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In "The Adventure of Charles

Augustus Milverton," Sir Arthur Conan
Doyle tells of a most unusual case of
his famous fictional detective, Sherlock
Holmes. It is a case fraught with ethical
implications. Holmes and his friend, Dr.
Watson, await the arrival of Milverton
at their lodgings at Baker Street. "Who
is he?" Watson asks. "The worst man

in London. .. .He is the king of all the
blackmailers," Holmes explains.

Holmes was representing Lady Eva
Brackwell who was to be married to

the Earl of Dovercourt. The difficulty,
though, was that Milverton had come
into possession of some compromising
letters that would bring an end to the en-
gagement if they became public. He was
demanding a price of seven thousand
pounds for their return. Holmes was un-
able to negotiate a lower price from the
crafty blackmailer, so he quickly turned
to another strategy that involved his go-
ing out late at night in a disguise.

One night the famous detective
came home and announced to Watson

that he was engaged-to Milverton's
housemaid. This was his first step in
the ethical practice of doing some-
thing questionable on the basis of the
ends justifYing the means. Holmes had
deceived this young woman concerning
his romantic intentions in order to obtain
information from her about Milverton's

house. Watson protested, "Surely you
have gone too far? '" the girl, Holmes?"

When Sherlock revealed to the

doctor that he planned to burglarize the
blackmailer's house that very evening,
Watson protested. Holmes defended
his action, however, as being the only
course of action possible. "I suppose that
you will admit that the action is morally
justifiable, though technically criminal."

Since Dr. Watson had been prepared
to take the incriminating papers away
from Milverton when the blackmailer

had been in their Baker Street apartment
a few evenings before, if the letters had

been in his possession at the time, the
doctor was in a quandary. He conceded,
"Yes, it is morally justifiable so long
as our object is to take no articles save
those which are used for an illegal
purpose. "

This story takes an unusual turn at
the end. After Holmes and Watson break

into Milverton's office to steal papers
from his safe, one of the blackmailer's
other victims arrives to meet him there.
While the detective and the doctor hide
behind the curtains, the victim confronts
the blackmailer and unloads a revolver
in his chest and ends his career of extor-

tion. The next day Inspector Lestrade
from Scotland Yard enlists Holmes' help
in solving the murder of Milverton. Hol-
mes refuses: "I think there are certain
crimes which the law cannot touch, and
which therefore, to some extent, justifY
private revenge. .. My sympathies are
with the criminals rather than with the
victim, and I will not handle this case."

Long ago the apostle Paul wrote,
"Why not say-as we are being slander-
ously reported as saying and as some
claim that we say-' Let us do evil that
good may result'? Their condemnation
is deserved" (Rom. 3:8). Even within
this statement, falsely attributed to Paul,
there is no justification of the means by
the ends. Notice that the question asks if
one may do evil so that good may result.
Even if good is the result, it comes about
as the result of evil. Apparently the
ends did not purifYor justifY the means.
Returning to our case with Sherlock
Holmes, even the famous detective,
who was not a man of perfect virtue,
has to admit that what he was doing was
"criminal," even though he tried to make
it "morally justifiable."

It is true that we must take motives

into account when we judge the moral
worth of an action. For example, in the
wisdom of Proverbs we are told, "Men
do not despise a thief ifhe steals to
satisfYhis hunger when he is starving"

(6:30). A "motive" can be connected to
an "end" in the sense that we may do
something with the hope or the inten-
tion that a good "end" will be the result
or conclusion. But does a good mo-
tive justifY an evil action? People may
understand why a person did something
wrong. They may even be compassion-
ate and less severe injudgment, as with
the case of a starving person stealing
food. In our legal system we recognize
the difference in killing a person in an
accident, manslaughter, killing as a
soldier in war, killing as a policeman,
second degree murder and first degree
murder.

Good intentions, though, are not a
means of the ends justifYing the means.
If someone robs a bank in order to feed

hungry orphans, the good motive of
feeding orphans does not whitewash the
criminal of the deed of theft. The two
deeds are separate and distinct from one
another. If someone really wants to feed
hungry orphans, a legitimate means of
funding that praiseworthy goal should
be sought. Those who argue in favor of
the ends justifYing the means frequently
pose case studies where it appears that
there is but one possible path that leads
toward a resolution of the matters at

hand. That path requires one to commit
a deed traditionally considered to be
unethical and immoral. What if there is

another way to deal with the problem?
To return to the case of Charles

Augustus Milverton, Holmes believed
there was no other way to deal with the
infamous blackmailer. Possibly there
was not enough time to save face for
his client. However, at the end of the
story Holmes did find out from Inspec-
tor Lestrade that Scotland Yard had been
observing the blackmailer for some time.
Maybe Milverton was not outside the
reach of the law as Holmes assumed.

Maybe if Holmes and his client had gone
to Scotland Yard they could have gotten a
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search warrant and could have overcome

the blackmailer. Possibly Lady Brackwell
would still have been shamed publicly,
but sin has its consequences.

One result of consequentialism
or the end justifying the means is that
it leads to relativism. In one situation
action A leads to result C, which is con-
sidered good. In another situation action
B leads to result C, which is considered
good. Action A and action B may be
contradictory actions. For example,
action A may be "thou shalt not steal."
Action B may be "thou shalt steal." By
using the method of the end justifying
the means, both honesty and theft can be
considered good and moral.

In the Bible, while the consequenc-
es of an action or goals to try to attain
are worthy of consideration (1 Cor.
7: 15), more often one finds the emphasis
to be on deontological ethics. In norma-
tive ethics an action is considered to be

right or wrong-period. One should do
or not do an action and let the chips fall
where they may. In the Bible we are
told: "Thou shalt" and "Thou shalt not."
We are given specific moral instruction
of good qualities or virtues to have in
our lives (Mt. 5:3-9; Gal. 5:22-23; Col.
3:12-17; 1 Tim. 6:11; Jas. 3:13,17-18;
2 Pet. 1:5-7) and bad qualities or vices
to avoid in our lives (Rom. 1:29-31; 1

Cor. 6:9-10; Gal. 5:19-21; Col. 3:5-10; 1
Tim. 1:9-11;:2 Tim. 3:2-5; Jas. 3:14-16;
1 Pet. 2: 1-2). Daniel continued to pray
by his window no matter what potential
ends or consequences might come his
way, including some unfriendly lions
(Dan. 6:10-12). Shadrach, Meshach and
Abednego continued to behave as they
deemed to be appropriate no matter what
threats the powers of Babylon might
use against them (Dan. 3:13-23). When
Jesus was questioned, he did not avoid
speaking the truth even though he knew
what the end result would be (John
18:19-24).

God is the creator and the source of

all things. He is the benchmark. He is
the authority by which right and wrong
are determined. Right and wrong are not
determined arbitrarily by God. Instead,
whatever is like God is right and what-
ever is not like God is wrong. God is
love, so being unloving is wrong (1 In.
4:8, 16). Truthfulness is right, because
God never lies (Tit. 1:2). Being faith-
ful is the right course of action because
God is faithful (1 Cor. 1:9; 10:13). We
must be holy because God is holy (1 Pet.
1:15-16). God himself is the standard for
right and wrong. So do the ends justify
the means? No! Only conformity to
God's will not only justifies the means,
but also the motives, the rules, the ends
and anything else.


