CALLED TO LIFE
by Dr. Jim Denison

WHAT DOES “SANCTITY OF LIFE” MEAN?
1. Abortion and the Sanctity of the Unborn
2. Suicide and the Sanctity of the Hurting
3. Euthanasia and the Sanctity of the Sick
4. Just War and the Sanctity of the Oppressed
5. Capital Punishment and the Sanctity of Justice
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What does “Sanctity of Life” mean?
NOTE: A cause that is especially important for many evangelical Christians is our stand
for life. As a pastor, I taught on the Sanctity of Life every January and at other times
through the year as well. I hope this white paper is a helpful resource to you as you respond
to this vital issue through your ministry.
The National Sanctity of Human Life Day is celebrated every January 22 (or on the closest
Sunday to that date). President Ronald Reagan was the first president to issue a proclamation for
that day in 1984. He set the date as the twenty-second to coincide with the anniversary of the Roe
v. Wade decision.
Presidents George H. W. Bush, George W. Bush, and Donald Trump each continued the tradition
during their terms. Presidents Bill Clinton and Barack Obama did not.
The 2019 presidential proclamation says that “we mourn the lives cut short, and the tremendous
promise lost, as a result of abortion. As a Nation, we must resolve to protect innocent human life
at every stage.”1
While the remainder of the proclamation focuses on America’s deep need to care for the unborn
and the newly-born, the statement that “we must resolve to protect innocent human life at every
stage” hints at the broader scope of the sanctity of life.
We may think we know what “sanctity of life” means on a surface level, but the concept is more
foundational than a simple definition can express. Ethicist John Davis grounds the concept in the
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essence of our identity as created in God's image (Genesis 1:26): "The image of God is not a
human achievement, but a gift conferred on all humans by God's creative act. The purpose of
man's creation as the image of God is that man might enjoy a personal relationship with the
Creator, both in time and eternity." This image is conferred "at the beginning, at the creation:
When a living human being is present, the image of God is present."
Consequently, "innocent human life is inviolable and may never be licitly destroyed for someone
else's benefit." This is because "human life has transcendent value in the eyes of God from the
moment of conception until natural death, and must always be respected as such."2
Regardless of a person's race, ethnicity, religion, language, gender, physical abilities or
disabilities, class, or social status, the image of God defines his or her sacred identity from
conception to death. This means that to be "pro-life" is to be more than "pro-birth." The sanctity
of life thus extends to abortion but also includes the issues of suicide, euthanasia, just war, and
capital punishment. As a result, I have compiled and adapted this white paper from my previous
work addressing these five subjects.
I pray that these words will cause you to think more deeply on the profound implications of these
issues and how you as a culture-changing Christian can live as “salt and light” in a culture in
desperate need of both.
As Christians, we are called to be pro-life—at every stage, on every stage. This January, and
every month and year after, let us be known as a people who value all lives as deeply as God
does.
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1. Abortion and the Sanctity of the Unborn
Scripture is abundantly clear that the Father's concern for little ones is absolute and
unconditional. Jesus exemplified such love in the way that he received them, while
simultaneously explaining that all who welcome children welcome him as well.
Our Lord then warned that the consequences were dire for those who caused them to stumble or
sin (Matthew 18:2–6, Mark 10:13–16). The Lord, who loves all life and holds it sacred,
repeatedly warns in his word that those who take life will face his wrath.
So, how is our nation caring for children?
We'll start with the youngest by examining our culture's approach to the unborn.

Abortion: The ethical crisis of our day
In 2015, 35,485 people died on American roadways. Every eighteen days, that number of
abortions were performed in the US. That year, doctors conducted 638,169 abortions in America,
exceeding the total number killed in the Civil War.
Since the US Supreme Court's Roe v. Wade decision legalized abortion in January of 1973, more
than sixty-one million abortions have been performed in America. Depending on the year, an
abortion occurs for every three or four live births in our country.
Why do so many people in America believe that a mother should have the right to choose direct
abortion?
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Roe v. Wade overturned state laws limiting a woman's right to abortion.3 The Court's decision
was largely based on the argument that the Constitution nowhere defines a fetus as a person or
protects the rights of the unborn.
Rather, the Court determined that an unborn baby possesses only "potential life" and is not yet a
"human being" or "person." It argued that every constitutional reference to "person" relates to
those already born. The Fourteenth Amendment guarantees protections and rights to individuals,
but the Court ruled that the amendment does not include the unborn.
The Court further determined that a woman's "right to privacy" extends to her ability to make her
own choices regarding her health and body. Just as she has the right to choose to become
pregnant, she has the right to end that pregnancy. The Court suggested several specific reasons
why she might choose abortion:
•

"Specific and direct harm" may come to her.

•

"Maternity, or additional offspring, may force upon the woman a distressful life and
future."

•

"Psychological harm may be imminent."

•

"Mental and physical health may be taxed by child care."

•

Problems may occur associated with bearing unwanted children.

•

"The additional difficulties and continuing stigma of unwed motherhood" should be
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considered.4
Since 1973, four positions have been taken in the abortion debate:
•

There should be no right to an abortion, even to save the life of the mother. This has been
the Catholic Church's usual position.

•

Therapeutic abortions can be performed to save the mother's life.

•

Extreme-case abortions can be permitted in cases of rape, incest, or severe deformation of
the fetus. (Most pro-life advocates would accept therapeutic and extreme case abortions.)

•

Abortion should be available to any woman who chooses it. This is the typical pro-choice
position.

Arguments for and against abortion
When debating the issue of abortion, pro-choice advocates typically make five basic claims:
1. Pro-choice proponents argue that a fetus is not legally a "person."
They agree with the Supreme Court's finding that the Constitution nowhere grants legal standing
to a preborn life. Only 40 to 50 percent of fetuses survive to become persons in the full sense. A
fetus belongs to the mother until it attains personhood and is morally subject to any action she
wishes to take with it.
Pro-life advocates counter that a fetus is a human life and should be granted the full protection of
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the law. The fetus carries its parents' genetic code and is a distinct person. It does not yet possess
self-consciousness, reasoning ability, or moral awareness (the usual descriptions of a "person")—
but neither do newborns or young children. As this is the central issue of the debate, we'll say
more about it in a moment.
2. Abortion must be protected as an alternative for women who are the victims of rape or
incest.
While this number is admittedly small in the US (approximately 1 percent of all abortions), it is
growing in many countries around the world. As many as one in three women may become the
victim of such an attack. Society must spare them the further trauma of pregnancy and childbirth,
it is claimed.
Most pro-life advocates are willing to permit abortion in cases of rape and incest or to protect the
life of the mother. While not all agree, such cases typically account for only 1 to 4 percent of
abortions performed so limiting abortion to these conditions would still prevent the vast majority
of abortions occurring in America.
3. No unwanted children should be brought into the world.
If a woman does not wish to bear a child, she clearly will not be an appropriate or effective
mother if the child is born. Given the population explosion occurring in many countries, abortion
is a necessary option for women who do not want children. The woman is more closely involved
with the fetus than any other individual and is the best person to determine whether or not this
child is wanted and will receive proper care.
Pro-life advocates agree that all children should be wanted, so they argue strongly for adoption
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as an alternative to abortion. They also assert that an unwanted child would rather live than die,
making this perhaps the weakest pro-choice argument in favor of abortion. After all, by prochoice logic, it would be possible to argue for infanticide and all forms of euthanasia as well.5
4. The state has no right to legislate our personal moral decisions.
While the government should be free to impose legislation on moral questions when this
legislation expresses the clear, moral consensus of the community and when it prevents conduct
that obviously threatens the public welfare, Americans are divided on the morality of abortion. It
is hard to see how aborting a fetus threatens the rest of the community.
Moreover, since there is no constitutional standard for when life begins, decisions made
regarding a fetus are a matter for individual morality. And so abortion should not be subject to
governmental control. It is better to allow a mother to make this decision than to legislate it
through governmental action. Many who personally consider abortion to be wrong are persuaded
by this argument and thus support the pro-choice position.
Pro-life supporters do not see abortion legislation as an intrusion into areas of private morality.
Protecting the rights of the individual is the state's first responsibility. No moral state can
overlook murder, whatever the personal opinions of those who commit it. The state is especially
obligated to protect the rights of those who cannot defend themselves.
But what of the claim that legislation must always reflect the clear will of the majority and
protect the public welfare? The collective will of the culture must never supersede what is right
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and wrong. For instance, heroin is so popular that as many as 4.2 million Americans say they've
used it at least once. Nonetheless, we ban it because its harmful effects are clear to medical
science. The effects of abortion on a fetus are obviously even more disastrous to the fetus. And
just because society is unclear as to when life begins does not mean that the question is
unknowable. The very fact that the Supreme Court's interpretation leaves open the possibility
that a fetus is a person means the law should protect it so as to guard against the possibility of
sanctioning murder.
If more of the public understood the physical and ethical issues involved in abortion, a large
majority would consider abortion to be a threat to public welfare. Abortion threatens the entire
community in three ways:
1. It ends the lives of millions, on a level exceeding all wars and disasters combined.
2. It encourages sexual promiscuity.
3. It permits women to make a choice that will plague many of them with guilt for years to
come.
And so, abortion meets the standard for legislative relevance and must be addressed and limited
or abolished by the state.
5. The rights and concerns of the mother must take precedence over those of the fetus.
Even if we grant fetuses limited rights, they must not supersede the rights of mothers, as the
latter are clearly persons under the Constitution. If we allow abortion to protect her physical life,
we should do so to protect her emotional health or quality of life as well.
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This was one of the Court's most significant arguments, as it sought to protect the mother's
mental and physical health. Many pro-choice advocates are especially persuaded by this
argument and view the abortion debate within the context of a woman's right to control her own
life.
However, the argument can (and should) also be made that, except in matters of mortal danger,
there are no grounds for having to choose between the health of the mother and the child. As the
rights of a mother are no more important than those of her newborn infant, so they are no more
important than those of her preborn child. The stress, guilt, and long-term mental anguish
reported by many who abort their children must be considered.
Killing the fetus for the sake of the mother's health is like remedying paranoia by killing all the
imagined persecutors. For these reasons, pro-life advocates argue that a moral state must limit or
prevent abortion.

Why the unborn child is worth protecting
The pro-life position outlined above only makes sense, however, if the unborn child is worth
protecting. If life does not begin until the fetus is viable or the child is born, one can argue that
the "right to life" does not extend to the preborn and abortion should be considered both legal
and moral. But if life begins prior to that point, there can be no moral justification for abortion
since this action kills an innocent person.
So, when does life begin? There are essentially three answers to the question.
1. "Functionalism" states that the fetus is a "person" when it can act personally as a moral,
intellectual, and spiritual agent. (Note that, by this definition, some question whether a
9
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newborn infant would be considered a "person.")
2. "Actualism" is the position that a fetus is a person if it possesses the potential for
developing self-conscious, personal life. This definition would permit abortion when the
fetus clearly does not possess the capacity for functional life.
3. "Essentialism" argues that the fetus is a person from conception, whatever its health or
potential. It is an individual in the earliest stages of development and deserves all the
protections afforded to other persons by our society.
So, can we determine when life begins? Our answer depends on the definition of "life."
A pro-choice advocate recognizes that the fetus is alive in the sense that it is a biological entity.
But so is every other part of a woman's body. Some consider the fetus to be a "growth" and liken
it to a tumor or other unwanted tissue. Biology alone is not enough to settle the issue.
What about capacity? Many ethicists define a "person" as someone able to respond to stimuli,
interact with others, and make individual decisions. A fetus meets the first two standards from
almost the moment of its conception and clearly cannot fulfill the third only because it is
enclosed in its mother's body. Would a newborn baby fulfill these three conditions?
What about individuality? If we view a fetus as a "growth" within the mother's body, it would be
easier to sanction her choice to remove that growth if she wishes. But a fetus is distinct from its
mother from the moment of its conception. It is alive—it reacts to stimuli and can produce its
own cells and develop them into a specific pattern of maturity. It is human, completely
distinguishable from all other living organisms, possessing all forty-six human chromosomes,
able to develop only into a human being. And it is complete—nothing new will be added except
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the growth and development of what exists from the moment of conception.
It is a scientific fact that every abortion performed in the United States is performed on a being
so fully formed that its heart is beating and its brain activity can be measured on an EEG
machine. At twelve weeks, the unborn baby is only about two inches long, yet every organ of the
human body is clearly in place.
And note that you did not come from a fetus—you were a fetus. A "fetus" is simply a human life
in the womb. It becomes a "baby" outside the womb. But it is the same physical entity in either
place.
For these reasons, pro-life advocates believe that the US Supreme Court was wrong in deciding
that a fetus is not a person entitled to the full protections of the law. Apart from spiritual or moral
concerns, it is a simple fact of biology that the fetus possesses every attribute of human life we
find in a newborn infant, with the exception of independent physical viability. Left unharmed, it
will soon develop this capacity as well. If a life must be independently viable to be viewed as a
person, a young child might well fail this standard, as would those of any age facing severe
physical challenges.
However, regardless of whether an individual believes that the aforementioned characteristics
mean that a fetus constitutes a person, it is clear that the unborn are living creatures. Would those
who are unwilling to grant them equal rights with a child who has been born see the preborn as
deserving the basic protections offered to animals and livestock? The question might sound
strange, but many of the methods by which abortions are provided would seem to answer in the
negative.
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The Bible and abortion
All of the previous statements are based on moral claims and legal arguments. They are intended
to persuade society regardless of a person's religious persuasion.
As a result, they demonstrate that it is not possible to claim ignorance or innocence on the topic
of abortion simply because people do not believe in the Christian God. All Americans are fully
capable of making the morally correct choice on this issue, and all will be held accountable for
that choice as a result.
But many in our culture also want to know what the Bible says on this crucial subject.6 Is
Scripture clear on the personhood of a fetus or the morality of abortion? As we will see, while
the term abortion appears nowhere in the Bible, God's word is far from silent on the topic.
Silent on the issue?
No one in the Bible is ever described as having an abortion, encouraging one, or even dealing
with one. But this does not mean that Scripture is silent on the issue. The word trinity nowhere
appears in God's word. Nor does marijuana or cocaine. But these are all relevant issues for
which Scripture offers clear guidance.
The Bible does not address abortion specifically because this was not an issue in question for the
Jewish and early Christian communities. The Sentences of Pseudo-Phocylides, the Mishnah, the
Didache, and the Epistle of Barnabas were written shortly before Christ or within the first
century of the Christian era. Each expresses their faith community's clear prohibition of abortion.
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Important biblical passages
While the Bible does not use the word abortion, it contains a number of texts that relate directly
to the beginning of life and the value of all persons. Let's look briefly at the most pertinent
passages.
First, pro-choice scholars often cite this statement in Exodus to argue that Scripture values the
life of the mother differently than the life of her child: "When people who are fighting injure a
pregnant woman so that there is a miscarriage, and yet no further harm follows, the one
responsible shall be fined what the woman's husband demands, paying as much as the judges
determine. If any harm follows, then you shall give life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand
for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for wound, stripe for stripe" (Exodus 21:22–25,
NRSV).
However, the New International Version translates the text as "she gives birth prematurely but
there is no serious injury." The New Living Translation similarly states, "They accidentally strike
a pregnant woman so she gives birth prematurely. If no further harm results . . . ." The English
Standard Version renders the phrase "so that her children come out, but there is no harm."
Verse 23 settles the issue: "But if there is serious injury . . . ." (NIV), implying that no serious
injury occurred in verse 22. In other words, both the mother and her child survived the attack and
were healthy. And so, this passage does not devalue the preborn life or speak specifically to the
issue of abortion.
Second, some theorize that Genesis 2:7—"Then the Lord God formed a man from the dust of the
ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living creature"—

13

CALLED TO LIFE

means that life does not begin until the fetus can breathe outside its mother's womb.
However, we know that a fetus is animate from the moment of its conception and that it breathes
in the womb, exchanging amniotic fluid for air after birth. This text therefore applies only to
Adam and his miraculous creation, not to humans conceived afterward.
Third, David thanked God because "you formed my inward parts; you knitted me together in my
mother's womb. . . . Your eyes saw my unformed substance; in your book were written, every
one of them, the days that were formed for me, when as yet there was none of them" (Psalm
139:13, 16). Pro-life theologians point to this declaration as proof that life is created by God and
begins at conception.
Of course, those who do not accept the authority of Scripture will not be persuaded by this
argument. And even some who do respect the Bible believe that David's statement is poetic
symbolism rather than scientific description. They claim that he was simply stating that he is
God's creation, without speaking specifically to the status of a fetus.
Fourth, the Lord told Jeremiah, "Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, and before you
were born I consecrated you; I appointed you a prophet to the nations" (Jeremiah 1:5). "Knew"
translates the Hebrew yada, meaning "to understand, comprehend, know completely." God's plan
for Jeremiah clearly began before he was born.
Fifth, when Mary visited Elizabeth, the latter told the former: "When the sound of your greeting
came to my ears, the baby in my womb leaped for joy" (Luke 1:44). Elizabeth's unborn child was
a brephos, the Greek term for baby, embryo, fetus, newborn child, young child, or nursing child.
It is the same used of Jesus when the shepherds found "the baby lying in the manger" (Luke
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2:16). And of Timothy when Paul reminded him "how from infancy you have known the Holy
Scriptures" (2 Timothy 3:15 NIV, italics added). The Bible makes no distinction between the
personhood of a human being, whether before or after its birth.
Sixth, the Bible consistently defends the rights of the innocent (cf. Exodus 23:7; Proverbs 6:16–
19; 2 Kings 24:3–4). God clearly cares for the innocent and defenseless of the world. Children,
whether before their birth or after, are among his most valued creations (cf. Matthew 18:1–5;
19:13–15).
What about rape and incest?
The Bible makes rape a capital offense (Deuteronomy 22:25–26). However, it has been
established by numerous surveys over the years that rape and incest victims represent
approximately 1 percent of the abortion cases annually recorded in America.
A decision to limit abortions to this exception would prevent the deaths of nearly all of the one
million babies who are aborted each year. Only about 3 percent of the abortions performed each
year in America relate to the health of the mother, and 3 percent relate to the health of the child.
Ninety-three percent are elective.
At the same time, Americans should be conscious of the fact that rape and incest are far more
common in some other countries and cultures. Rape, in particular, is a typical means of coercion
and military control in some societies. There the percentage of abortions related to rape may be
much higher than is the case in America.
This caveat stated, I'm not sure that even this decision is the moral choice. I must quickly admit
that my status as an American white male makes it very difficult for me to identify with women
15
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around the world who have experienced such trauma as rape and incest. But it is hard for me to
understand how the child produced by this terrible crime does not deserve to live.
Ethel Waters, the famous gospel singer, was the product of a rape. So was a student I taught at
Southwestern Seminary, an evangelist with a global ministry today. I tread very lightly here but
would, at the very least, suggest that this issue is far from the primary cause of abortion in
America today.

A way forward?
Since participants in the abortion debate come from a variety of religious and personal
worldviews, it seems implausible to find common ground by beginning with biblical teachings or
religious convictions. As a result, I suggest the following nonreligious, constitutional strategy.
First, by allowing an exception for rape, incest, and the life of the mother, we remove the most
obvious and emotional obstacle to the pro-life position. We can then focus on the 93 percent of
abortions in America that are elective. It would also leave room to counsel mothers thinking
about procuring an abortion for those reasons on a case-by-case basis.
Second, pro-life and pro-choice advocates should work together to fulfill former President Bill
Clinton's desire that abortion be "rare."7 Surely even the most ardent pro-choice supporters
would not object to a decrease in the number of abortions performed each year. Both sides could
promote adoption and support abstinence and birth control education. Educating the public about
the characteristics of a fetus has also been shown to help mothers choose to keep their unborn
children.
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Third, pro-life advocates must do all we can to care for both the unborn child as well as its
mother and father. We must work to advocate adoption and to provide necessities for at-risk
families. We need to be pro-life, not just pro-birth.

Pastoral ministry and abortion
I remember well the first time I preached on the issue of abortion at a new pastorate. I offered an
urgent plea for us to view life as sacred from conception and to do all we could to protect life in
our culture.
Afterward, our pastoral care minister discussed my message with me. He told me that he had
counseled several of our members who had chosen to have an abortion as young women. He
reminded me gently that, while our congregation would agree with me on the theology of this
issue, I needed to be more sensitive to its practical consequences for those who had experienced
this tragedy personally.
He was right. In any congregation, we can assume that some have lost a child or grandchild to
abortion. While we want to speak clearly and biblically to this subject, we also want to offer
God's offer of forgiveness to those who seek his grace. We do not want to be "the army that
buries its wounded." We want to be both prophetic and redemptive.
Finding this balance is a challenge, to be sure. But I am convinced that the Lord will lead us as
we seek his Spirit's wisdom.
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Conclusion
It is vital that Christians maintain our consistent commitment to biblical principles regarding the
sanctity of life from the moment of conception. Abortion is a tragedy that affects the biological
parents and extended family as well as the unborn child. But it is also vital that we share these
principles with grace, "speaking the truth in love" (Ephesians 4:15).
Would abortion be a moral choice when a family is extremely poor, with fourteen children and
another on the way? That unborn child was John Wesley.
What about a father who is ill and a mother with tuberculosis; their first child is blind, the second
has died, the third is deaf, and the fourth has tuberculosis? Now she is pregnant again. Her son
would be called Beethoven.
A white man rapes a thirteen-year-old black girl and she becomes pregnant. Her child is Ethel
Waters.
A teenage girl is pregnant, but her fiancée is not the father of the baby. Her baby is Jesus.
God loves every person from the moment of his or her conception.
Do we?
—
This chapter was adapted from Chapter 5 of How Does God See America?, “Killing the unborn:
Why abortion is a choice none should make”. To request the complete book, visit
denisonforum.org/books.
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2. Suicide and the Sanctity of the Hurting
NOTE: If you or someone you know is having thoughts of suicide, please get help immediately.
Ask your pastor to recommend a Christian counselor in your area. Or call the National Suicide
Prevention Lifeline at 1-800-273-8255 (TALK) or visit https://suicidepreventionlifeline.org.
Take every threat of suicide seriously. Those who wrestle with this issue should never put off
seeking help. And this issue looms large for far too many today.
———
Anxiety is escalating in our culture. According to recent surveys, more Americans than ever
before are stressed, depressed, and anxiety-ridden.8 Nearly forty million people in the US (18
percent) experience an anxiety disorder in any given year. Anxiety disorders are the most
common and pervasive mental disorders in America.9
There is a direct link between anxiety and opioid use.10 Those suffering from anxiety are two to
three times more likely to have an alcohol or other substance abuse disorder.11 Anxiety is linked
to heart disease, chronic respiratory disorders, and gastrointestinal disorders.12
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13 March 2019).
9
"Understand the Facts," Anxiety and Depression Association of America (https://adaa.org/understanding-anxiety,
accessed 13 March 2019).
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Nick Zagorski, "Many Prescription Opioids Go to Adults With Depression, Anxiety," Psychiatric News, August
17, 2017 (https://psychnews.psychiatryonline.org/doi/full/10.1176/appi.pn.2017.8a13, accessed 13 March 2019).
11
"Substance Use Disorders," Anxiety and Depression Association of America (https://adaa.org/understandinganxiety/related-illnesses/substance-abuse, accessed 13 March 2019).
12
"Anxiety and physical illness," Harvard Health Publishing, May 9, 2018
(https://www.health.harvard.edu/staying-healthy/anxiety_and_physical_illness, accessed 13 March 2019).
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And numerous studies have related anxiety directly to suicide. Compared to those without
anxiety, patients with anxiety disorder were more likely to have suicidal ideations, attempted
suicides, completed suicides, or suicidal activities.13
As we will see, God loves us whether we love ourselves or not. He wants us to value all life as
he does—including our own. The epidemic of suicide in our culture is an issue Christians should
address with clarity, courage, and compassion. Only then can we help our nation become all that
God wants for us.

The scope of the issue14
More people die from suicide than from homicide in America. According to the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, suicide rates increased 25 percent nationally from 1999 to 2016.
They rose in nearly every state.
According to the Suicide Prevention Resource Center, suicide is the second-leading cause of
death for Americans ages ten to thirty-four.15 Suicide rates are much higher in the elderly
American population than for any other age group.16

13
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Sources for this study include: Catechism of the Catholic Church, second edition English translation; the National
Center for Injury Prevention and Control (www.ced.gov/ncipc); T. Clemons, "Suicide," International Standard
Bible Encyclopedia, ed. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988) 4:652–3; A. J. Droge, "Suicide,"
The Anchor Bible Dictionary, ed. David Noel Freedman (New York: Doubleday, 1992) 6:225–31; Milton A.
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Association of Suicidology (www.suicidology.org).
15
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Suicide rates have grown exponentially for women since 1999.17 And white, middle-aged men
account for 70 percent of all suicides each year.18
The CDC reports that more than half of the people who died by suicide did not have a known
mental health condition.19 Factors contributing to suicide include relationship problems, a crisis
in the past or upcoming two weeks, problematic substance abuse, physical health problems, job
or financial problems, criminal or legal problems, and loss of housing.
However, other studies have found much higher rates of mental health disorders among people at
high risk of suicide. "The reason most suicide decedents don't have a known mental disorder is
that they were never diagnosed, not that they didn't have one," according to one psychiatry
professor.20
These are some of the facts regarding the tragedy of suicide. However, if you are reading this
chapter because this subject is more personal than objective for you, I hope the following
discussion is helpful.
I am writing as a theologian and a minister, not a counselor, psychologist, or psychiatrist. I will
offer a brief overview of our subject from a biblical and theological perspective, with some
practical suggestions at the conclusion of our conversation.

2019).
17
Rae Ellen Bichell, "Suicide Rates Climb In U.S., Especially Among Adolescent Girls," NPR, April 22, 2016
(https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2016/04/22/474888854/suicide-rates-climb-in-u-s-especially-amongadolescent-girls, accessed 13 March 2019).
18
Philip Perry, "This may be responsible for the high suicide rate among white, American men," Big Think, July 2,
2017 (https://bigthink.com/philip-perry/this-may-be-responsible-for-the-high-suicide-rate-among-white-americanmen, accessed 13 March 2019).
19
"Suicide rising across the US," Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(https://www.cdc.gov/vitalsigns/suicide/, accessed 13 March 2019).
20
Carey.
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But if suicide is a real issue for you, I urge you to seek professional help immediately.
In this chapter we will consider:
•

The history of suicide

•

The Bible and suicide

•

Suicide and the "unpardonable sin"

•

Three biblical promises

The history of suicide
The term suicide is traced in the Oxford English Dictionary to 1651; its first occurrence is
apparently in Sir Thomas Browne's Religio Medici, written in 1635 and published in 1642.
Before it became a common term, expressions such as "self-murder" and "self-killing" were used
to describe the act of taking one's own life.
In Greek and Roman antiquity, suicide was accepted and even seen by some as an honorable
means of death and the attainment of immediate salvation. Stoics and others influenced by them
saw suicide as the triumph of an individual over fate. Socrates' decision to take his own life
rather than violate the state's sentence of execution influenced many to see the act as noble.
However, he also made clear that we belong to the gods and cannot end our lives unless they
wish it so (Plato, Phaedo 62bc).
Many of the early Christians knew they would likely die for their faith but chose to follow Christ
at any cost. These deaths are not typically considered "suicide" since they were not initiated by
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the person but accepted as a consequence of his or her commitment to Jesus.
Augustine (AD 354–430) was a strong opponent of any form of self-murder (cf. City of God 1:4–
26). He appealed to the sixth commandment and its prohibition against murder. And he agreed
with Socrates that our lives belong to God so that we have no right to end them ourselves. Over
time, many in the church came to see self-murder as an unpardonable sin (see the discussion of
the Catholic Church's position below).
In the nineteenth century, social scientists began to view suicide as a social issue and a symptom
of a larger dysfunction in the community and/or home. Medical doctors began to identify
depression and other disorders behind the act. Suicide became decriminalized so that the
individual could be buried, his family not disinherited, and a survivor not prosecuted.
Many are confused about this difficult subject, as our society and its churches have adopted such
a wide variety of positions on it. So, let's discuss biblical teachings on the issue, the Catholic
position, a Protestant response, and practical help for those dealing with this tragic issue.

The Bible and suicide
God's word does not use the word suicide, but it has much to say on our subject.
Biblical occurrences
The Old Testament records five clear suicides:
•

When Abimelech was mortally wounded by a woman who dropped a millstone on his
head, he cried to his armor-bearer to kill him so his death would not be credited to the
woman (Judges 9:54).
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•

The mortally wounded King Saul fell upon his own sword lest the Philistines abuse him
further (1 Samuel 31:4).

•

Saul's armor-bearer then took his own life as well (1 Samuel 31:5).

•

Ahithophel hanged himself after his advice was no longer followed by King David's son
Absalom (2 Samuel 17:23).

•

Zimri set himself afire after his rebellion failed (1 Kings 16:18).

Additionally, some consider Jonah to have attempted suicide (Jonah 1:11–15). And Samson
destroyed the Philistine temple, killing himself and all those with him (Judges 16:29–30). But
many do not see this as a suicide as much as an act of military bravery.
The death of Judas is the only clear example of suicide in the New Testament (Matthew 27:3–
10). Paul later prevented the suicide of the Philippian jailer and won him to Christ (Acts 16:27–
28).
Some consider Jesus's death to have been a kind of suicide since he made clear: "No one takes
[my life] from me, but I lay it down of my own accord" (John 10:18). However, as the divine
Son of God, he could only have been killed, by any means, with his permission.
Biblical principles
God's word makes clear the sanctity of life:
•

"You shall not murder" (Exodus 20:13).

•

"I call heaven and earth to witness against you today, that I have set before you life and
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death, blessing and curse. Therefore choose life, that you and your offspring may live"
(Deuteronomy 30:19).
•

"The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away; blessed be the name of the Lord" (Job
1:21).

•

"Do you not know that your bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit within you, whom you
have from God? You are not your own, for you were bought with a price. So glorify God
in your body" (1 Corinthians 6:19–20).

•

"No one ever hated their own body, but they feed and care for their body, just as Christ
does the church" (Ephesians 5:29 NIV).

There are times when believers may have to give their lives in the service of Christ and his
kingdom (cf. Mark 8:34–36; John 13:37; Philippians 1:21–22). But voluntary martyrdom is not
usually considered suicide.
As we have seen, our postmodern culture claims that absolute truth does not exist (note that this
is an absolute truth claim). In a nontheistic or relativistic society, it is difficult to argue for life
and against suicide. If we are our own "higher power," we can do with our lives what we want, or
so we're told.
But if God is the Lord of all that is, he retains ownership over our lives and their days. He is the
only one who can determine when our service is done, our intended purpose fulfilled. It is the
clear and consistent teaching of Scripture that our lives belong to their Maker and that we are not
to end them for our own purposes.
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Suicide and the "unpardonable sin"
Most Protestants do not believe that it is possible for a Christian to lose his or her salvation, even
if that person commits suicide. In this section, we'll summarize biblical principles on the subject
of "eternal security." Then we'll apply them to the issue of suicide.
Know what you can know
The Bible assures us, "I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God,
that you may know that you have eternal life" (1 John 5:13). A literal translation would be, "We
can actually and with full assurance know intellectually and personally that we have eternal life."
This phrase does not mean that we gradually grow into assurance, but that we can possess here
and now a present certainty of the life we have already received in Jesus.
But first we must "believe in the name of the Son of God." "Believe" means more than
intellectual assent—it is the biblical word for personal trust and commitment. We can assent to
the fact that an airplane will fly me from Dallas to Atlanta, but we must get on board before it
can. No surgeon can operate on the basis of intellectual assent—we must submit to the
procedure.
If you have made Christ your Savior, you can claim the biblical fact that you "have eternal life,"
present tense, right now. You are already immortal. Jesus promised, "Everyone who lives and
believes in me shall never die" (John 11:26). We simply step from time into eternity, from this
life to the next.
Nowhere does the Bible say how it feels to become the child of God because our feelings can
depend on the pizza we had for supper or the weather outside the window. No circumstances or
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events can guarantee our salvation.
It takes as much faith to believe we are Christians today as it did to become believers. We still
have not seen God or proven our salvation in a test tube. If we had, we could question the reality
or veracity of what we saw or thought.
Either the Bible is true, or it is false. Either God keeps his word, or he does not. He promises that
if you "believe in the name of the Son of God," you "have eternal life" this moment. You cannot
lose your salvation, for you are already the immortal child of God. This is the fact of God's word.
What about "falling from grace"?
Those who believe that it is possible to trust in Christ and then lose our salvation are quick to
quote Hebrews 6:4–6. These interpreters assume that the text speaks of people who have
experienced a genuine conversion, then "have fallen away" (v. 6). They typically believe that
such a person needs another salvation experience. But others disagree.
Some believe that the writer is stating a hypothetical case: if genuine Christians "have fallen
away," then "it is impossible" to "restore them again to repentance" (vv. 4, 6). Not that they can
actually fall from salvation, but, if they could, they could not be saved again. Note that if the text
deals with a Christian who actually falls from faith, it teaches that the person has no chance to be
saved again.
Others believe that the writer is speaking not of a Christian but of someone who considers the
faith, perhaps even joins a church, but then rejects Christ. If such a person persists in unbelief, he
cannot then be saved. If a person claims that he once trusted Christ but does so no more, we
would believe that he was never a genuine Christian.
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The Bible seems clearly to teach that a Christian is forever the child of God:
•

"For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him
should not perish but have eternal life" (John 3:16).

•

"If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away; the new has come"
(2 Corinthians 5:17).

•

"My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow me. I give them eternal life,
and they will never perish, and no one will snatch them out of my hand. My Father, who
has given them to me, is greater than all, and no one is able to snatch them out of the
Father's hand" (John 10:27–29).

•

"Everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die" (John 11:26).

What about the "unpardonable sin"?
Jesus has just healed a demon-possessed man. The crowds think he might be the Messiah, but the
Pharisees say that he drives out demons by the devil himself. So, Jesus responds, "Blasphemy
against the Spirit will not be forgiven" (Matthew 12:31). He repeats his warning: "Whoever
speaks a word against the Son of Man will be forgiven, but whoever speaks against the Holy
Spirit will not be forgiven, either in this age or in the age to come" (v. 32).
Peter could deny Jesus, Thomas could doubt him, and Paul could persecute his followers, yet
they could be forgiven. But "blasphemy against the Spirit" cannot be forgiven, now or at any
point in the future. This is the "unpardonable sin."
So, what is this sin? Let's set out what we know. We know that Christians cannot commit this sin.
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The Bible is clear in 1 John 1:9: "If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our
sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness." "All" means all. No sin is unpardonable for a
Christian.
We know that this sin relates to the work of the Holy Spirit in regard to unbelievers. Jesus is
warning the Pharisees, those who rejected him, that they are in danger of this sin. So, what does
the Spirit do with non-Christians?
•

He convicts them of their sin and need for salvation: "When he [the Spirit] comes, he will
convict the world concerning sin and righteousness and judgment" (John 16:8).

•

He tells them about Christ their Savior: "When the Helper comes, whom I will send to
you from the Father, the Spirit of truth who proceeds from the Father, he will bear
witness about me" (John 15:26).

•

He explains salvation: "The natural person does not accept the things of the Spirit of God,
for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because they are
spiritually discerned" (1 Corinthians 2:14).

•

When they confess their sins and turn to Christ, the Spirit makes them God's children:
"Anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him. . . . If the Spirit of him
who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will
also give life to your mortal bodies through his Spirit who dwells in you" (Romans 8:9,
11).

In short, the Holy Spirit leads lost people to salvation.
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So, we know that it is the "unpardonable sin" to refuse the Spirit's work in leading you to
salvation. To be convicted of your sin and need for a savior but refuse to admit it. To be
presented the gospel but reject it.
Why is this sin unpardonable? Because accepting salvation through Christ is the only means by
which our sins can be pardoned. It is "unpardonable" to reject the only surgery that can save your
life or the only chemotherapy that can cure your cancer. Not because the doctor doesn't want to
heal you, but because he cannot. You won't let him. You have rejected the only means of health
and salvation.
The unpardonable sin is rejecting the Holy Spirit's offer of salvation and dying in such a state of
rejection. Then you have refused the only pardon God is able to give you. Don't do that. Be sure
you have made Christ your Lord, today.
To conclude this part of our conversation: no verse of Scripture connects suicide with our eternal
destiny. If this act could cause us to lose our salvation, we believe the Bible would make that fact
clear. To the contrary, we can neither earn nor lose our salvation by human actions: "For by grace
you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a
result of works, so that no one may boast" (Ephesians 2:8–9).
Suicide is a tragedy for all involved, including our Father in heaven. But the Bible nowhere
teaches that it costs Christians their salvation.

Three biblical promises
In the appendix of his classic, The Problem of Pain, C. S. Lewis includes this note from
physician R. Havard: "Mental pain is less dramatic than physical pain, but it is more common
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and also more hard to bear. The frequent attempt to conceal mental pain increases the burden: it
is easier to say 'My tooth is aching' than to say 'My heart is broken.'"21
Let's close by claiming three promises God makes to every suffering person today.
One: You and every person you know is someone of inestimable worth.
Depression and life crises can cause us to feel that our lives are not worth living. The opposite is
true. Every person on earth is someone for whom Jesus died (Romans 5:8).
In 1941, C. S. Lewis preached his famous "Weight of Glory" sermon in St. Mary's Chapel at
Oxford University. In it, he stated, "There are no ordinary people. You have never talked to a
mere mortal. Nations, cultures, arts, civilizations—these are mortal, and their life is to ours as the
life of a gnat" (his emphasis).
Lewis adds: "Next to the Blessed Sacrament itself, your neighbor is the holiest object presented
to your senses."22 So are you.
Two: God loves you and wants to help.
When Elijah despaired of his life and prayed, "It is enough; now, O Lord, take away my life" (1
Kings 19:4), God provided the physical, spiritual, and emotional sustenance he needed to go on.
When Jeremiah said, "Cursed be the day I was born!" (Jeremiah 20:14), God sustained his
prophet.
Scripture promises: "The Lord is near to the brokenhearted and saves the crushed in spirit"
21

C. S. Lewis, The Problem of Pain (New York: Macmillan, 1977 [1940]) 156.
C. S. Lewis, "The Weight of Glory," in The Weight of Glory and Other Addresses (New York: HarperCollins,
2001 [1949] 46.
22
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(Psalm 34:18). Paul, who faced almost indescribable challenges (2 Corinthians 11:23–28), could
proclaim, "I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the
glory that is to be revealed in us" (Romans 8:18).
Jesus knows your pain. He has faced everything we face (Hebrews 4:15). He cried from the
cross, "My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?" (Matthew 27:46). Now he is ready to
help you.
However, let me repeat that one of the most important ways the Great Physician heals is through
human physicians. That's why you need to reach out to professional counselors as soon as
possible. God will use them as he ministers his grace to you.
Three: You can "dwell on the heights" with God.
Paul testified that he could "take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ" (2
Corinthians 10:5 NIV). He could do this because he lived in the power of the Holy Spirit
(Ephesians 5:18).
God wants to be "the sure foundation for your times, a rich store of salvation and wisdom and
knowledge" (Isaiah 33:6 NIV). The person who walks with him "will dwell on the heights" (v.
16).
You can "dwell on the heights" with your Father. This is the promise, and the invitation, of God.
Will you accept it today?
—
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This chapter was adapted from Chapter 8 of How Does God See America?, “Killing ourselves:
Why suicide isn’t unpardonable”. This excerpt does not include the Catholic Church’s views on
suicide and how God shows grace even in our suffering. To read that additional content, request
How Does God See America? at denisonforum.org/books.
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3. Euthanasia and the Sanctity of the Sick
It was the phone call from hell.
I was on the back porch of our house, resting after a morning walk, when the father called. The
doctors had just left his little girl's hospital room. They told him it was time to turn off the
machines, that there was nothing more they could do.
But he and his wife didn't have to do what they said. They could leave their baby on life support
indefinitely while praying for a miracle.
If they removed the machines, were they playing God? Were they taking their girl's life in their
own hands? But short of divine intervention, why prolong the inevitable?
Through his tears he asked me, “What does God want us to do?”
Is the Bible still relevant in a world where our medical knowledge has outstripped our ethics?
Does faith help when we deal with the most horrific decisions of our day, such as euthanasia,
suicide, and abortion?
If you haven't needed to wrestle with these issues, be grateful. But keep reading, to prepare for
the day you will.

Euthanasia and the will of God
You may remember Terri Schiavo and the national debate that surrounded her death. She had
been living in a "persistent vegetative state" (PVS) since suffering a stroke in 1995. Her husband
wanted to turn off the machines, but her parents fought to keep her alive.
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The courts finally decided in the husband's favor, and she died on March 31, 2005.
Most of us who watched the tragedy unfold wondered what to think. The legal issues involved in
her medical care and death were enormous.
•

When should society guarantee a person's right to refuse life support?

•

What kinds of statements and/or documents are necessary?

•

Absent these, is the decision best left to the spouse or other immediate family?

•

What role should health care providers play?

Nearly every person I spoke with on this subject said that he or she would not wish to be kept
alive under such circumstances. Nearly every parent would want a role in making such a tragic
decision. The legal and political issues raised by this tragedy are still being debated.
My interest in this issue is not legal but biblical. I'm writing to try to clarify my own mind on this
difficult subject and perhaps help others as they wrestle with this tragedy.
Unfortunately, any of us could find ourselves where Mrs. Schiavo's family was for fifteen years.

Types of euthanasia
In trying to understand this issue, first I had to learn the language and history of the debate.
Here's a brief description of terms used by the media when they report on the subject.23

23

For further discussion of the terms and issues involved in euthanasia, see David K. Clark and
Robert V. Rakestraw, Readings in Christian Ethics (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1996) 2:95-101. Other
sources that have informed my study include David Theo Goldberg, Ethical Theory and Social
Issues: Historical Texts and Contemporary Readings (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston,
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Euthanasia is derived from the Greek words eu (well) and thanatos (death). It usually means a
"good death" or "mercy killing" and is understood to be the provision of an easy, painless death
to one who suffers from an incurable or extremely painful affliction. Such an action is considered
proper only when the suffering person wishes to die or is no longer able to make such a decision.
A distinction is usually made between "active" and "passive" euthanasia.
•

Active euthanasia occurs when someone acts to produce death. This is often called
"assisted suicide," as in the actions of Dr. Jack Kevorkian and others who have provided
medical intervention leading directly to death.

•

Passive euthanasia occurs when the patient is treated (or not treated) in a way which leads
to death, but actions are not taken to cause death directly.

A third category has become common in recent years: “letting die" refers to medical actions
taken to enhance the patient's well-being during the dying process. Unlike passive euthanasia, the
doctor does not intend the patient to die as a result of this decision. Rather, the doctor withholds
medical treatments that intensify suffering or merely postpone the moment of death for a short
time.
For instance, it is not considered passive euthanasia to discontinue chemotherapy in cases of
advanced cancer, especially if the drugs increase the suffering of the patient. The doctor does not
intend this decision to cause death, even though death may result from his or her action.
In these terms, Terri Schiavo's death resulted from passive euthanasia since physical sustenance

Inc., 1988) 388-419; and Robert D. Orr, David L. Schiedermayer, and David B. Biebel, Life and
Death Decisions (Colorado Springs, Colorado: NavPress, 1990) 151-65.
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was withdrawn for the purpose of ending her life. Unlike most chemotherapy, food and water did
not heighten her suffering. They were removed for the purpose of causing her death.

Ways to choose euthanasia
The decision to enact passive euthanasia is termed "nonvoluntary" since patients like Mrs.
Schiavo cannot express their wishes. However, her parents could call the decision "involuntary,"
believing that it went against her wishes as she would have expressed them. Her death would
have been "voluntary" if she had given "informed consent" while motivated by her own best
interests (unlike a person suffering from mental or emotional illness who wishes to die).
If Mrs. Schiavo had executed a "durable power of attorney," she would have signed over all
responsibility for her medical decisions to another person, usually her spouse. Because she did
not take this action, the court gave her husband responsibility to make medical decisions for her,
a decision known as "substituted judgment."
Medical issues
Maintaining Terri Schiavo's life would have required "heroic" or "extraordinary measures." Some
patients wish only "ordinary means,” which offer reasonable hope of benefit and are not
excessively burdensome. A third means of support could be called "basic," providing only
nutrition and water.
The doctors treating Mrs. Schiavo were required to help their patient ("beneficence") and to
refrain from harming her ("nonmaleficence"). They could ethically provide medical assistance to
alleviate any suffering, even if such help shortened her life. This "double effect principle" assures
that doctors do not act immorally if they intend only the good effect, do not use bad as a means
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to good, and create good at least equal to the bad. For example, doctors can prescribe morphine
to alleviate the suffering of a terminally ill patient, even if a side effect of morphine in that
patient will shorten the person's life, unless they intend the drug to shorten or end that life.
Definitions of "death"
These definitions are obviously very complicated.
I thought that at least the definition of "death" would be easy to state, but I was wrong. Doctors
usually consider "death" to occur when circulation or respiration ceases irreversibly or when the
whole brain does the same.
But what is "brain death"?
The "upper brain" supports consciousness, while the brain stem controls body functions such as
breathing and heart rate. If the upper brain has died, the patient is considered to be in a
"persistent vegetative state" (PVS). There are estimated to be ten thousand PVS patients in the
United States. This was reported to be Mrs. Schiavo's condition.
If the brain stem has also died, the patient is considered to have suffered "brain death." Because
nerve cells do not regenerate, both upper-brain and total brain death are completely irreversible.

What does the Bible say about euthanasia?
In cases of PVS ("persistent vegetative state" caused by upper-brain death), what medical options
could be considered scriptural? What does the Bible teach regarding the larger subject of
euthanasia?
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First, let's make it clear that active euthanasia or "assisted suicide" is unbiblical. This practice is
the overt, intentional taking of life and is prohibited by the Sixth Commandment (Exodus 20:13).
For the remainder of this chapter, we will consider euthanasia only as the subject relates to
passive or "letting die" options.
Defining the alternatives
Ethicists seem to agree that in cases of total brain death or upper-brain death, "heroic" measures
are unnecessary. Many believe that ordinary treatment is not obligatory and "letting die" is
moral. Some, however, believe that it is wrong to withdraw food and hydration, allowing the
body to starve. This approach views the life as "holistic," meaning that a functioning body is still
united to the "soul," the "image of God." Such a person is still a member of the human race and
deserves at least basic care (food and water), if not ordinary care (routine medical support).
Other Christians believe that brain-dead or PVS patients are simply bodies, that their souls or
spiritual selves have gone on to eternity. Withdrawing food and water from such patients is then
considered to be morally right. In this view, without a functioning brain, the body no longer
sustains a soul or retains the image of God. Medical personnel should always care for those who
possess potential for conscious life. But when a PVS exists, there is no possibility of brain
regeneration and the "soul" has left the body.
Still others support "vitalism," the belief that physical function by itself is sacred. In this view,
even if the "soul" has departed a body which is brain-dead or in a PVS, the body deserves
medical treatment to the very end of physical life. Some "vitalists" support ordinary care or basic
care for such a body, while others argue for heroic means to preserve physical function as long as
possible.
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In these terms, Mr. Schiavo's decision to withdraw food and water would reflect the belief that
his wife's soul had departed her body and that ending basic care was morally right. Given his
insistence that this decision reflected her wishes, his directive was followed by her physicians.
Which view is the most biblical?
Created in the image of God
One way to answer our question involves the scriptural description of humanity as created "in
God's image."24 Genesis says that "God created man in his own image, in the image of God he
created him; male and female he created them" (Genesis 1:27).
What does it mean to be in God's "image"?
Most theologians would focus on humanity's uniqueness. What separates us from other life?
Such characteristics make us uniquely "the image of God." Four biblical statements answer the
question:
•

We are created in God's image to "have dominion" over his creation (Genesis 1:28).

•

The Lord warns us, "Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed,
for God made man in his own image" (Genesis 9:6).

•

Paul instructs a man not to "cover his head" in worship, "since he is the image and glory
of God, but woman is the glory of man" (1 Corinthians 11:7).

24

A helpful introduction to this complex subject is Robert V. Rakestraw, "The Persistent
Vegetative State and the Withdrawal of Nutrition and Hydration," in Clark and Rakestraw,
2:116-31.
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•

James criticizes the fact that with the tongue "we bless our Lord and Father, and with it
we curse people who are made in the likeness of God" (James 3:9).

From these specific biblical references to the "image" or "likeness" of God, we can suggest that a
person retains this "image" when he or she is able to relate to the rest of God's creation as his
representative on earth. We are to rule or govern creation, represent God to others, and value
each other. In this sense, we may be created not so much "in" the image of God but "as" his
image on earth.
By this reasoning, we lose the "image of God," that which makes us uniquely human and
valuable, when we lose the ability or potential to relate to ourselves, our environment, other
humans, and God. A baby in the womb and a comatose patient are each a person in that they
retain the potential for such interaction. But a PVS individual is not.

Dualistic and holistic views
How does this distinction relate to the body?
Some believe that the "soul" can depart the body before its physical death. This is typically
considered the "dualistic" view, separating the physical and the spiritual.
Jesus cried from the cross, "Father, into your hands I commit my spirit" (Luke 23:46). Stephen
prayed before his physical death, "Lord Jesus, receive my spirit" (Acts 7:59). Some interpreters
use these statements to separate the soul or "image of God" from the body. In the belief that a
PVS patient does not and cannot exhibit the image of God, it is then concluded that the person's
"soul" has left the body. Any physical support for the body, even food and water, is thus
unnecessary.
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Others adopt a holistic understanding of the biblical view of humans. While Greek thought
separated body, soul, and spirit, Hebrew theology did not. It is not so much that we "have" a
body, soul, and spirit that can be identified as separate entities. Rather, we "are" body, soul, and
spirit. These words are different dimensions of the one person (cf. 1 Thessalonians 5:23).
In the holistic view, we retain the "image of God" so long as our bodies retain some dimension of
physical life. Mrs. Schiavo's parents spoke passionately of the joy she continued to bring them
and the love they felt for her despite her condition. They would argue, I'm sure, that she was still
a "person" to them. In the holistic approach, so long as a person is alive physically, that person is
the "image of God."
This view would see Mrs. Schiavo, as long as she lived, as a person deserving of basic physical
support. Food and water would be essential, appropriate provision for any person. And so the
decision to withdraw them would be wrong.

Permission to die?
What if she had previously directed that such withdrawal occurs? Then the law would require
that her wishes be honored. But should it? Should we be permitted to mandate that heroic or even
ordinary measures not be taken to maintain our lives?
The dualistic view believes that a patient loses the "image of God" in certain medical conditions
and would support that person's previously stated right to refuse medical life support. The
holistic view, taken to its logical conclusion, would seem to require at least food and water to be
provided in the desire to preserve and honor the "image of God." Some would argue that even
heroic measures are required and that a person should not be allowed to refuse them. Just as we
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require passengers in cars and airplanes to wear seat belts, so should we require patients to
receive all medical support for as long as their bodies survive.

My position
I believe that the holistic view reflects God's understanding of humanity. But I also believe a
distinction between heroic, ordinary, and basic life support is warranted. In my view, it is
permissible to cease heroic or even ordinary life support for a person who possesses no actual or
potential capacity for relational life on any level, as that person cannot demonstrate the "image of
God."
But I also believe that so long as the body is alive, the "person" is alive. And persons deserve at
least basic support (food and water) for as long as they live. Although the state allows us to
choose passive euthanasia and, in some states, medical actions intended to bring about our death,
I do not believe such a decision is warranted biblically.
Let's assume that Terri Schiavo did, in fact, express her desire to refuse medical life support and
even to experience passive euthanasia. Her husband and doctors then acted within the law in
withdrawing food and water for the purpose of ending her life.
But I do not believe she or they acted within biblical guidelines. In my view, we should not be
permitted to request medical steps intended to cause our death. Absent our clearly expressed
intention, our caregivers should not be permitted to choose such actions.
However, we and/or our doctors can choose to "let die," to take medical steps that do not prolong
our lives. When these medical actions enhance the present quality of life, even if they shorten the
life span of terminally ill patients, they are especially warranted.
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Medical care and the power of God
I wish I had written this essay before my conversation with that father about ending his
daughter's life support. The next time I get such a heartbreaking phone call, I'll ask the family
about their intentions. Do they intend to hasten or even cause death? I do not believe such a
decision is defensible.
On the other hand, do they wish simply to allow nature to take over? To "let die" if this is the
natural result of the patient's condition? In this situation, medical support is not prolonging life—
it is prolonging death. I would remind such a family that maintaining or ending medical care
does not necessarily affect the intervention of God. The Lord Jesus raised Lazarus from the grave
after he had been dead four days (John 11:38–44). Jesus does not require medical life support to
heal. And if it is his will that the patient not survive physically, no medical means can defeat his
purpose.
If all medical options have been exhausted and there is no plausible reason to believe the patient
will ever improve, a family who ends heroic or ordinary life support is not removing the
possibility of divine intervention. Rather, they are placing their loved one in God's hands,
allowing him to heal physically or eternally. Then the Lord will heal as he wills. He sometimes
heals us physically, continuing our lives in our fallen bodies on this fallen planet. But he
eventually heals us eternally, taking believers from earth to heaven, from disease and death to
paradise.
Either way, we are well.
Adapted from “Euthanasia and the Word of God”, a sermon first delivered on January 4, 2011.
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4. Just War and the Sanctity of the Oppressed
Most Christians can tell you about the time they asked Jesus to forgive their sins and become
their Savior and Lord.
When I did that, nothing happened. I felt no weight lifted from my chest and saw no bright
lights. Worst of all, my questions didn't go away. I had questions then; I'm still asking them
today.
Let's wrestle with one of the hardest questions there is: Can Christians kill?
It’s my hope that through the following discussion, we will learn that we are to be "pro-life," not
just "pro-birth," seeing all life as the miraculous creation of God.
Now, let’s consider what God's word says about international conflicts. Then we’ll turn to
biblical principles that help Christians manage conflict in their personal lives. Lastly, we’ll focus
on practical steps for resolving conflict abroad and at home.

Pacifism
The twentieth century was the bloodiest in human history. In World War I, 39 million people died
(30 million were civilians); in World War II, 51 million died (including 34 million civilians);
since World War II, approximately 150 wars have killed an estimated 16 million people
worldwide.
"Total pacifism" is the position that war is never justified under any circumstance. Pacifists
might adopt nonviolent means of opposing their enemies, such as hunger strikes or public rallies,
but they refuse to take up arms against others.
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Many cite Jesus' admonition: "Do not resist the one who is evil. But if anyone slaps you on the
right cheek, turn to him the other also" (Matthew 5:39). However, our Lord's words related to
personal slander rather than self-defense or war.
The left hand was never used in public in Jesus' culture. As a result, if I strike you on the right
cheek with my right hand, I must slap you with the back of my hand. This is not a lifethreatening attack but an insult. The context of Jesus' words clarifies their relational intent: "And
if anyone would sue you and take your tunic, let him have your cloak as well. And if anyone
forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles. Give to the one who begs from you, and do
not refuse the one who would borrow from you" (vv. 40–42).
His injunction was not intended to address the issue of war. Nonetheless, total pacifists believe
that it is always wrong to harm others, whatever their aggression toward us.
Consider C. S. Lewis's reflection in "Why I am Not a Pacifist" from his book The Weight of
Glory:
Only liberal societies tolerate Pacifists. In the liberal society, the number of Pacifists will
either be large enough to cripple the state as a belligerent, or not. If not, you have done
nothing. If it is large enough, then you have handed over the state which does tolerate
Pacifists to its totalitarian neighbor who does not. Pacifism of this kind is taking the
straight road to a world in which there will be no pacifists.

Preemptive war
Preemptive war, by contrast, is the belief that war may be justified to protect ourselves from real
or perceived threats.
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Proponents assert that the technology of modern warfare makes it possible for an enemy to
launch strikes such as 9/11 without warning, requiring us to anticipate such attacks and prevent
them through any means necessary. For instance, while our declaration of war in response to
Japan's December 7, 1941, attack on Pearl Harbor was easy to justify morally, many lives would
have been spared if we had launched a preemptive attack against Japan's fleet on December 6.
Many preemptive war theologians claim justification for their position in God's command that
his people initiate war against the Canaanites (see Joshua 6:5; 8:1–2; Judges 1:1–4). These
people had done nothing to the Hebrews. They had not attacked them and were defending lands
that had been theirs for centuries. But God knew that if they were left alive in the Promised
Land, their paganism, idolatry and immorality would infect his people and lead to rebellion
against his word and will (cf. Deuteronomy 18:10–12).
Of course, this logic is not compelling for everyone.
First, the Hebrews were under direct mandate of the God who is "holy, holy, holy" (Isaiah 6:3).
What human leader can claim such divine character and omniscience?
Second, the conquest of Canaan was a one-time event necessary to create the nation through
whom God would bring the Savior of the world, not a strategy prescribed for all people at all
times.
Third, if it is morally appropriate to initiate aggression against a nation or person merely because
they have the capacity to harm us, what real or potential enemy are we not justified in attacking?
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Just war theory
A third approach to our question is called "just war" theory. Its proponents believe that
aggression against others can be justified under certain conditions.
Cicero was the first to argue for such an approach, but St. Augustine (AD 354–430) set forth its
classic formulation:
•

Just cause: a defensive war, fought only to resist aggression

•

Just intent: fought to secure justice, not for revenge, conquest, or money

•

Last resort: all other attempts to resolve the conflict have clearly failed

•

Legitimate authority: military force is authorized by the proper governmental powers

•

Limited goals: achievable, seeking a just peace

•

Proportionality: the good gained must justify the harm done

•

Noncombatant immunity: civilians protected as far as is humanly possible

As you can see, the application of each criterion can be debated.
Did America "resist aggression" by invading Afghanistan and Iraq to prevent further attacks by
al-Qaeda? Did we defend Kuwait from Saddam Hussein in 1990 only to "secure justice," or were
our oil interests a motivation? When have we reached the “last resort" so that we can be certain
all other attempts to resolve the conflict have failed?
How are we to define the "proper governmental powers" for each nation? For instance, Saddam
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Hussein claimed that Iraq's constitution authorized him to invade Kuwait. Is armed aggression
"limited" to military activity, or is nation-building sometimes needed to create a "just peace"?
Who determines that the good gained has justified the harm—the winners or the losers? Must
armed forces sometimes engage noncombatants in order to end the war, as with the bombings of
Hiroshima and Nagasaki?

A theology of conflict
President Bush called the tragedy of September 11, 2001, "the first war of the twenty-first
century." It was a week of horror and shock of a kind our nation had never experienced. If you
were alive on 9/11, you will never forget where you were or what you were doing on that horrific
day for as long as you live.
9/11 is a day that will live with America forever. But it is also an event that raises the urgent
question: Why did God allow it?
There is a political answer to the question, of course. Islamic terrorists planned and executed this
act of war in retaliation for our nation's support of Israel and to persuade us to leave the Middle
East.
But there is a spiritual answer to the question as well. The Bible promises that God is "our refuge
and strength, a very present help in trouble" (Psalm 46:1). If he is such a help in trouble, why did
he allow this trouble, this tragedy? If he is our refuge and strength, why did this atrocity happen
at all?
Why does God allow any conflict?
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God made us with free will so we could choose to worship him. Freedom of will is necessary to
this purpose. And so God has given us free will, and he will not take it away from us. Could God
have stopped the terrorists? Yes, by removing their free will. But then he would have to remove
yours and mine as well. He would have to prevent every human attempt to sin and attack others.
We could no longer be free to worship God or love each other. We could not be human. And this
God cannot and will not do.
As long as there is life on this fallen planet, there will be misused free will and its sin. Not
because this is the will of God, but because it is the will of man.
A second spiritual reason for this atrocity is just as clear: Satan is very real. Peter called him "a
roaring lion, seeking someone to devour" (1 Peter 5:8). Jesus warned us that he "was a murderer
from the beginning" (John 8:44). Martin Luther was right: "Still our ancient foe doth seek to
work us woe; his craft and power are great, and, armed with cruel hate, on earth is not his equal."

Why should we forgive?
Now, let's get personal. Who has hurt you? Slandered or gossiped about you? Attacked you in
some way? Why should you forgive?
After Jesus told his disciples to initiate reconciliation with their enemies, Peter asked a practical
question: "Lord, how often will my brother sin against me, and I forgive him? As many as seven
times?" (Matthew 18:21). Peter thought he was being generous: the rabbis taught that we are to
forgive three times, so the fisherman doubled the number and added one.
He must have been shocked at Jesus' reply: "I do not say to you seven times, but seventy-seven
times" (v. 22). Seven is the number of perfect completion in Scripture, so seventy-seven (or
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seventy times seven, as some Greek manuscripts have it) would suggest infinity. In other words,
never stop forgiving your brother.
Such forgiveness is the consistent requirement of Scripture:
•

“Whenever you stand praying, forgive, if you have anything against anyone" (Mark
11:25).

•

“If he sins against you seven times in the day, and turns to you seven times, saying, ‘I
repent,’ you must forgive him" (Luke 17:4).

•

"Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ forgave
you" (Ephesians 4:32).

•

Bear “with one another and, if one has a complaint against another, [forgive] each other;
as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive" (Colossians 3:13).

To illustrate his point, Jesus told a memorable parable. In it, a man owed the king "ten thousand
talents" (Matthew 18:24). A talent was twenty years' wages for a common laborer. Thus ten
thousand talents would be two hundred thousand years' wages, something like $6 billion today.
Stacked in one-dollar bills, it would reach 378 miles high. But when the man asked his master to
forgive his debt, the man did.
In turn, the man had a servant who owed "a hundred denarii" (roughly twenty dollars). But he
imprisoned him until he should pay the debt (a common practice in many parts of the world). As
a result, his master imprisoned him until he could pay his unpayable debt.
Does this mean we must earn God's forgiveness? Not at all. Scripture is clear: "For by grace you
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have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result
of works, so that no one may boast" (Ephesians 2:8–9). Our grace does not earn God's grace.
Rather, it positions us to receive what God intends to give. If I will not forgive you, my heart is
so far from God that I cannot receive his forgiveness.

How do we forgive?
So, what is it to forgive others? What does this mean? How do we do it?
Forgiving is not forgetting. God can forgive our confessed sins and forget them. In fact, he does:
Isaiah 43:25 promises that he remembers them no more. But you and I cannot do this. Human
beings cannot simply reformat the disk. You can pull the nail out of your soul, but the hole
remains.
Forgiving is not excusing the behavior that hurt you. The person chose to do that which hurts you
today. Forgiving is not pretending you're not hurt. You can carry on, but the pain remains and
often grows. Forgiving is not tolerating. You may have to tolerate your employer, or your sibling,
or your son-in-law. That doesn't mean you've forgiven him.
To forgive is to pardon. It is to refuse to punish, even though you have every right to do so. It is
the governor pardoning the criminal: he doesn't forget about the crime, or excuse it, or pretend it
didn't occur, or tolerate the behavior. He simply chooses not to punish, though he could.

How do we do this?
First, admit the reality of your hurt.
Name it honestly and specifically. Describe in words how you feel about it and the person who
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caused it. Describe even what you would like to do in revenge. Get your feelings out, as openly
and transparently as possible.
You may want to put them on paper. Write a letter to the one who hurt you, then tear it up. You
may want to talk to a friend you trust, or a Christian counselor. Most of all, admit it to God. As
someone said, "Tell God on them." Pour out your pain and hurt. You must admit the cancer exists
before the surgeon can help you.
Second, ask God to help you pardon the one who hurt you.
You are not expected to offer grace without Jesus' help. Turn to the Holy Spirit who dwells in
your heart and soul. Ask him for the power and pardon of God.
Ask him for ability to see this person as he does. And to see yourself as he does: both of you
redeemed sinners. Ask him to help you give to your enemy the mercy God has given to you. And
act as though he has. Don't feel yourself into a new way of acting; act yourself into a new way of
feeling. Step out by faith. Every time the pain wells up inside your heart, tell yourself again that
you have released this person from the prison of their sin, that the ink on the pardon is dry, the
deed is done, the forgiveness made.
Third, initiate restoration.
With God's help, act in courage. Tell the person honestly what they did to you and how much this
pain has hurt you. They may not even know their injustice or comprehend its severity. If I hurt
you, I want to know it. I want you to talk to me, not about me. And I to you. Go to the person in
question, with honesty.
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Tell this person you have pardoned him. He may not understand what you mean, or believe it, or
accept it. She may never reciprocate what you have done. This is not yours to decide. You must
begin the process of healing the relationship, whatever your partner in restoration decides to do.
And find an honest way to a new relationship. To forgive is not to be naïve. It is not to allow an
unrepentant, unchanged person to hurt you yet again. Neither is it to assume that they will never
change. Seek a wise balance with the wisdom God gives to know what and where you can trust.
You may never have the old relationship, but you can have a new one by the mercy of God.
Last, be realistic. We humans forgive slowly, one day at a time, a little at a time, and usually
with anger left over. Remind yourself that you have forgiven as many times as the pain comes
back. And, over time, it will come back less.
And, perhaps, one day not at all.

Conclusion
Jesus taught us to "love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you" (Matthew 5:44).
Our Lord's heart is clear: "I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but that the wicked turn
from his way and live" (Ezekiel 33:11). He wants us to reflect his gracious heart to our fallen
world.
And he wants us to remember that true peace is found only in Jesus. In Mere Christianity, C. S.
Lewis wrote "God cannot give us a happiness and peace apart from himself, because it is not
there. There is no such thing."
The bumper sticker says it well: "Know God, know peace. No God, no peace."
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—
This chapter was adapted from “Can Christians Kill?”, a sermon first delivered on Feb. 10, 2011,
and “Just War and Personal Conflict: A Veterans Day Reflection”, first published on Nov. 11,
2015.
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5. Capital Punishment and the Sanctity of Justice
Many years ago, a reader asked me to discuss what the Bible says regarding "taking the life of
prisoners no matter the crime." In other words, what does the Bible say about capital
punishment, i.e., the death penalty?
Let's lay some foundations, then look briefly at biblical principles.
As I understand the debate, two schools of thought support capital punishment:
1.

“Retributivist" thought maintains that "the punishment must fit the crime." That is, those
who commit capital offenses should receive capital punishment.

2.

“Utilitarian" thought believes that the (perceived) good consequences of capital
punishment justify its practice. In this view, punishment should seek to reform the
criminal and/or to deter future crime. Since the criminal obviously cannot be reformed
after execution, the death penalty is defended as deterring those who would otherwise
commit capital crimes.

The merits of these arguments are the subject of intense, ongoing debate in our country and far
transcend the purpose of this essay. The question before us relates to the biblical materials that
speak to the subject.

How does the Bible argue for capital punishment?
There can be little question that the Bible mandates capital punishment for a variety of offenses.
Two passages are foundational:
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•

"From his fellow man I will require a reckoning for the life of man. ‘Whoever sheds the
blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed, for God made man in his own image’”
(Genesis 9:5–6).

•

"Whoever strikes a man so that he dies shall be put to death" (Exodus 21:12).

The death penalty is to be inflicted for:
•

permitting a bull to kill a person (Exodus 21:29)

•

sacrificing to any god but the Lord (Exodus 22:20; Deuteronomy 13:6–11)

•

breaking the Sabbath (Exodus 35:2; Numbers 15:32–36)

•

adultery (Leviticus 20:10)

•

showing contempt to a judge or priest (Deuteronomy 17:12)

•

rebellion against parents (Deuteronomy 21:18–21)

The Lord himself executed wrongdoers for:
•

unauthorized fire on his altar (Leviticus 10:1–2)

•

rebellion against Moses (Numbers 16:32)

•

deception and lying to the Holy Spirit (Acts 5:5, 10)

•

and stealing God's glory (Acts 12:23)

But does the sixth commandment prohibiting murder (Exodus 20:13) also prohibit capital
punishment?
"Murder" here (ratzah in the Hebrew) is not the typical Old Testament word for "kill." Found
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forty-seven times, it refers each time to premeditated and intentional murder. It does not prohibit
us from defending ourselves (Exodus 22:2–3), accidental death (Deuteronomy 19:5), or
involvement in war (Deuteronomy 13:15). Most interpreters do not believe that it prohibits the
practice of capital punishment, either.

How does the Bible argue against capital punishment?
We'll leave the legal or social merits of the death penalty to those better qualified to comment on
them. What follows are what seems to me to be reasons that the biblical materials could be
viewed as arguing against capital punishment. I'll describe these arguments without implying any
personal affirmation for their merits.
One: the Lord violated the later dictate of Genesis 9:6 with his own response to Cain's murder
of Abel.
Cain's crime fits every description of a capital murder: it was premeditated and thoroughly
unjustified. Yet the Lord did not demand his death but rather his exile (Genesis 4:10–12), and, in
fact, placed a "mark" on him to prevent his death at the hands of others (vv. 13–15).
Two: retributive justice is unfairly applied to capital crimes.
"An eye for an eye" (Exodus 21:24) was not intended to require such punishment but rather to
limit vengeance. If someone killed me in the ancient world, it was more typical for my sons to
kill the murderer's entire family in retribution. The Exodus dictate limits punishment to the guilty
party. And it is intended as a principle rather than a legal dictate: a theft for a theft or rape for a
rape would obviously make no sense at all. Retribution is to be limited to the criminal, but it was
not necessarily required of him.
58

CALLED TO LIFE

Three: if we are going to interpret the biblical statements regarding capital punishment as
sanction for the practice today, we have no right to limit them to "capital" crimes as they are
currently defined.
Remember that the death penalty was to be inflicted for sacrificing to any god but the Lord
(Exodus 22:20), showing contempt for a judge or priest (Deuteronomy 17:12), or disobeying
parents (Deuteronomy 21:18–21). It could be argued that our society has no logical right to
refuse these sanctions while accepting the biblical prescriptions regarding murder. Additionally,
we use the death penalty for crimes the Bible does not mention (such as treason). We should base
our support for capital punishment on all the biblical texts—or none.
Four: Jesus' ethic of forgiveness should be applied to all who are guilty, including those who
commit "capital" crimes.
We are to forgive those who sin against us at least seventy-seven times (Matthew 18:21–22; the
number is symbolic of a limitless amount). If we will not forgive others, we cannot claim our
own forgiveness (Matthew 6:14–15) for we are to "turn the other cheek" to those who injure us
(Matthew 5:39).

Should Christians support capital punishment?
While admitting to the extreme complexity of this issue, I will offer my own tentative suggestion
of support for capital punishment on biblical grounds by addressing the previous arguments in
order.
First, let's consider God's decision not to execute Cain for the murder of Abel.
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It can be argued that, at such an early point in human history, Cain's life was necessary for the
propagation of the race. Whatever the merits of this suggestion, the Lord's later edicts made clear
how he wished his people to respond to such crimes.
Second, what about the difficulty of seeking retributive justice for all crimes?
This principle is not invalidated by the admission that it cannot always be applied literally. The
fact that we would not require "a theft for a theft" does not mean that we do not seek punishment
appropriate to the crime, such as a longer prison sentence for a larger theft.
Third, it is true that the Bible requires the death penalty for crimes we do not punish in the same
way today.
Some of the Old Testament edicts were temporal in context (as noted by the fact that they are not
repeated later in Scripture). But the requirement regarding murder is repeated every time this sin
is discussed, transcending cultural eras.
Fourth, what of Jesus' ethic of forgiveness?
Some suggest that capital punishment is only decreed in the Old Testament and thus is not
appropriate for New Testament believers. And it is true that the New Testament does not contain
injunctions requiring the death penalty. But it could not instruct its readers to execute capital
criminals because they had no legal means of doing so. The Hebrews were to stone such
criminals themselves, but only the Romans could carry out the death penalty in the New
Testament era. And God himself used capital punishment against Ananias and Sapphira and King
Herod.
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Biblical forgiveness does not necessarily extend to legal consequences. For the welfare of all,
society has a right and responsibility to punish even those criminals whose victims have forgiven
them.
But what of Jesus' edict to "turn the other cheek" (Matthew 5:39)?

But didn’t Jesus say we’re to forgive others?
Here's the larger context: "You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a
tooth.’ But I say to you, Do not resist the one who is evil. But if anyone slaps you on the right
cheek, turn to him the other also. And if anyone would sue you and take your tunic, let him have
your cloak as well. And if anyone forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles. Give to the
one who begs from you, and do not refuse the one who would borrow from you’” (Matthew
5:38–42).
It is always vital to interpret the text within its context, for the Bible can never mean what it
never meant. In Jesus' day, as a simple matter of social convention, the left hand was never used
in public. If I am to "strike you on the right cheek," I will use my right hand. Such an action will
not allow me to use my fist but will rather require a back-handed slap. This is not an act which
threatens your life but one which insults you publicly. Jesus is not dealing with a criminal or
capital crime but with injury to your status.
His instruction is clear: we must respond to such insults with grace rather than retribution. If his
words are taken as instructing the entire legal process with regard to criminal behavior, they
would require that we refuse to prosecute any crime or punish any criminal.
And so I conclude that no biblical warrant exists for invalidating the scriptural mandate that
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requires capital punishment for "capital" offenses. As a result, I would adopt the position that
such punishment is warranted within the biblical worldview.
I am well aware that others differ with my interpretive position and that the issue is more
complex than a daily essay can discuss in detail. We also have not considered the legal or social
implications of this issue, as they lie beyond any expertise I might claim.
This chapter has related only my personal understanding of the biblical issue. This is an involved
and emotional issue. Whatever our agreements or disagreements on the subject, we can relate to
each other's positions with grace.
Richard Baxter lived by the motto, "In necessary things, unity; in doubtful things, liberty; in all
things, charity." May such a spirit guide us all as we seek unity in diversity and God's glory in all
things.
—
This chapter was adapted from a series of Daily Articles from 2004.
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Conclusion
As Christians, we are called to be pro-life—at every stage, on every stage.
From protecting the unborn to defending the aged, from loving others away from suicide and
loving enemies into the fold of God, culture-changing Christians respect the sanctity of all life
because of how God described his Creation on the sixth day: “God saw everything that he had
made, and behold, it was very good” (Genesis 1:31).
This day and every day, prayerfully consider how you might be robustly pro-life in your words,
thoughts, and deeds. Recall Paul’s words to the Ephesians: “Look carefully then how you walk,
not as unwise but as wise, making the best use of the time, because the days are evil” (5:15–16).
May God’s wisdom guide your life, and may your life reflect God’s deep love for all of his
people, for all of their lives.
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