedom 
of choice and did not have to engage in such behavior.
	 A Russian, however, coming from the cultural 
background of avos, would say, “Because this is the  
way things are (having been given to us by the gods),  
we are not responsible. Permissions are required by  
individuals in a corrupt system or institution. The  
system is corrupt, so we must focus on keeping the  
relationship intact so we can get what we need. It is  
the institution that is corrupt, not the individual.”23 
Therefore, in this context there cannot be personal  
responsibility or accountability for bribery because the 
individual could not influence the situation. In such a 
culture, a discussion as to whether the act of bribery 
by an individual is an ethical or unethical action poses 
unique challenges.
	 In addition, there are cultural practices that might 
be interpreted as bribery by some cultures, but not seen 
as bribery in other cultures. For example, it is almost 
impossible to do business in Japan without gift giving.  
To the Japanese, whose culture emphasizes group 
belonging and respect, gift giving is a sign of accep-
tance into the group. To those influenced by Western  
philosophy where the culture emphasizes individual 
responsibility and action, gift giving may appear to be a 

bribe. It may be impossible to fault a culture’s emphasis 
on belonging and respect, just as it may be impossible 
to fault a culture’s emphasis on individual responsibil-
ity and action. Therefore, when in Japan, in order to 
respect Japanese culture, it may be necessary to tolerate 
more gift giving than would be acceptable elsewhere. 
Motorola, a company with strong principles and there-
fore stated policies against gift giving and receiving,  
has faced and dealt with this problem in a creative  
way. In Japan only, limited gift giving and receiving is 
acceptable under specific guidelines: cost limits, gifts to 
be given only at certain times of the year, and any gift to 
a Motorola employee must be displayed in and remain 
with the office after the recipient departs.2⁴
	 With respect to “gifts,” Scripture offers some inte- 
resting illustrations. In 1 Samuel 9, Saul was looking  
for his father’s donkeys, but could not find them. His  
servant suggested that they seek guidance from Samuel  
as to where they might find the animals. Saul was  
concerned, as they had nothing to give to the prophet  
as a gift, which, according to Ellen G. White,2⁵ was the 
custom when seeking assistance from a prophet. The 
servant told Saul that he had a quarter of a shekel, and 
Saul was satisfied and agreed that they should seek 
Samuel to find out where the donkeys could be found. 
It was at that time that Samuel anointed Saul privately 
to be king of Israel and shortly after, Saul learned that 
the donkeys were found and were safe.
	 But then there is the story of Naaman, who at- 
tempted to give a gift to Elisha after he was healed of  
his leprosy. Elisha refused the gift, as White says,2⁶ 
because he did not want Naaman to believe that what 
God had given him—that is, healing from leprosy—
could have been purchased. When Elisha’s servant ran 
after Naaman in order to receive some of the gifts for 
himself, Naaman’s leprosy fell on the servant.
	 Special difficulties and pressures to make “lubrica- 
ting” payments may arise in cultures where there is  
an expectation that one will hire a “middleman” to 
transact business—particularly the business of pur- 
chasing items. Agents are often used when a firm is  
unfamiliar with a country’s conventions, rules, and  
regulations. In many Middle Eastern countries, com- 
panies must use agents because the culture requires  
that the company doing business must be properly 
introduced. Agents are generally used to bring firms 
and government officials together and to assist a firm 
in entering a market without violating local rules or  
customs. Often these cultures do not have a fixed price 
list to which the organization can refer when buying 
items, as would be true in the United States and many 
other Western societies. Thus, it is up to the negotiator  
to determine the price. In this context, the agent or 
middleman may become a conduit to provide bribes to  
officials or to offer bribes to facilitate the procurement  
of goods. In such situations the company and the 
bribed official are at arm’s length, making it possible 
that the company may not even know that bribery has 
occurred.2⁷
Resistance to Bribery and Extortion
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	 In their case study about the Motorola Corpo-
ration, E. B. Peach and K. L. Murrell tell the story of 
Motorola’s decision to delay the opening of a plant in a 
country where local officials wanted a bribe/facilitating 
payment before they would issue the operating permit  
required to open the plant. It was tempting to pay  
rather than undergo an expensive delay in beginning 
production. However, Motorola chose to wait. The 
word spread that Motorola was unwilling to pay the 
requested money and ultimately, the required permits 
were issued.2⁸
	 It is one thing to be a major company like Motoro- 
la and have the financial resources to wait out the local  
officials who seek “facilitating payments.” But what  
if you are a local businessperson who does not have the 
clout of a multinational corporation or the financial 
resources to wait months until the local official issues 
the permit? Should a local entrepreneur be held to the 
same ethical standard as a multinational corporation?
	 Richard De George thinks that often they should 
not be held to the same standard because the multi-
national corporation has greater responsibilities in the  
situation and the local entrepreneur may not have the  
same options available to them.2⁹ Gene Ahner states,

The challenge of business in the face of  
bribery and corruption is to work toward 
convincing locals of the benefits of playing by  
the rules of good business. Perhaps there is  
a special role here for multi-national corpo- 
rations who have greater resources, more 
power, and easier access to independent  
credit. Some degree of ethical commitment  
to fair exchange is the basis for a free-market 
economy to prosper. In some markets there  
is no way of avoiding payment of bribes,  
except by exiting the market. In fact, many 
companies will not even attempt to do busi-
ness in a country ruled by corruption and 
bribery. Again, it is the common people who 
suffer most.3⁰

	 The local entrepreneur must operate in a country,  
even one engaged in unethical practices such as  
bribery, because it is his/her own country. The local  
entrepreneur does not have the same resources,  
power, or wealth to stand up to local corruption as  
the multinational corporation has. The multinational  
corporation may be a desirable entity in the eyes of  
the government because it will bring jobs, taxes, and  
other benefits to the country, while the local entre- 
preneur may be too small to be seen as beneficial to  
the local officials. In many ways, the multinational  
corporation and the local entrepreneur do not operate  
in the same situation, and thus their responses  
may not be able to be the same. With more power  
comes more responsibility. Therefore, to immediately  
fault the local entrepreneur for his/her actions may 
show one’s lack of understanding of the situation  
where social structures may be unmanageable from an 

individual perspective. Langston notes that

it is often easier for those who have some social 
standing or financial resources to resist, than 
it is for those who are at the bottom of the 
socio-economic scale. Those at or near the 
bottom of the socio-economic scale in Third 
World countries often have so few resources  
upon which to fall back, that their very  
survival may be at stake if they try to  
resist. . . . In light of these realities, when God’s 
people see or hear of a victim of extortion, they  
should look on him as the victim he truly is;  
and not be judgmental of him for not  
resisting.31

	 These are difficult cases to consider and confront.  
Jesus’s cautionary words in Matthew 7:1–5 to not judge, 
and to check for the plank in one’s own eye before  
attempting to remove the speck in one’s brother’s eye, 
seem appropriate for such instances.

Seeking Wealth
	 In many cases, the incentive to offer bribes is to  
obtain some good, opportunity, or service that will be  
of financial benefit, and which appears to be unavai- 
lable without the money or gift. The hope is that by  
bribing and obtaining the desired item, the briber  
will be better off financially and thus move closer to 
the goal of increased wealth. Proverbs warns its readers 
of the power of money and its ability to change who 
we are or who we wish to be. Specifically, the wisdom  
literature warns of the results of using fraud to gain 
wealth.
	 First, the misuse of money makes one dishonest 
and corrupts one’s integrity.32 Job 36:18 states, “Be  
careful that no one entices you by riches; do not let a  
large bribe turn you aside.” Proverbs 20:17 warns, 
“Food gained by fraud tastes sweet to a man, but he 
ends up with a mouth full of gravel.” Job agrees, noting 
that in such cases one will not enjoy the profits from 
one’s trading (Job 20:12–18).
	 Second, the misuse of money makes one ruth- 
less.33 Proverbs 20:14 describes the sharp bargaining 
by the buyer who claims the goods are inferior, but 
who knows that a hard bargain has been struck and in  
fact leaves the scene to boast about his gain. Proverbs  
28:8 reminds the reader that increasing wealth by  
exorbitant interest is forbidden and to engage in such 
activity results in loss (Job 27:16–17).
	 Third, misuse of money makes one proud,3⁴ “wise  
in his own eyes” (Prov 28:11). The wise man prays 
(Prov 30:7–9) that he might be kept from both poverty 
and riches so that he does not ask, “Who is the Lord?”
	 Fourth, Jesus warns against the misuse of money 
that can make one busy with the less important things 
of life.3⁵ In Luke 12:16–21, Jesus tells the story of the 
rich farmer who built new barns to store all his wealth 
so that he might enjoy his goods for many years. But 
the rich farmer failed to be rich toward God, and while  
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gaining temporary riches for a short period of time, 
was deprived of the riches that last.
	 Rather than using one’s wealth to obtain goods or 
services through dishonest means, it is better for the 
Christian to take seriously Paul’s warning to Timothy 
about the power of money. Paul says, “For the love of 
money is a root of all kinds of evil. Some people, eager 
for money, have wandered from the faith and pierced 
themselves with many griefs” (1 Tim 6:10). Timothy 
Keller writes, 

The only true solution to the power of money 
over you is to see yourself rich in Christ. In 
him we are “rich toward God” (Luke 12:21; 
cf. 2 Corinthians 8:9). Riches on earth bring 
some short-lived status, but we are children  
of the King of the universe. Riches on earth 
bring some security, but “in all things God 
works for the good of those who love him, 
who have been called” (Romans 8:28). Riches 
on earth bring power, but we will rule with 
Christ (2 Timothy 2:12). Christ has paid the  
only debt that could destroy us (Luke 7:42–43),  
which makes all other debts inconsequential. 
In Christ you are truly rich.3⁶

Is It Bribery?
	 Langston offers the following applicational ques-
tions when dealing with gifts and bribes in cultures  
other than one’s own. These questions may be partic-
ularly helpful when encountering transactional bribes, 
or when trying to determine if the situation involves  
a variance or a transactional bribe.

1.	 Is it pursuing justice or distorting justice? Is  
it hurting or taking away the rights of the  
innocent? Is it letting the wicked escape jus-
tice? Does it promote or obscure the carrying 
out of duties?

2.	 Is it undercutting impartiality and promo- 
ting favoritism? Is it impairing the judgment  
of those who are otherwise impartial? Are 
they making statements or pronouncements 
they otherwise would not have made? Does 
it result in favoritism toward some and  
unfavorable treatment of others?

3.	 Is it motivated by greed or dishonest gain? Is 
it associated with extortion in any way? Is it  
solicited or demanded? Is it given secretly  
and cunningly? What do righteous men (and 
women) do in this situation in this culture?3⁷

	 Langston adds a special caution with respect to  
justice when considering transactional bribes. He  
notes, “Extreme care must be exercised in evaluating  
whether a particular payment would uphold or under-
cut justice, because we tend to see justice from our own 
partial view point. What is one man’s justice is another 
man’s injustice.”3⁸
	 For each of the situations described in the follow-

ing scenarios, use Langston’s criteria to decide whether  
or not transactional or variance bribery has occurred. 
On what basis did you make your decision?

Scenario 1
	 The pastor and his driver bump their way over 
ancient roads in a war-torn country. They are stopped 
by armed militia but the pastor cannot tell if these are 
the police or the rebels. The driver hands a book to the 
head of the militia, who takes it to the nearby table, 
opens it carefully, and then returns it. The militia let  
the car pass. Perhaps ten miles further down the road, 
another checkpoint is encountered, with the same 
scene repeated—and then another. After they reach 
their destination, the pastor realizes that the book was 
not a mileage diary, but merely the method by which 
money was exchanged to ensure their safe passage. The 
pastor remembers seeing cars along the road, totally 
stripped of anything valuable, with no people in sight.

Scenario 2
	 The missionary is rushing to an appointment to 
renew his visa and drives his motorcycle a bit too fast 
through town. The policeman stops him and informs  
him that he must issue a speeding ticket to the missio- 
nary. However, the policeman says, if the missionary  
would pay a small fee (approximately $1.00), the  
ticket would be “forgiven.” The missionary knows the  
policeman’s pay is inadequate to support his family, 
that the policeman expects those who are stopped for  
a traffic violation will pay the requested amount, and 
that to insist on receiving the ticket will result in days 
spent in court, explaining the situation to the judge. 

Scenario 3
 	 An international business organization wishes to  
bring its health care products into the country, but to  
do so, it must first establish a relationship with the  
local business that handles health care products for the  
region. The conversations appear to be going well, but 
no definite agreement has been reached. The parties  
adjourn for yet another day, and the international  
organization’s negotiators wonder what it will take to  
be sufficiently accepted in the country in order to do  
business. At the next meeting, the local business  
manager arrives with an expensive gift, which he  
presents to the head of the international organization’s 
negotiating team. He assures the chief negotiator that 
upon acceptance of the gift, they are ready to sit down 
and seriously discuss the offered contract.

Scenario 4
	 A local business organization wishes to build  
its new factory in a controversial location. The location  
is near a flood plain and current regulations regarding  
building in the area are extensive, in an effort to  
discourage development. The organization hires a  
professional lobbyist to work with local and regional  
government officials to obtain the necessary building  
permits and the required relaxation of flood plain  
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regulations so the factory can be built at the desired  
location. No monies are exchanged between the orga- 
nization and the local government officials, although the 
lobbyist is paid according to the agreed-upon contract.

Conclusion
	 Whether one lives in or moves between a relation-
ship-based culture and/or a culture defined by laws  
and individual responsibility, one recognizes that our 
world is fallen and our moral choices are not always 
perfect. As Christians, we understand the prohibitions  
of Scripture, particularly those outlined in the Ten 
Commandments that speak against lying, killing, 
working on Sabbath, and adultery. We might also add 
bribery to this list, given the strong words spoken 
against bribery in the Old Testament. Perhaps we break 
these commands because we are weak, unwise, caught 
off-guard, or hope that the action taken will prevent an 
even greater evil. Perhaps the situation seems unclear  
to us or unmanageable from a human perspective,  
and in our confusion or fear, we rely upon our own 
judgment and fail to trust God. But no matter what  
our rationale, we have broken God’s moral law, and  
our actions are serious.
	 Jacob chose to deceive his father in order to ob-
tain the birthright that belonged to his older brother, 
Esau. Jacob and his mother believed that God intended  
the birthright to come to Jacob, but they chose to “make  
it happen” rather than to wait for God’s timing and  
direction. As a result of his deception, Jacob left home 
and fled to Mesopotamia to his mother’s family. Twenty 
years later he determined to return to Canaan, but on 
the way he learned that Esau was coming to meet him 
with four hundred men. Terrified, he separated his own 
company into two bands so that if one was attacked,  
the other might escape. He himself went across the  
river Jabbok to pray for deliverance. While there he was 
attacked by an unknown assailant, whom he fought, as 
he believed it to be one of Esau’s men who had found 

him. It was not, and Jacob realized the assailant was 
more than human when he was overpowered.
	 White describes the scene that night, particularly 
stressing Jacob’s state of mind as he reviewed his danger 
brought on by his sin against Esau. She notes, 

When in his distress Jacob laid hold of the 
Angel, and made supplication with tears, 
the heavenly Messenger, in order to try his  
faith, also reminded him of his sin, and  
endeavored to escape from him. But Jacob 
would not be turned away. He had learned  
that God is merciful, and he cast himself  
upon His mercy. . . . It was by self-surrender 
and confiding faith that Jacob gained what he  
had failed to gain by conflict in his own 
strength. God thus taught His servant that 
divine power and grace alone could give him 
the blessing he craved.	3⁹

Jacob’s path to forgiveness was his confession of 
his sin. His strength was the mercy of God. For us, 
when confronted with difficult and—from a human  
perspective—impossible situations, Jacob’s experience  
shines as a beacon down the path of humility, forgive-
ness, and mercy. In an increasingly complex world, 
such a beacon can also lead us to hope and grace, and 
confidence in God as we negotiate difficult situations.
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TRITHEISM
There are three 
separate deities.

ADOPTIONISM
God adopts the man 
Jesus as His son at 

his baptism.

ARIANISM
The Son was  

created.

SEMI- 
ARIANISM

The Son came forth 
from the Father, is 

“of similar sub- 
stance” (but not 
equal) with Him 

and hence  
subordinate.

TRITHEISM
There are three 
separate deities.

SUBORDINA- 
TIONISM

The Son is subordi-
nate to the Father 

by nature.

PATRIPASSI- 
ANISM

Jesus is God the 
Father who is incar-

nated and suffers 
as the Son.

MODALISM/ 
SABELLIANISM
One God manifests 

himself in three 
modes. Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit are 
identical in person.

        View excluded by 
the adjacent core tenet. 
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GOD IS ONE.  
HE IS THE ONE AND ONLY GOD.

The Lord (is) our God, the Lord is one! Deut 6:4

I am the Lord, and there is no other; There is no God besides Me. Isa 45:5

We know ... there is no other God but one. 1 Cor 8:4

You believe that there is one God. You do well. Jas 2:19

I am the Lord, who makes all things, Who stretches out the heavens all alone,  
Who spreads abroad the earth by Myself. Isa 44:24

GOD IS THREE. HE IS THE TRIUNE GOD, A TRINITY 
OF FATHER, SON, AND HOLY SPIRIT.

… baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  
Matt 28:19

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the communion of the Holy 
Spirit be with you all. 2 Cor 13:14

... elect according to the foreknowledge of God the Father, in sanctification of the Spirit, 
for obedience and sprinkling of the blood of Jesus Christ ... 1 Pet 1:2

THE THREE PERSONS OF THE TRINITY ARE 
DISTINCT FROM ONE ANOTHER. 

 And the Holy Spirit descended in bodily form like a dove upon Him, and a voice 
came from heaven which said, “You are My beloved Son; in You I am well  
pleased.” Luke 3:22 

Anyone who speaks a word against the Son of Man, it will be forgiven him; but 
whoever speaks against the Holy Spirit, it will not be forgiven him.  
Matt 12:32 

And I will pray the Father, and He will give you another Helper, that He may 
abide with you forever—the Spirit of truth, … He will not speak on His own 
authority, but whatever He hears He will speak … He will glorify Me, for He 
will take of what is Mine and declare it to you. John 14:16–17; 16:13–14

Grace to you and peace from Him who is and who was and who is to come, 
and from the seven Spirits …, and from Jesus Christ … Rev 1:4–5

EACH PERSON OF THE THREE IS FULLY DIVINE, 
THUS COEQUAL AND COETERNAL.
THE FATHER I S GOD* 

And this is eternal life, that they may know You, the only true God, and Jesus 
Christ whom You have sent. John 17:3 

My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me? Matt 27:46 

THE SON I S GOD* 
In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the 
Word was God. John 1:1 cf. 1:14

Then the Lord rained brimstone and fire on Sodom and Gomorrah, from 
the Lord out of the heavens. Gen 19:24

Angel of the Lord = God = Lord. Gen 16:7–13; Exod 3:2–6; Judg 13:17–23

Unto us a Son is given ... And His name will be called ... Mighty God,  
Everlasting Father ... Isa 9:6

My Lord and my God! John 20:28

… our great God and Savior Jesus Christ. Titus 2:13

This is the true God and eternal life. 1 John 5:20

Before Abraham was, I AM. John 8:58 cf. Exod 3:14 

… who, being in the form of God, did not consider it robbery to be  
equal with God. Phil 2:6

For in Him dwells all the fullness of the Godhead bodily. Col 2:9

I am the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End, the First and  
the Last. Rev 22:13 cf. 1:8; 21:6 & Isa 44:6; 48:12

THE HOLY SPIR I T I S GOD* 
Why has Satan filled your heart to lie to the Holy Spirit? … You have not lied  
to men but to God. Acts 5:3–4  

… the eternal Spirit ... Heb 9:14

The Holy Spirit spoke rightly through Isaiah the prophet ...  
Acts 28:25–26 cf. Isa 6,8–10 (speaker is the Lord/Lord) 

*God in the sense of having a divine nature

SON OF GOD 
“Son” is a metaphor, it does not denote biological descent  (e.g., 1 Kgs 20:35; Neh 12:28–29).

“Son of God” means: same nature as the Father, but distinct from Him; in eternal, loving rela-
tionship with Him; representing the Godhead to creatures, eventually becoming man, and as 
such living in dependence upon the Father.

UNIQUE (IN K IND) 
Jesus is “unique in kind” monogenēs (John 1:14, 18; 3:16, 18; 1 John 4:9). This denotes his unique 
personhood, his relationship to the Father, and his mission (cf. Isaac as Abraham’s “only son” of 
promise in Heb 11:17 NRSV). 

monogenēs comes from monos “only, alone” and genos “kind,” not gennaō “beget, give birth to.”  

The translation “only begotten son” is misleading. It goes back to the Latin Vulgate, which want-
ed to make clear that Jesus is not a created being. The King James Version derived the reading 
“only begotten” from the Vulgate. 

F IR S TBORN 
Title for the Messiah and Davidic King (Ps 89:27[28]); preeminence, not chronological order: 
“the firstborn from the dead” (Col 1:18 cf. Matt 17:3); preeminence over all creation (Col 1:15). 

SUBMI SSION OF THE SON 
It is a voluntary functional submission of Jesus which embraces the time of his incarnation and 
the redemptive process (Matt 24:36; John 4:34; 5:19, 30; 10:17–18; 14:28; 1 Cor 15:28). Before and 
after His incarnation, Jesus is glorified with His Father (John 5:23; 17:5; Phil 2:6, 9–11).

All Scripture quotations are taken from the NKJV.

“The Holy Spirit is a person,” 
“has a personality,” and “must 
also be a divine person.”  
Ms 20, 1906; Ev 617

1846 1893 1931 1946 PRESENT1896 19001899 1905 1906 1913

The Holy Spirit “personifies 
Christ, yet is a distinct  
personality.” 20MR 324

Statement of Faith, no. 2: 
“Godhead, or Trinity”  
(Adventist Yearbook)

Endorsement: First official 
vote on the fundamental 
beliefs by the GC

The Holy Spirit is “the Third Person of the God-
head.” Letter 8, 1896; SpTA10 25, 37; DA 671
Jesus is “the only true God.” Ms 25, 1896

“The three highest powers of heaven [...] 
Three distinct agencies” Ms 27a, 1900 and
“the three great personal dignitaries of 
heaven.” Ms 92, 1901

“The Lord Jesus Christ, the divine Son of God, existed 
from eternity, a distinct person, yet one with the 
Father.” ST April 26, 1899; RH April 5, 1906

“In Christ is life, 
original, unborrowed, 
underived.” DA 530

Christ and the Father are both “persons,” 
with Christ having “a form like” the Father. 
“Said Jesus, ‘I am in the express image of My 
Father’s person.’” EW 54, 77

“There are three living 
persons of the heavenly trio.” 
SpTB07 63; Ms 21, 1906

1898

Christ “possessed divine majesty, 
perfection, and excellence. He was 
equal with God.” 2T 200

1869 1888

“Christ [...] was one with the eternal Father,—one 
in nature, in character, and in purpose” and “one in 
power and authority with the Father.” GC 493, 495

General Conference: New focus on  
redemption elevates view of Christ‘s nature

Publication of 
“Desire of Ages”

First formulation of the Trinitarian belief 
 (F. M. Wilcox in RH Oct 9, 1913)

Paradigm shift (1898–1913)

Increasingly Trinitarian view (1888–1898)Predominantly non-Trinitarian views (until 1888)

EVER CLEARER STATEMENTS  
FROM ELLEN G. WHITE

DEVELOPMENT IN  
ADVENTIST HISTORY Consolidation of the doctrine of the Trinity (from 1913)
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