


Entrust                   Biblical Ethics: Euthanasia                May 13, 2021

1. Introduction






· What do you do in this scenario?

2. The Gravity of Suffering

· The weight of pain and suffering in this life can be unspeakable

Job 2:12–13 When they lifted up their eyes at a distance and did not recognize him, they raised their voices and wept. And each of them tore his robe and they threw dust over their heads toward the sky. 13 Then they sat down on the ground with him for seven days and seven nights with no one speaking a word to him, for they saw that his pain was very great.

Jeremiah 20:14, 18 Cursed be the day when I was born; Let the day not be blessed when my mother bore me!...18 Why did I ever come forth from the womb To look on trouble and sorrow, So that my days have been spent in shame? 

· The difficulty of understanding someone else’s suffering

Job 6:1–3 Then Job answered, 2 “Oh that my grief were actually weighed and laid in the balances together with my calamity! 3 “For then it would be heavier than the sand of the seas; therefore my words have been rash.”

[[ It must be recognized that we do not perfectly understand what it is like to ]] 

3. Terms

· Euthanasia

“eu” (good)   +  “thanasia” (death)

Sometimes also referred to as “mercy killing,” or an act of mercy

· Defined

American Medical Association, Code of Medical Ethics Opinion 5.8: Euthanasia is the administration of a lethal agent by another person to a patient for the purpose of relieving the patient’s intolerable and incurable suffering.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://www.ama-assn.org/delivering-care/ethics/euthanasia] 


· Laws[footnoteRef:2] [2:  https://www.theweek.co.uk/102978/countries-where-euthanasia-is-legal] 


· Currently physician-assisted suicide is legal in 9 states & Washington D.C. (WA, CA, OR, MT, HI, VT, ME, NJ, CO)

· Doctors can write patients a prescription for the fatal drugs, but a healthcare professional must be present when they are administered.

· All of the states require a 15-day waiting period between two oral requests and a two-day waiting period between a final written request and the fulfilling of the prescription.

· A few other countries: Canada, Switzerland (1.5% of deaths), Belgium, Netherlands, Australia, Luxembourg

· Further terms

· Active euthanasia: administering means to end a patient’s life (with the intent of doing so).

· Passive euthanasia: withdrawing or withholding treatment which ends life.	

· Most physicians steer clear away from the phrase “passive euthanasia.”

· Withdrawing or withholding treatment in a patient’s interest, however, is considered good clinical practice at times. 

· Some argue: A method is only considered euthanasia if there is intent to end the patient’s life. There are times when withdrawing treatment will result in end of life. However, withdrawing treatment may be in the best interest of the patient. The treatment itself is no longer in the best interest of the patient. You are not saying, “Continuing to live is no longer in the patient’s best interest,” but that the current treatment is no longer in their best interest. For example, a patient may be in a situation where they are sustained by life support machines. Suffering may be sustained as a result. And suffering may no longer be in the patient’s best interest. They may be unplugged from the machines. Your intent is to relieve suffering, not to end someone’s life. 

· Physician-assisted suicide

· The patient actively administers some means themselves to end their life (a pill, etc.).

· Principles

Typical structure for secular medical ethics

· Non-maleficence: not doing harm

· Is it doing good because we are ending suffering?

· Beneficence: doing good

· Is ending someone’s life doing good?

· Autonomy: one can make decisions for oneself

· The patient and her immediate family want to end her life.

· Justice: is it fair to end her life 

· Cautions

· The difficulty of these situations

· Sobriety and slowness needed

· The need to avoid overly simplistic

· Not accurately representing opposing views

4. Biblical Teaching[footnoteRef:3] [3:  See Christian Ethics, by Wayne Grudem.] 


a. 1 Sam 31:3-5, 2 Sam 1:6-10 (descriptive)

1 Samuel 31:3–5 The battle went heavily against Saul, and the archers hit him; and he was badly wounded by the archers. 4 Then Saul said to his armor bearer, “Draw your sword and pierce me through with it, otherwise these uncircumcised will come and pierce me through and make sport of me.” But his armor bearer would not, for he was greatly afraid. So Saul took his sword and fell on it. 5 When his armor bearer saw that Saul was dead, he also fell on his sword and died with him. 

2 Samuel 1:5–10 2 So David said to the young man who told him, “How do you know that Saul and his son Jonathan are dead?” 6 The young man who told him said, “By chance I happened to be on Mount Gilboa, and behold, Saul was leaning on his spear. And behold, the chariots and the horsemen pursued him closely. 7 “When he looked behind him, he saw me and called to me. And I said, ‘Here I am.’ 8 “He said to me, ‘Who are you?’ And I answered him, ‘I am an Amalekite.’ 9 “Then he said to me, ‘Please stand beside me and kill me, for agony has seized me because my life still lingers in me.’ 10 “So I stood beside him and killed him, because I knew that he could not live after he had fallen. And I took the crown which was on his head and the bracelet which was on his arm, and I have brought them here to my lord.” 

· Similarities to cases of euthanasia

1) The patient (Saul) appeared to be terminally ill or injured, with no apparent hope of recovery, from a human standpoint (Saul fell on his own spear). 

2) The patient was in extreme pain, and if he did not die, he would likely continue suffering unbearably. 

3) The patient requested that someone would relieve his suffering by ending his life. 

4) The request was also from a leading government official, as Saul was still king.

· David responds with capital punishment

2 Samuel 1:14–16 Then David said to him, “How is it you were not afraid to stretch out your hand to destroy the LORD’S anointed?” 15 And David called one of the young men and said, “Go, cut him down.” So he struck him and he died. 16 David said to him, “Your blood is on your head, for your mouth has testified against you, saying, ‘I have killed the LORD’S anointed.’ ” 

b. Exodus 20:13 & Deuteronomy 5:17 (prescriptive)

Exodus 20:13 You shall not murder. 

Wayne Grudem: “Murder refers both to premeditated murder and accidental causing of a person’s death through negligence or carelessness. The term is always applied to the murder of human beings, not of animals. Therefore, this biblical command prohibits taking the life of another person, even if that person is elderly, terminally ill, or in great pain.”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Grudem, 588.] 


5. The Difference Between Killing & Letting Someone Die

a. Terms

Killing: actively committing an act to a patient that hastens or causes his death. 

Letting die: passively allowing a person’s death from other causes, without interfering with that process (e.g. disease, injury, aging).

· Killing is biblically wrong. Letting die is situational.

b. When it is wrong to let someone die

· We should attempt to help someone recover and not passively allow a person to die when

· There is reasonable hope of recovery

· We are able to help

· Doing so is a form of obedience to the command, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Matt. 22:39).

· Jesus seems to indirectly condemn the priest and Levite for not helping the injured man though they were able to in the Parable of the Samaritan (Luke 10:30-37)

c. Morally distinct situations from actively killing

· Situation #1

1) There is no apparent hope in human terms of a person’s recovery, and

2) It is the patient’s desire to be allowed to die, and/or

3) We are unable to help (e.g. a person trapped in a burning car and it is apparently impossible to get to them or the cost of necessary medical treatments is apparently impossible to meet) 

· Such a scenario is morally different than actively killing someone. Therefore, it may be morally permissible to allow someone to die in this situation.

· Permitting someone to die may include:

· the decision to not begin medical life support

· the decision to stop medical life support

· Consider: If you contracted a terminal illness, there was no apparent hope from human standards of recovery (barring a miracle from God), and you were no longer conscious (no longer able to make your desires known), would you want a large amount of effort and expense invested to keep you from dying (and delay entrance into heaven)?

Philippians 1:21–24 For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain. 22 But if I am to live on in the flesh, this will mean fruitful labor for me; and I do not know which to choose. 23 But I am hard-pressed from both directions, having the desire to depart and be with Christ, for that is very much better; 24 yet to remain on in the flesh is more necessary for your sake. 

· Our decision may differ if the individual, as far as we have discerned, is unregenerate. 

· Situation #2

Consider an individual, due to illness, is unconscious or too weak to feed themselves. It seems that one is morally obligated to feed them. Though they may die from the illness, Christian mercy seems to indicate that one would prevent the patient from dying of starvation and thirst. 

Analogous scenario: An individual who broke both arms in a car accident would be unable to feed themselves. We would be morally obligated to feed them.

Along these lines, The Christian Medical & Dental Association put out a statement in 2016 recommended that nutrition and hydration should be continued in these situations unless it would e harmful to the patient or clearly contrary to the patient’s expressed desires.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  https://cmda.org/policy-issues-home/position-statements/] 


· Situation #3

Terminally-ill and hospice (a special model of care for patients who are in the late phase of an incurable illness and wish to receive end-of-life care at home or in a specialized care setting)[footnoteRef:6] patients are typically offered and/or administered medication to alleviate pain as much as possible. [6:  https://www.cdc.gov/training/ACP/page35093.html] 


Considering the command to love one’s neighbor as oneself (cf. Matt. 7:12, 27:39, such medication should not be withheld from a patient. The patient may, at some point, decline the medication. That is morally permissible. And, studies have shown that, for example, advanced cancer patients who receive palliative care seem to experience a more pleasant quality of life, relatively speaking, in the final stages than those who do not receive such care.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  https://www.cancer.gov/news-events/cancer-currents-blog/2016/palliative-care-quality.] 


6. Arguments Against Euthanasia from Evidence & Reason

a. Human conscience indicates that murder is morally impermissible

· God’s common grace in the form of conscience tells us that murder is wrong. Whether the individual is born or unborn, sick or healthy, young or old, murder is murder, and thus is morally impermissible.

b. The precarious position that euthanasia is an obligation to die

· If euthanasia is permitted for some patients who are suffering, how can it be prevented from being used to more patients? 

· In light of the rising cost of healthcare for elderly and extremely ill patients, there could be growing pressure to end these lives. In these cases high cost would become justification for euthanasia.

· It is not unreasonable to conclude that nations who permit physician-assisted suicide will find that society can move from allowing the right to die to the belief that there are situations in which one is obligated to die. This could result in circumstances where the sick and elderly are put to death against their will.

c. The historical atrocity of involuntary euthanasia[footnoteRef:8] [8:  See Grudem, 593.] 


· One study demonstrated that 4188 elderly people were euthanized against their will in the Netherlands through a mix of sedatives and a lethal dose of muscle relaxant.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  https://www.sott.net/article/266769-Number-of-Dutch-killed-by-euthanasia-rises-by-13-per-cent] 


· In 1990, doctors committed more than 1000 cases of euthanasia without explicit request and an additional 4941 cases occurred in which physicians administered lethal morphine overdoses with the patients’ consent.

· The Dutch government permits euthanasia for children when a child is considered terminally ill, suffering pain, and having no apparent possibility of recovery.

· In Belgium, children of any age can request euthanasia, though permission from a parent must be given.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  https://www.liveaction.org/news/belgiums-king-phillippe-signs-child-euthanasia-bill-into-law/] 


d. Examples of people who unexpectedly recovered

· In May 2007, 36-year-old Jesse Ramirez of Arizona experienced a severe car accident during an argument with his wife. He sustained a broken neck, head trauma, and entered a coma. Ten days after the accident, food, water, and antibiotics were withdrawn at his wife’s request (who sustained minor injuries in the accident). Jesse was transferred to hospice care. However, Alliance Defending Freedom attorneys, at the request of Jesse’s sister, restored food, water, and treatment to him. Jesse awoke from his coma a few days later though he was without food and water for six days. He recovered and walked out of the hospital in October of 2007. Consequently, Arizona passed “Jesse’s Law” in 2008, which closes the loophole in the decision-making process or patients who are physically incapable of expressing their desires concerning treatment.

· Epaphroditus

Philippians 2:25–27 But I thought it necessary to send to you Epaphroditus, my brother and fellow worker and fellow soldier, who is also your messenger and minister to my need; 26 because he was longing for you all and was distressed because you had heard that he was sick. 27 For indeed he was sick to the point of death, but God had mercy on him, and not on him only but also on me, so that I would not have sorrow upon sorrow. 

7. Arguments for Euthanasia

a. The “Value-of-Human-Freedom” Argument

· Advocates for euthanasia argue that a person’s freedom to decide for themselves is ultimate in these cases. This is similar to the pro-choice argument, “My body, my choice.”

Problem:

· This is ultimately an argument from the standpoint of autonomy. 

· Autonomy is an erroneous argument. We are created beings, made in the image of a holy and sovereign God. 

· We are culpable to God, demonstrated by both general revelation (creation and conscience) and special revelation (Scripture). 

· Human freedom to choose is bound by the will of God as expressed in Scripture. We are not free to chose an action that violates God’s commands. 

· Murder is impermissible, whether self-murder or murder of another (Ex. 20:13).

· Grudem: “There are many cases in which someone might despair of life that he would say, ‘I want to die.’ But should we then say that it is right to murder such a person? If murder is morally wrong, even the desire of the person who wants to be murdered cannot make it morally right, for it is still taking a human life. A person’s right to life does not depend on the person himself wanting to live.”  

b. The “Quality-of-Life” Argument / “Alleviate-the-Suffering” Argument

· This argument says that suffering diminishes one’s quality of life to the point where euthanasia is justified. Physician-assisted suicide would be permissible when a quality-of-life threshold has been crossed. 

Problem: 

· That threshold is subjective and will vary from person to person.

· Pain and suffering are certainly the most difficult circumstances that humans face. These situations can be unbearable. However, Scripture does not indicate that suffering is a justifiable reason for violating the prohibition of murder. 

· Where possible, a superior solution is to do everything possible to alleviate the pain.

· However, when it is no longer possible, one might give consideration to the following concluding biblical perspectives.

c. “Limited-Resources” Argument

· The argument says that those who are nearing death, and therefore are in an acceptable place for euthanasia, should chose that route in order to not waste time and money on additional treatments.
Problem:
· This reasoning implicitly says that it is permissible to kill people who are costing us too much. 

· How much is too much? By what standard to we measure that? This is a slippery slope.  

· This changes the sixth commandment to something like, “You shall not murder, unless the person you would murder is costing a lot of money.”

· This differs from the “allowing one to die” scenario, which may be morally permissible with terminally-ill patients who have no apparent hope of recovery. This actively killing someone due to the belief that spending less money is morally superior to allowing an ill patient to live. 

8. Concluding Biblical Perspectives

a. Looking to Christ who endured excruciating pain unto death in our place

Matthew 27:33–34 And when they came to a place called Golgotha, which means Place of a Skull, 34 they gave Him wine to drink mixed with gall; and after tasting it, He was unwilling to drink. 

Hebrews 12:2 fixing our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of faith, who for the joy set before Him endured the cross, despising the shame, and has sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. 

b. Recalling that Jesus was tempted with every form of temptation we face so as to draw near to him

Hebrews 4:15–16 For we do not have a high priest who cannot sympathize with our weaknesses, but One who has been tempted in all things as we are, yet without sin. 16 Therefore let us draw near with confidence to the throne of grace, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need. 

c. Remembering that God is near those who suffer

Psalm 34:18 The LORD is near to the brokenhearted And saves those who are crushed in spirit. 

d. Receiving the Providence of prosperity and adversity

Job 2:7–10 Then Satan went out from the presence of the LORD and smote Job with sore boils from the sole of his foot to the crown of his head. 8 And he took a potsherd to scrape himself while he was sitting among the ashes. 9 Then his wife said to him, “Do you still hold fast your integrity? Curse God and die!” 10 But he said to her, “You speak as one of the foolish women speaks. Shall we indeed accept good from God and not accept adversity?” In all this Job did not sin with his lips. 

e. Trusting that suffering is part of God’s sovereign plan for us 

Ecclesiastes 7:14 In the day of prosperity be happy, But in the day of adversity consider— God has made the one as well as the other So that man will not discover anything that will be after him. 

f. Remembering that suffering is temporary, and never pointless for the regenerate

Romans 8:28 And we know that God causes all things to work together for good to those who love God, to those who are called according to His purpose. 

2 Corinthians 4:16–18 Therefore we do not lose heart, but though our outer man is decaying, yet our inner man is being renewed day by day. 17 For momentary, light affliction is producing for us an eternal weight of glory far beyond all comparison, 18 while we look not at the things which are seen, but at the things which are not seen; for the things which are seen are temporal, but the things which are not seen are eternal. 

2 Corinthians 12:8–10 Concerning this I implored the Lord three times that it might leave me. 9 And He has said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for power is perfected in weakness.” Most gladly, therefore, I will rather boast about my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may dwell in me. 10 Therefore I am well content with weaknesses, with insults, with distresses, with persecutions, with difficulties, for Christ’s sake; for when I am weak, then I am strong. 

James 1:2–4 Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials, 3 knowing that the testing of your faith produces endurance. 4 And let endurance have its perfect result, so that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing. 

g. Anticipating heaven and the resurrection

Romans 8:18 For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory that is to be revealed to us. 

1 Corinthians 15:54–58 But when this perishable will have put on the imperishable, and this mortal will have put on immortality, then will come about the saying that is written, “DEATH IS SWALLOWED UP in victory. 55 “O DEATH, WHERE IS YOUR VICTORY? O DEATH, WHERE IS YOUR STING?” 56 The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law; 57 but thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. 58 Therefore, my beloved brethren, be steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that your toil is not in vain in the Lord.

Revelation 21:4 and He will wipe away every tear from their eyes; and there will no longer be any death; there will no longer be any mourning, or crying, or pain; the first things have passed away.
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