Sanctity of Life #4

“The Sanctity of Death”

selected Scriptures

This month we have been considering the sanctity of life, which makes most people think of abortion. But we have seen where the subject is broader than just ending life before birth. All life—regardless of age, nationality, gender, or viability—is sacred to God and should be treated as such. As we conclude this month-long series this morning, I want to focus on a number of issues that we face in our society, matters of life and death.

As much as we talk about the sanctity of life, this morning I want to talk about the sanctity of death. Those words just don’t seem to fit together, kind of like saying “jelly and peanut butter” or “cheese and macaroni.” But the Bible teaches both the sanctity of life and the sanctity of death. 

Psalm 116:15 declares, “Precious in the sight of the Lord is the death of his saints.” I have heard this verse used to suggest that God prizes the death of his people, but I don’t think that is the real meaning here. I looked into the 35 times this Hebrew word yāqar appears in the Old Testament, and most of the time it is rendered “precious” or “costly,” usually referring to precious stones or costly objects. 
Faced with the apparent notion that God considers the death of his loyal ones a good thing—something foreign to Old Testament theology in general—scholars have suggested that it be understood in the sense of costly or weighty, even burdensome. [The New Living Translation renders this phrase, “It grieves him when they die.”] The sense then is that God considers these deaths a grave matter (no pun intended) that He does not take lightly and so delivers them.
 Their deaths are precious not in the sense of highly valued but of that which is carefully watched over.
 The Lord does not regard lightly the mortal lives and deaths of His loved ones.
 Death is something He takes very seriously.
Death is Determined by God

The first truth to be realized is that death is determined by God. Scripture makes the breathtaking claim that all human beings—and only human beings—bear the very image of the Creator of the universe.
 For that reason their lives are sacred, worthy of honor. Yet humanity, because of sin, is also subject to death. And God retains His sovereign control over both. 

God is the Creator of the universe and everything in it, but He is also the Sustainer of all He has created. Paul said in Acts 17:28, “In Him we live and move and have our being.” God is in control over all aspects of our existence. Including death. Psalm 104:29 states about God, “When you take away their breath, they die and return to the dust.” God implemented death as the penalty for sin. If we believe in the sovereignty of God, then we must commit the matter of life and death into His hands. When man brings about death, he takes the power of God into his own hands. G. Campbell Morgan writes, “This commandment, ‘Thou shalt not kill,’ flings a fiery law around the life of every human being, reserving to Him Who first bestowed it the right to end it.”
 John Stott adds, “To the Christian, both life-giving and life-taking are divine prerogatives.”
 

In Deuteronomy 32:39, God says, “See now that I myself am He! There is no god besides me. I put to death and I bring to life.” Life is not something that we automatically have or some sort of natural right. It is a gift from God. And because God alone is the one who gives life, he alone is the one who has the right to take it away. That, simply, is beyond our authority.

Some doctors and some criminals believe they hold the power of life and death in their hands, but this is not the case. Yes, God has created His universe with physical laws so that when certain actions are taken, death usually results, but ultimately it is God and God alone who holds the power of life and death.

Death that is Deputized by God

Sometimes, though, there are forms of death that are deputized by God. Many know the commandment found in Exodus 20:13, “Thou shalt not kill.” At least that is how most people remember it. In fact, the niv renders it “You shall not murder.” The Hebrew term used in this verse is ratsach, and this refers to a premeditated and deliberate act.
 Other passages would include what American law defines as “second-degree murder” (not pre-meditated, done in haste and usually in an outburst of anger) as well as “first-degree murder” (premeditated). 

This may seem terribly obvious, but that the commandment is not saying is important. This does not say, “You shall not kill for any reason whatsoever.” Some take this command to mean that Christians should not fight in a war, defend oneself or family with lethal force, or that capital punishment is contrary to Scripture. Such is not the case. All murder is, of course, killing, but all killing is not necessarily murder.

When to comes to self-defense, Exodus 22:2 states, “If a thief is caught breaking in and is struck so that he dies, the defender is not guilty of bloodshed.”  If someone is threatening your life or the lives of your loves ones, lethal force is allowed in defense. This is recognized in virtually every culture, although some extreme pacifists would not agree with such a stance.

What self-defense is to the individual, war is to the collective community. The Old Testament establishes principles for the defense of country from invasion by foreign armies.
 Resistance begins when the unprovoked intrusion of the home, city, or nation commences and it ends when the original peace has been restored. When a weaker nation or neighbor is invaded and brutalized beyond being able to resist the intrusion, then the stronger neighbor is obligated to come to the armed rescue of this violated brother.
 We see biblical examples of this in Abraham in Genesis 14 and Joshua in Joshua 9. 

But what about wars of aggression? Did not the Lord instruct the Israelites on numerous occasions to completely annihilate another nation of people? The wars against the Canaanites under Joshua must be considered an expression of God’s judgment against their heinous religious practices and degraded society.
 God authorized His people—you could use the word “deputized” here—to execute His justice on deserving sinners. At other times God used other nations, such as Assyria and Babylon, to chastise His own people through war because of their sinful ways. Yet even then, God held those nations accountable for overstepping their bounds, as seen in Nahum’s denunciation of Assyria and Habakkuk’s condemnation of Babylon. Walter Kaiser concludes, “War, then, is God’s ultimate, but reluctant, method of treating gross evil that resists every other patient and loving rebuke of God.”

The most controversial example of death that is deputized by God is capital punishment. 
As far back as Genesis 9:6, God clearly communicates his position with respect to capital punishment: “Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed; for in the image of God has God made man.” It is instructive to note that this passage not only predates the Mosaic Law, but it demands universal adherence to the sanctity of life.
 Notice why this strong action is prescribed—”for in the image of God has God made man.” Mankind—male and female—bears the image of God. As Kaiser puts it, “To kill a person was tantamount to killing God in effigy.”
 Why? Because there is something distinctly precious and unique about human life.
 Because we’re made in God’s image, murder is an attack against God.
 

It is interesting to note that Ancient Near Eastern cuneiform law prescribes capital punishment for crimes against property, but in the Old Testament no crime against property warrants capital punishment. Once again, the point is that life is sacred, not things. Anything that aims at destroying the sacred quality of life is a capital offense against God.

It is true that capital punishment is proscribed by the Mosaic Law for quite a few criminal acts, but the crime for which capital punishment was consistently prescribed was murder. Furthermore, judges had the right to waive the death penalty in lieu of other punishments except for murder, for which there was no alternative to capital punishment, according to Numbers 35:31, “Do not accept a ransom for the life of a murderer, who deserves to die. He must surely be put to death.”

Many dismiss this as Old Testament teaching, inapplicable in our New Testament age of grace. Some point to John 8, where the woman caught in adultery was taken before Jesus, Who instead of condemning her said, “Go and sin no more.” Rather than seeing this as a stand against capital punishment, though, Jesus is clearly avoiding the trap set by the Pharisees. Others appeal to the Lord’s “new commandment” in John 13:34, the “law of love,” as though that principle overrode all other considerations such as natural or divine justice. This does not contain prescriptions of leniency toward felons, murderers, and other criminals; and any attempt to invoke such a “law of love” in order to cover behavior that is condemned ethically or morally in Scripture is a theological perversion.

In his teachings, the apostle Paul emphasized the role that the secular state played in crime and punishment and pronounced firmly about the nature of the authority that upheld the sanctions. In secular society just as much as in ancient Israel, the rulers received their authority from God, according to Romans 13:1-4; and from this it followed for Paul that they would never be a threat to people of good conduct. If, however, the citizen was not a law-abiding individual and persisted in wrongdoing, that person should be afraid, since the ruler does not wield his authority to no serious purpose.

In short, God instituted capital punishment in the earliest stages of human civilization before the Mosaic Law, and capital punishment is never abrogated by Jesus or His Apostles. Thus, capital punishment appears to be an enduring moral principle undergirding the sanctity of life.
 I believe the testimony of Scripture is clear. God abhors murder. But under certain circumstances, He permits killing if such deaths further the ultimate causes of life and justice.

Let me add my personal opinion, though. While I support the concept of capital punishment as put forth in God’s Word, I do not believe that our present judicial system is capable of handling such a powerful tool. When more condemned criminals are found to be innocent than those put to death, something is seriously wrong with the system. Until our courts put “the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth” ahead of slick maneuverings of lawyers and procedural rules that suppress the truth, I oppose the practice of capital punishment in this nation while I uphold the principle of it in general.

Death that is Denounced by God

Finally I want to consider death that is denounced by God. “You shall not murder” speaks out against the wanton, intentional taking of human life under wrong motives and circumstances,
 whether in rage or in calm, to advance oneself or to acquire what others might have. Murder can be subtle, it can be hidden from the eyes of the law, and it can be made to look like an accident or a death from natural causes; but murder is murder.
 

In the book of Proverbs we are told that there are seven abominations which God hates, and one of those is referred to as “hands that shed innocent blood” (Prov. 6:17).
  Nothing in the New Testament invalidates the sixth commandment. John lists murderers in Revelation 21:8 among those who will spend eternity in Hell. God has not changed His mind about taking another’s life.

Other forms of taking life may not appear to be murder, but they are. Suicide is self-murder.
 According to the National Institute of Mental Health, in 2016 suicide was the tenth leading cause of death overall in the United States, claiming the lives of nearly 45,000 people. Suicide was the second leading cause of death among individuals between the ages of 10-34, and the fourth leading cause of death among individuals between the ages of 35-54. There were more than twice as many suicides (44,965) in the United States as there were homicides (19,362).
 Yet we read in 1 Corinthians 3:16-17, “Don’t you know that you yourselves are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit lives in you? If anyone destroys God’s temple, God will destroy him; for God’s temple is sacred, and you are that temple.” God does not give us the right to determine our own lifespan. Though such acts do not of themselves forfeit God’s grace, as was once thought, yet suicide is a direct breach of God’s command.

Abortion, as we considered at length last Sunday, is the murder of an unborn child. We looked at a number of Scriptures in that message, and I would recommend to anyone who missed it to look it up online. On the basis of those texts, we conclude that the child in the womb was regarded and valued as a human person and under the protection of his or her Creator.

Then there is euthanasia, often attributed to the other end of the human life spectrum. The term “euthanasia” is derived from two Greek words—eu meaning “well” or “good,” and thanatos meaning “death.”
 The stated goal of euthanasia is to “die well” or “die with dignity.”

Euthanasia may be either active or passive. Passive euthanasia is simply allowing the person to die, either by withholding treatment or by discontinuing such treatment, once begun. Active euthanasia, on the other hand, is taking some positive step to terminate life, such as the administration of a toxic substance or the injection of an air bubble into the blood stream. Euthanasia may also be classified as either voluntary, where the subject himself expresses his desire for his life to end, or involuntary, in cases where he has not indicated such a choice.

Debates over euthanasia are not of modern invention. In the ancient world Pythagoreans opposed euthanasia, whereas Stoics favored it, especially in cases of incurable disease. Plato approved it in cases of terminal illness. Under the influence of Christianity, the Western attitude toward euthanasia and suicide has been negative, though some have advocated it. 

Moreover, euthanasia is not unique to the Western World. For example, Indian sacrifices of the incurably ill to the Ganges and the Balinese practice of burning widows for the benefit of a dead chief are all well-documented.

Holland has one of the most liberal attitudes toward euthanasia. In February 1993 the Dutch parliament voted to legalize doctor-assisted suicide and active euthanasia of terminally ill patients who request it. 

In the United States, the Euthanasia Society of America was formed in 1938. Public opinion and American law have generally reflected opposition to any form of euthanasia, but in more recent years the trend has been shifting. For example, in 1973 a Gallup Poll asked if in cases of incurable disease, doctors should be allowed to end the patient’s life by some painless means if the patient and his family request it. Of those responding, 53 percent said yes. When the same question was posed in 1950, only 30 percent had answered yes. A Harris Poll in 1981 found that 78 percent of all polled would prefer not to suffer pointless life prolongation. That is, the majority preferred to reject life-prolonging care when there was no hope of recovery.

Closer to home, on September 26, 1991 Governor Jim Edgar of Illinois signed a right-to-die law. This law calls for naming a surrogate from a list of relatives and friends who will have the right “to decide when to end life-sustaining treatment for patients who are comatose, terminally ill or unable to decide for themselves, instead of leaving the matter to strangers in the legal system.” Insofar as a “right to die” refers to a right to refuse invasive and futile medical treatment, this right is relatively uncontroversial.

Now, permission to withdraw life-support systems from a terminally ill patient is one thing. But permission to help a terminally ill patient commit suicide is another. Biblically speaking, human life is sacred. It is sacred because man is made in God’s image. Even someone severely deformed or wracked with pain from a terminal illness so that he cannot interact with his environment still bears the image of God.

Life is sacred as well because God has given it and sustains it. Because it is his gift, we must treat it with care and not discard it. To treat it lightly is a supreme act of ingratitude, but it also suggests that we think we own our life, when in fact God gave it and owns it. Christians have traditionally used this argument against suicide. It seems relevant as well to euthanasia in general.

I go back to a statement made at the outset of this message: God is in control of life and death. The humanist may dislike it, but passages such as Job 14:5, Ecclesiastes 3:2, and James 4:13–15 teach that no one can add or detract even one second from his life beyond what God has decided. Moreover, those who try to extend life endlessly, regardless of the patient’s condition, are reminded by Ecclesiastes 3:2 that there is a time to be born and a time to die. Man’s manipulations cannot overturn God’s control.

Our obligation is to do what is reasonable and moral to preserve life and relieve pain, and then leave the outcome in the hands of him who ultimately controls matters of life and death.

The biblical tradition understands human life as a gift of God. Ending human life (except in the case of just war and capital punishment) is wrong. We are finite, weak human beings, and it is not our role to play God and decide when we should die. The core of human sinfulness is rebellious pride that refuses to accept the limits of our finitude. Only the divine Author of life has the right to choose to end human life. We should humbly accept the gift of life as long as God grants it—even when it involves wrenching pain or slow, anguishing deterioration of body and mind. Even the most weak and frail still bear the image of the Creator. Until Almighty God withdraws the breath of life, we must humbly respect that divinely bestowed dignity. We dare not take our own lives. Just societies dare not sanction anyone’s taking another person’s life.

“Thou shall not kill” was not meant only for murderers; it is aimed at every living soul, reminding us that life is precious, eternal, sacred—the greatest possession we have. God forbids that any tamper with the life of another. May God help us sustain life and nurture it—socially, mentally, physically and spiritually.
 And protecting human life is the responsibility of every member of society, not just public officials.

Life is sacred. 

All life is sacred. 

Every life has value.

From conception until death, whether white or black or brown or any other skin color, whether rich or poor, fully functioning or in some way disabled, every single human being is a soul created in the image of God for whom Christ died. That alone gives sanctity to human life.

In our culture, murder, suicide, abortion, euthanasia, racism and prejudice all threaten the sanctity of human life. I conclude with the closing words of the song “Little Ones” by Phil Keaggy, though I want to expand the application beyond victims of abortion to victims of all the evils listed above:

They’ve got a right to choose life they don’t want to lose,

I’ve got to speak up, won’t you?
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