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CHRISTIAN THINKING IN THE MODERN WORLD

Week 2, 19 Mar 2019

Is it ever right to end a life? 

~ Facing death faithfully



SERIES OVERVIEW

AIM: help to think through some of today’s big issues so we can make
wise decisions and share the Christian faith confidently with others

Week 1 Tuesday 19th February @ 7.30 pm

A Christian approach to making choices ~ the Sanctity of Life

Week 2 Tuesday 19th March @ 7.30 pm

Is it ever right to end a life? ~ Facing death faithfully

Week 3 Tuesday 9th April @ 7.30 pm,

Explaining our faith ~ Understanding and Engaging Worldviews

Week 4 Tuesday 7th May @ 7.30 pm

The problem of evil & suffering ~ the uniqueness of Christianity

www.paulcoulter.net/focus



RECAP



THE MODERN WORLD?



CHRISTIAN THINKING

Expresses love for God
Jesus replied: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and 
with all your soul and with all your mind.” Matthew 22 v37

Exposes Satan’s lies
Then we will no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the 
waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching 
and by the cunning and craftiness of people in their deceitful 
scheming. […] Put on the whole armour of God, that you may 
be able to stand against the schemes of the devil. Ephesians 4 
v14; 6 v11)

Enables effective evangelism
We demolish arguments and every pretension that sets itself 
up against the knowledge of God, and we take captive every 
thought to make it obedient to Christ. 2 Corinthians 10 v5



BIG QUESTIONS

1. What is good?

➢ God’s revealed character and will

2. Why be good?

➢ Fear of God; love for God

3. How to be good?

➢ The Holy Spirit



THE GOSPEL FRAMEWORK

God rules
– What did Father God intend for human life in this issue?

We rebelled 
– What are the sins of belief and behaviour in this issue?

God rescues
– How do we know forgiveness and life in Christ in this issue?

We respond
– What do repentance, faith and obedience mean in this issue?

God restores 
– What hope and help does the Spirit give in this issue?





IS IT EVER 

RIGHT TO 

END A 

LIFE? 



A QUESTION

Is it ever right intentionally to end a 

human life (one’s own or another’s)?



ISSUES FOR ANOTHER TIME

• Capital punishment

• War

• Self-defence



AN IMPORTANT EXCEPTION: 

DOUBLE EFFECT

A morally neutral action (e.g., administration of painkillers) 

resulting in a morally undesirable outcome (e.g., death) 

may be morally acceptable 

if the intention was morally good (e.g., pain relief)

BUT

– Only if death is imminent

– Only if the intention is clear







ENDING LIVES

Murder

Euthanasia

Suicide

Double effect

Withdrawal of treatment (‘passive euthanasia’) 

One person 
intentionally 
ends the life of 
another to 
relieve suffering  

Involuntary [does not consent]

Voluntary [consents]

Non-voluntary [cannot consent]

Assisted

Unassisted
A person ends his or her own life



Why these issues?

➢ Medical developments

– Prolongation of life

– Patchy palliative care

➢ Societal changes

– Reduced support networks

– Changing values – autonomy!



ENDING LIVES – UK LAW

Murder

Euthanasia

Suicide

Double effect

Withdrawal of treatment (‘passive euthanasia’) 

Involuntary [does not consent]

Voluntary [consents]

Non-voluntary [cannot consent]

Assisted

Unassisted 1961



LAWS ON SUICIDE 

WORLDWIDE



THE PROBLEM OF SUICIDE



LAW ON SUICIDE, UK

The Suicide Act, 1961

– Section 1 – suicide decriminalised in Britain

– Section 2(1) – outlaws assisted suicide

A person who aids, abets, counsels or procures the suicide of 
another, or attempt by another to commit suicide shall be liable on 
conviction on indictment to imprisonment for a term not exceeding 
fourteen years.

Brought into NI law in Sections 12 and 13 of the Criminal 
Justice Act 1966 

2010 CPS guidelines for “public interest test” in assisted suicide 

– (1) age of victim; (2) proof of settled decision; (3) absence of 
pressure; (4) assistance was necessary; (5) history of relationship; 
(6) only compassion motivated



LAWS ON EUTHANASIA 

WORLDWIDE





Two arguments

The right to choose (autonomy)

– Whose autonomy (doctor / patient / relatives)?

– Safeguarding and when is a decision ever really free?

– Do we have the right (is autonomy unlimited)?

Compassion for suffering

– Whose suffering (patient / relatives)?

– What degree / kind of suffering?

– Palliative care is an alternative

The legacy of Christianity – where next?



CONSEQUENCES OF 

LEGALISATION





FACING 

DEATH 

FAITHFULLY



THE GOOD HOST

A couple invite friends to dinner.  Food and drink are 
pleasant; the conversation bubbles.  The good host is 
hospitable and courteous to his guest, no matter what his 
shifts in mood.  But there comes a time when the party 
‘winds down’ – a time to acknowledge that the evening is 
over.  At that point, not easily determined by clock, 
conversation or basal metabolism, the good host does not 
press his guest to stay but lets him go.  Indeed he may 
have to signal that it is acceptable to leave.  A good host 
will never be sure of his timing and will never kick out his 
guest.  His jurisdiction over the guest is limited to taking 
care and permitting departure.
David H. Smith (1985) ‘Our Religious Traditions and the Treatment of Infants’ in 

Thomas H. Murray and Arthur L. Caplan (eds.) Which Babies Shall Live? 
Clifton: Humana Press, p.68

Should doctors be ‘the good host’ to their patients?



GOSPEL TRUTH ON DEATH

• God rules – God created human beings in His 

image with special dignity; human life is sacred

• We rebelled – alienation, imperfection, disease 

and death; autonomy in life and death



WHY DEATH?

And the LORD God said, ‘The man has now 

become like one of us, knowing good and evil. He 

must not be allowed to reach out his hand and 

take also from the tree of life and eat, and live for 

ever.’ Genesis 3 v22

And just as it is appointed for man to die once, 

and after that comes judgement Hebrews 9 v27



HUMAN LIFE STILL SACRED

Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his 

blood be shed; for in the image of God has God 

made man.  Genesis 9 v6



SINS OF BEHAVIOUR:

A CONSISTENT COMMAND

You shall not murder. Exodus 20 v13

You have heard that it was said to those of old, ‘You 
shall not murder; and whoever murders will be liable to 
judgement.’ But I say to you that everyone who is 
angry with his brother will be liable to judgement. 
Matthew 5 v21-22

the law is not laid down for the just but for the lawless 
and disobedient […] for murderers, 1 Timothy 1 v9

But as for […] murderers […] their portion will be in the 
lake that burns with fire and sulphur, which is the 
second death.” Revelation 21 v8



SINS OF BELIEF:

LIMITS ON AUTONOMY

“See now that I, even I, am he,
and there is no god beside me;

I kill and I make alive;
I wound and I heal;
and there is none that can deliver out of my hand.” 

Deuteronomy 32 v39

They are surprised that you do not join them in their 
reckless, wild living, and they heap abuse on you. But 
they will have to give account to him who is ready to 
judge the living and the dead. 1 Peter 4 v4-5



IS SUICIDE A SIN?

Thomas Aquinas (13th century) Summa Theologiae 2A 2AE, 

Q. 64, A. 5

“to kill oneself is altogether unlawful for three reasons”:

1. “it stands against natural law and charity

2. It injures the community of which we are part

3. We are not our own (Deuteronomy 32:39; 1 Corinthians 6:20)

A sin, perhaps (if chosen in one’s right mind), but NOT 

the unpardonable sin (Romans 8:38-39)



GOSPEL TRUTH ON DEATH

• God rules – God created human beings in His 
image with special dignity; human life is sacred

• We rebelled – alienation, imperfection, disease and 
death; autonomy in life and death

• God rescues – forgiveness and new life through 
Jesus Christ who entered death



FORGIVENESS & LIFE IN 

CHRIST: THE LIVING DEAD

having been buried with him in baptism, in which 

you were also raised with him through faith in the 

powerful working of God, who raised him from the 

dead.  Colossians 2 v12

We were buried therefore with him by baptism into 

death, in order that, just as Christ was raised from 

the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might 

walk in newness of life.  Romans 6 v4



GOSPEL TRUTH ON DEATH

• God rules – God created human beings in His 
image with special dignity; human life is sacred

• We rebelled – alienation, imperfection, disease and 
death; autonomy in life and death

• God rescues – forgiveness and hope are available 
through Jesus Christ who entered death

• We respond – we need to repent, believe and obey; 
seeking faithfulness unto the end



OBEDIENCE: A GOOD 

DEATH?

For I am already being poured out like a drink 
offering, and the time has come for my departure. I 
have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, 
I have kept the faith. 

Now there is in store for me the crown of 
righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, 
will award to me on that day—and not only to me, 
but also to all who have longed for his appearing.  

2 Timothy 4 v6-8



OBEDIENCE: LIFE IS NOT 

THE HIGHEST GOOD

Forbidding suicide and honouring martyrs, 

Christians recognized life as a real but not ultimate 

good – a great good, but not the highest good

Gilbert Meilaender

1996.  Bioethics: A Primer for Christians (Carlisle: Paternoster), p.70.

For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain. 
Philippians 1 v21



OBEDIENCE: THE SPHERE 

OF FREEDOM

On the one hand, we ought not to choose death or 
aim at death.  But on the other hand, neither should 
we act as if continued life is the only, or even the 
highest, good.  It is not a god, but a gift of God.  
Thus we should neither aim at death nor continue 
the struggle against it when its time has come.  
‘Allowing to die’ is permitted; killing is not.  Within 
these limits lies the sphere of our freedom.

Gilbert Meilaender
1996.  Bioethics: A Primer for Christians (Carlisle: Paternoster), p.69.



OBEDIENCE: WITHDRAWAL 

OF TREATMENT

Legitimate if either:

a) The treatment is useless (no benefit)

b) The treatment carries excessive burden (side 

effects)

Not choosing death, but accepting it and choosing life 

with quality and focus

Withdrawing nutrition may also be legitimate



OBEDIENCE: ADVANCE 

DECISIONS

Legally binding in GB to:

– Appoint someone with ‘power of attorney’

– Decide in advance to refuse treatments (e.g., nutrition / 
resuscitation / hospital admission)

May be necessary because of:

– Lack of joined-up medical care

– Lack of family support

– A desire not to burden family with decisions

May be desirable to relieve burdens on others



GOSPEL TRUTH ON DEATH

• God rules – God created human beings in His 
image with special dignity; human life is sacred

• We rebelled – alienation, imperfection, disease and 
death; autonomy in life and death

• God rescues – forgiveness and hope are available 
through Jesus Christ who entered death

• We respond – we need to repent, believe and obey; 
seeking faithfulness unto the end

• God restores – present help and living hope; 
suffering has potential (character / God’s power)



HOPE: DEATH DEFEATED,

NOW BUT NOT YET

When the perishable has been clothed with the 

imperishable, and the mortal with immortality, then 

the saying that is written will come true:

‘Death has been swallowed up in victory.’

‘Where, O death, is your victory?

Where, O death, is your sting?’

1 Corinthians 15 v54-55



HELP: OUR DUTY TO 

OTHERS

whoever knows the right thing to do and fails to do 

it, for him it is sin. James 4 v17

• Palliative Care

• Elderly ‘mission field’

• Drawing on the wisdom of elders




