
I’d like to thank Pastor Steve and Pastor Brian as well as the elders for allowing me to 

stand in the pulpit today.  It’s a great honor for me to speak on Sanctity of Life Sunday.  

It’s on this day that churches across the country are focusing on the ethical issues related 

to life and death of which there are many.  Some of you know I am by profession a 

general surgeon, and as a sideline I do some occasional consulting work in medical 

malpractice cases.  Part of my job is to assist the attorney and his or her client with the 

technical questions related to the medical issues of the case.  A critical part of any 

malpractice case, whether it is for the plaintiff or for the defense, is to evaluate the 

available data from the specific case and establish a foundation which either supports or 

defends a claim of malpractice, or negligence.  So an attorney will contact me and asks if 

I can review a case involving a surgeon who for example did a gallbladder operation.  

The patient had complications afterwards and suffered some damages.  If I agree to the 

job, I have all the medical records as well as the depositions, which are testimony under 

oath, sent to my house where I spread them all over the dining room table, much to my 

wife’s chagrin, and review them all.  I then offer my opinion as to whether the standard 

of care is met. Now my opinion can’t be that the plaintiff’s attorney has tacky TV ads and 

therefore this case is bogus.  No, I have to establish a foundation for that opinion based 

on the information from the records and testimony as well as my general knowledge as a 

surgeon.  What I wish to do this morning is something similar.  I hope to function as an 

expert witness for the defense of a pro-life, pro-human position.  I wish to establish a 

foundation based on Scripture for a prolife position. 

 

It’s important to have a grasp on the fundamentals underlying the life issues.  Abortion is 

the most prominent issue in our culture today, but there are a variety of other concerns 

that are present or are lurking around the corner that need to be considered from a 

Christian standpoint.  These include things like defining the limits of medical care, 

euthanasia and physician-assisted suicide, assisted reproductive technology like in-vitro 

fertilization and cloning.  There is also destructive embryonic research, genetic 

engineering, and human enhancement. 

 

The foundation on which I wish to base my defense opinion revolves around the 

fundamental assumption of what constitutes a person.  Now when I use the term 

“person”, I am using this word in a very specific way.  In the simplest sense, a person is a 

rights bearer.  Most of you are familiar with the second paragraph of the Declaration of 

Independence, which states, “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are 

created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, that 

among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.”  A person is someone who 

possesses unalienable rights.  When we talk about rights being unalienable, we mean that 

these rights aren’t granted to them by some other person or government, nor can they 

arbitrarily be taken away.  These rights are possessed by the fact that you are a person, 

specifically a human person.  They go hand in hand.  If someone or something is a 

person, then they have these rights just by their existence.  If someone or something is not 

a person, then they don’t.  This assumption is critical to thinking about the ethics, the 

“rightness” or “wrongness”, of these issues.  In the whole area of medical ethics or 

bioethics, “person” or “personhood” provides the main foundation when deciding how to 

approach these areas.   



 

Now what if something or someone is not a person, what is it?  It is a “thing”.  In legal 

circles, it is considered property.  Things can have rights bestowed upon them by persons, 

but they do not possess rights merely by their existence.  Let’s look at some examples.  

Many of you receive a newspaper at your house.  You possess that newspaper and can do 

pretty much what you want with it.  You can tear it up, burn it in the fireplace, throw it in 

the trash, or line the bird cage with it.  Your newspaper is a thing.  It possesses no rights 

and, as such, you are pretty much free to keep or dispose of it as you wish.  Now, many 

of you also have teenagers at home.  Now while there may be intermittent debate over the 

actual status of your teenager, depending on mood, grades, and response to 

communication, your teenager is considered a person.  Your teenager has certain rights 

which keep you from disposing of them as you wish regardless of their behavior and 

mood.  While you may ground them for going to the mall instead of school, you can’t sell 

them or trade them in for a new model.  Your teenager is a person. 

 

Now for most of us, deciding on whether some item before us qualifies as a person or not 

is fairly straightforward.  Senior pastor Steve Ratliff: person.  Steve’s desk: not a person.  

The worship pastor Micah Peacock: even though he cheers for the Oakland Raiders, 

person.  Micah’s guitar: not a person.  All of you sitting here: persons.  The chairs you 

are sitting on: not a person.  That part is fairly easy, but there are instances where it isn’t 

so clear.  A 65 year old with advanced Alzheimer’s disease?  Person or not a person?  A 

20 year old in a persistent vegetative state from a head injury?   Person or not a person?  

How about an unborn child?  Person or not a person?  How are we to decide? 

 

This leads us to the crux of the matter when we talk about the sanctity of life.  A person 

has protections, a thing doesn’t. What are the criteria that are used to decide what 

constitutes a person?  Since I wish to specifically address this from a Christian 

standpoint, it makes sense that we look in the Bible, specifically at the beginning in 

Genesis 1, verses 26 and 27.  We’re in the sixth day of the creation account, when God 

created man.  Everything else is already in place.  We have the light and darkness on the 

first day.  There’s the water and the sky on the second day and the lands and plants on the 

third day.  On the fourth day there’s the sun, moon, and stars and the fifth day introduces 

the birds of the air and the fish of the sea.  On this sixth day, God has already created the 

land animals.  We then come to these passages. 

 
26

Then God said, "Let Us make man in Our image, according to Our 

likeness; and let them rule over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the 

sky and over the cattle and over all the earth, and over every creeping 

thing that creeps on the earth." 
27

God created man in His own image, in 

the image of God He created him; male and female He created them. 

 

Here we have God creating man, and not only creating man, but creating man in God’s 

image.  This doctrine of the image of God, or the Imago Dei, provides the foundation on 

which we can begin to think about this whole issue of what constitutes a person.  If we go 

back to verses 24 and 25, we find that God has created all the other creatures of the land 

in their own image, not the image of God.  Only mankind, the human species, has been 



created in the image of God.  It’s here that we find the root for defining a person from 

what I would consider a Christian standpoint. 

 

So how would I define a person?  I would define a person as a living organism of human 

descent.  It’s all based on the image of God.  Who has the image of God?  It’s the 

descendents of Adam and Eve.  We may have inherited their sin nature, but we also have 

inherited the imago Dei from them.  This is what separates the human species from all the 

other creatures around us.  That’s not to say that the other creatures aren’t important.  But 

they are different and have a different status.  It goes back to Genesis 1.  It’s the fact that 

humans are made in the image of God. 

 

Now you may be sitting there saying, “Okay.  So what’s the image of God?” There’s 

been considerable debate within the church over what exactly is the image of God.  

Multiple books have been written on the subject and theories abound on what this means.  

Some have said it’s our ability to relate to one another.  Others have proposed that it is 

the capacity to self-reflect and analyze our own selves.  Some have proposed it is our 

rational powers that make up the image of God.  Another proposal is that humans are 

image bearers in the sense that they rule or have dominion over creation in the same 

manner that an ambassador or steward represents his or her master.  Ultimately, I think 

that the full meaning of the imago Dei is ultimately a mystery that will not be 

comprehended until the end time when all is revealed.  Regardless, there is something 

different, unique and special about us as human beings.  We are different from the rest of 

creation in a very fundamental way. 

 

So with this definition of a person, a living organism of human origin, we have criteria 

which begin to help us decide on who and what has the status of a person.  Each of you 

sitting here obviously meets the standards for being a person.  What about the other 

situations mentioned earlier?  What about the 65 year old with dementia?  Person or not?  

I would state that they are a person.  Their personhood is not defined by their functions, 

by their ability to relate and remember.  Their personhood is based on the fact that they 

are a living human being.  The 20 year old in a persistent vegetative state is similar.  

While he or she is not purposefully responding to the environment around them, they are 

still a living organism of human descent. 

 

But what about the unborn child?  Here things become more difficult.  I recognize that 

there is some disagreement within the community of believers over the status of the 

unborn, particularly at its earliest stages.  But once again, what are the criteria that are 

being used to decide on the personhood of the unborn, particularly at the embryonic 

stages of development?  I will grant that during the first 4-5 weeks after conception, the 

developing human doesn’t look a whole lot like we do, but is personhood dependent on 

appearance?  It may not look like the way it will after delivery, but it is still a biological 

organism of human descent.  It is a genetically unique individual in its earliest stages, just 

like you and I were at one point. 

 

The implications of using this as a definition are fairly apparent.  If a human person is a 

living organism of human descent, then the unborn child is a human person.  And if that 



is the case, then abortion takes the life of a human person and is therefore wrong.  A 

recent report by the New York City Health Department found that 39% of all pregnancies 

in New York during the year 2009 ended with an elective abortion.  I believe that is an 

absolute tragedy.  And while we are not in New York City, I think I can safely assume 

that there are members here this morning that have in some way been involved with 

abortion in the past, whether it be with a family member, a previous relationship, or 

yourself.  The church is not immune.  Estimates are that for every 7 children in the 

church nursery, there is one more missing due to abortion.  Now this is a difficult and an 

emotional issue for a lot of people.  In many circumstances, this is a decision that is made 

in the midst of difficult circumstances and under intense emotional pressure.  There are 

times and circumstances where it may seem to be the only way out.  And while I think 

abortion is wrong, I also want to add this.  I also believe that abortion is not the 

unforgivable sin.  We all have sinned in one way or another and we all bear the guilt for 

our sin.  We also have the gift of forgiveness from God above if we ask for it.  This won’t 

eliminate the memories nor will it immediately eliminate the pain.  But I do believe that 

healing begins at the point we confess our sin and ask for God’s forgiveness.  I thank God 

for his mercy and forgiveness.  If you have been struggling with this, I would encourage 

you to find someone whom you can confide in.  I know that the pastoral staff is willing to 

listen to you and pray with you as well as maintain your confidentiality and privacy. 

 

What about the other end of life?  Making decisions at the end of life, whether it be for 

ourselves or for a loved one, is also an ongoing challenge that will become more acute as 

the baby boomers move into retirement age and health care resources become more 

strained.  As an example, an elderly man presents to the emergency room from the 

nursing home where he has been a resident for the past couple of years because his 

dementia has progressed to the point where his wife and family are unable safely care for 

him at home.  He was found by the nurse’s aide to be less responsive than usual and on 

examination had a fever and low blood pressure.  He was evaluated in the emergency 

room and found to have peritonitis, a significant infection in the belly, probably from a 

hole in his bowel.  His only options are immediate surgery, which has a small chance of 

saving him, or getting admitted to the hospital for pain medicine and antibiotics with the 

expectation that he will die in the few hours or a day.  What is the right answer here?  

This gentleman, although he has dementia, is still a person and deserving of the 

protection and respect that is due him.  But the decision here is not easy.  Let’s assume 

his family decides that surgery is the best way to go.  He survives the operation itself and 

goes to in intensive care unit on a breathing machine.  He requires IV medication to keep 

his blood pressure up and his kidneys are starting to fail.  Is the right course trying to 

keep him alive as long as possible and at all costs by adding additional treatments like a 

kidney machine and more medications for blood pressure, or is it acceptable to stop the 

medicines?  What about the breathing machine, or ventilator?  He will most assuredly die 

without it.  Is it wrong to stop it and pull the breathing tube out of his throat, allowing 

him to die?  In situations like these, the right answer is not readily apparent.  On the one 

hand, we are aware that he is a person bearing the image of God and therefore worthy of 

respect, yet there is the recognition that death will come to each of us at some time.  As 

believers in the redemptive work of Jesus Christ, we are aware that death is not the final 

conclusion to everything, but the transition to new life in heaven with God which goes on 



forever and ever.  We must pray that we receive wisdom and understanding to discern 

what is good and proper.  In this particular circumstance, I think it is permissible to 

withdraw treatment if the family believes that is what the patient would wish.  While this 

would allow death to occur, the patient is dying of the underlying disease.  The fact that 

there has been withdrawal of treatment doesn’t mean that no care is given.  The patient is 

still treated with respect and given medication to treat his pain and help alleviate his 

suffering.  Even so, there are times when it is uncertain about whether the treatment given 

is treating the disease and should be continued, or is it merely prolonging the dying 

process and should be withdrawn.  It’s these times when once again fervent prayer as 

well as the counsel of wise and godly men and women can provide insight and guidance 

as to the most appropriate course.  Unfortunately, even with this, the best path to take is 

not always readily apparent.  It’s at this point that we finally have to make a decision and 

pray that God will honor our effort and grant us mercy for the choice that we make. 

 

In closing, it is my fervent wish that you carefully consider the issue of personhood and 

its implications.  From a Biblical standpoint, the fact that we are all created in the image 

of God is critical in our thinking about our status as well as the status of those around us.  

This is an area of intense controversy in the universities as well as in the hospitals, 

government and the courts.  How you decide on what makes a person, on who has 

protection and who doesn’t literally is a matter of life and death.  I believe that defending 

the sanctity of life is to not only defending yourself, but also defending those who are 

most vulnerable around you.  It would do us well to remember Matthew 25:40 which is 

Jesus’ commendation in the parable of the sheep and the goats, “Truly I say to you, to the 

extent that you did it to one of these brothers of Mine, even the least of them, you did it to 

Me.”  Let us pray. 


