Matters of Life and Death #2

“When Should Life End?”

selected Scriptures
This morning we continue our study in Matters of Life and Death. Last week we looked at the subject of abortion from both a scientific and a Scriptural perspective. Today we turn our attention to the subject of euthanasia, asking the question, “When Should Life End?”

Back in 1990 physician Jack Kevorkian made nationwide headlines with the use of his “suicide machine” on a middle-aged Michigan woman who had been recently diagnosed for Alzheimer’s disease. Calling his practice “medicide,” Kevorkian engaged in a practice that was rarely, if ever, approved of by medical ethicists. Nevertheless, his actions have brought to the forefront the moral question of whether euthanasia of any sort is ever justified.

The debate over euthanasia is not new. The ancient Greeks carried on an ongoing debate over this subject. The Pythagoreans opposed euthanasia, but the Stoics urged its use, especially in cases of incurable diseases. More recently, by 1935 the Euthanasia Society of England began to promote the idea of a “good death” for patients facing incurable diseases. A similar society appeared in America a few years later.
 In recent years many states have enacted “right to die” laws ranging from living wills to legalizing physician-assisted suicide.

The topic of euthanasia is admittedly complex, dealing with medical, legal, social, ethical, theological, and personal aspects. It is a highly emotional subject, for it touches on the mysteries of life and death. It often involves acutely painful dilemmas. Yet Christians cannot opt out of personal decision-making or public discussion regarding this topic (and related ones) merely because of their complexity.

The Human Attractiveness of Euthanasia

Let’s begin with the human attractiveness of euthanasia. The word euthanasia comes from two Greek words, eu and thanatos, which translated literally means “good death” or “happy death.” Today euthanasia is defined as an act that brings about the death of a terminally ill person either suffering tremendously or near death. Death is brought about either by actively causing the patient’s death, such as giving a lethal injection or removing oxygen from a room, or by passively causing the patient’s death, such as withdrawing or withholding treatment perceived as useless. The former is known as active euthanasia while the latter is known as passive euthanasia. In passive euthanasia the intent is not to kill but simply to relieve the patient of an unnecessary burden and to permit nature to take its course.

Practically speaking, euthanasia means to “bring about death” or “assist an individual in achieving death” because others, or even the patients themselves, consider their lives to be worthless. The motive is usually to relieve suffering, save money, or do away with the indignities associated with dying. Dr. C. Everett Koop, who served as US Surgeon General from 1982 to 1989, explained euthanasia this way:

The whole thing about euthanasia comes down to one word: motive. If your motive is to alleviate suffering while a patient is going through the throes of dying, and you are using medication that alleviates suffering, even though it might shorten his life by a few hours, that is not euthanasia. But if you are giving him a drug intended to shorten his life, then your motivation is for euthanasia.

In some cases, euthanasia has come to mean the deliberate act of causing the death of another person, commonly through lethal injection. There used to be a distinction between active euthanasia—mercy killing by which a person takes action to cause someone else’s death—and passive euthanasia—mercy killing by withholding or withdrawing medical treatment or food and water. Now, however, all euthanasia is seen to be active, and the phrase “forgoing life-sustaining treatment” has taken the place of the term “passive euthanasia” in most cases.

There is also distinctions made between voluntary euthanasia, to cause death with the person’s approval and consent; non-voluntary euthanasia to cause death without a person’s consent through approval secured from a family member, hospital panel, or court; and involuntary euthanasia is to cause the death of a person against his or her will under whatever circumstances.

Assisted suicide is a form of voluntary euthanasia describing a physician or family member aiding a person toward death. It can also be called medically assisted death or aid-in-dying.

“Death with dignity” is a phrase often used by proponents of euthanasia. This implies that death by suicide or homicide is inherently preferable to death by natural causes. Some say the dignity comes from the choosing, the being in control. Journalist Jason Barber writes, “Death with dignity is a human right: to retain control until the very end and, if the quality of your life is too poor, to decide to end your suffering; the dignity comes from exercising the choice.”
 Other euthanasia proponents explain that death with dignity means allowing a person to die free from the dehumanization and pain often brought about by the application of extraordinary medical efforts in the cold sterility of hospital wards.

“Right to die” is another phrase that tries to say one thing but ends up meaning another. Taken literally, “right to die” is senseless. There’s no such thing as a right to something unavoidable and inevitable. But in common usage, the phrase sometimes means the “right to choose one’s own kind of death.”

Patients may draw up a “living will,” containing the following statement: “If there is no reasonable expectation of my recovering from an illness or injury, I request that I be allowed to die in dignity and not kept alive by heroic measures. I ask that drugs be administered to me only for the relief of pain and not to prolong my earthly life, even if these pain-killing drugs may hasten my death.”
 This is also referred to as a “DNR” or “Do Not Resuscitate” order that must be followed by medical personnel.

Involuntary active euthanasia can also be called “mercy killing” implying that such a premature death is an act of compassion.
 This is currently illegal in all fifty states of the United States, though it is legal in ten nations around the globe. Assisted suicide is legal in twelve jurisdictions in the U.S.: Washington, D.C. and the states of California, Colorado, Delaware, Oregon, Vermont, New Mexico, Maine, New Jersey, Hawaii, Washington, New York and Montana. Illinois will join that list later in 2026, as the legislature passed a bill legalizing physician-assisted suicide in late 2025.

The situation in the Netherlands has become particularly troubling—a large number of elderly people have been put to death against their will.
 The number of euthanasia deaths rose from 9,068 in 2023 to 9,958 in 2024, and increase of 10%. The Netherlands allows doctors to end a person’s life if they are “suffering unbearably, with no prospect of improvement”. They must be diagnosed with a medical condition, but this can include a mental illness or dementia. While the vast majority of people – 86% – had an advanced physical disease such as cancer, 219 people died for psychiatric reasons, compared with 138 in 2023. In 2010, there were only two such cases.

It is essential to clarify that active euthanasia, whether voluntary or involuntary, is intentional killing. It deliberately introduces death into a situation in which it did not previously exist. But to withhold or withdraw futile treatment from a terminally ill patient is not euthanasia. Nor is the administration of painkillers to a dying patient which may incidentally accelerate death, but the primary intention of which is to relieve pain. In both these cases death is already irreversibly present. To intervene with further treatment would only prolong the process of dying. There is a fundamental difference between causing somebody to die (which is euthanasia) and allowing him or her to die (which is not).
 Withdrawal of treatment that cannot stop imminent death (sometimes referred to as “pulling the plug”) is not euthanasia;
 it is allowing nature to take its course.

The Holy Arguments against Euthanasia

Now let’s move on to the holy arguments against euthanasia. What does the Bible say about this subject?

We begin with the sovereignty of God. The Lord says in Deuteronomy 32:39, “See now that I myself am He! There is no god besides Me. I put to death and I bring to life.” God has already determined the number of our days with limits we cannot exceed. Job 14:5 states, “Man’s days are determined; you have decreed the number of his months and have set limits he cannot exceed.” David wrote in Psalm 139:16, “All the days ordained for me were written in your book before one of them came to be.” Just as God alone is the giver of life, so He alone has authority over death. “What about someone who kills another?” you may ask. Just because someone has the ability to do something does not mean he has the authority to do it. Is euthanasia “playing God”? Yes, it takes the role that God alone should have.

The Bible upholds the sanctity of life. The sixth commandment states in Exodus 20:13, “You shall not murder.” This commandment, which is affirmed in the New Testament in Matthew 19:18 and Romans 13:9, applies to all human beings created in the image of God. It does not say, “You shall not murder, except when a person is more than eighty or ninety years old,” or, “You shall not murder, except when a very ill person wants to be murdered.” Just as the command against murder prohibits abortion in the very early stages of human life, so the command against murder also prohibits the intentional killing of a person in the final stages of human life.
 The sixth commandment condemns the taking of one’s own life or that of another person. This would include all forms of infanticide or abortion, suicide in its usual meaning, and all active forms of euthanasia. The only exceptions in Scripture are self-defense, capital punishment, and just war causes.
 (We will address those in later messages.)
We should also remember that physical death permanently closes the door for one to be saved. The Bible says in Hebrews 9:27, “It is appointed for man to die once, and after that comes judgment.” [esv] There is no second chance to come to God through Christ after death. Just because someone is unresponsive to us does not mean they are unresponsive to God. I know a man who was in a coma following a massive heart attack. When he came out of the coma, his first words were, “I accepted Jesus as my Savior.” I know that’s rare, but it remains a possibility.

Don’t forget God’s power to heal, either. How many people have been healed miraculously from terminal disease? Had they been euthanized, they would have missed God’s powerful healing. Even for those who are not healed physically, the Bible teaches that suffering “produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope” (Romans 5:3-4). Like suffering for our faith, physical suffering has redemptive value. As C. S. Lewis put it, “God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks in our conscience, but shouts in our pains: it is his megaphone to rouse a deaf world.” This, of course, is not to say that there is virtue in needless suffering.

Job—the Old Testament’s great example of suffering and faithfulness—was challenged by his wife to take the euthanasia option: “Curse God and die!” (Job 2:9). But he maintained his integrity and proclaimed in response, “Should we accept only good from God and not adversity?” (Job 2:10).

John Stott concluded,

What is involved in the debates about abortion and euthanasia are nothing less than our Christian doctrines of both God and humanity. All Christian people believe that Almighty God is the only giver, sustainer and taker-away of life. On the one hand, “He himself gives all men life and breath and everything else”, and “In him we live and move and have our being”. On the other, as the psalmist says to God, “When you take away their breath, they die and return to the dust”. Indeed, whenever anybody dies, Christian faith struggles to affirm with Job: “The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away; may the name of the Lord be praised” (Acts 17:25, 28; Psalm 104:29; Job 1:21). To the Christian, then, both life-giving and life-taking are divine prerogatives. And although we cannot interpret “You shall not kill” as an absolute prohibition, since the same law which forbade killing also sanctioned it in some situations (e.g., capital punishment and holy war), yet the taking of human life is a divine prerogative which is permitted to human beings only by specific divine mandate. Without this, to terminate human life is the height of arrogance.

The bottom line is found in Romans 14:7-8, “For none of us lives to himself alone and none of us dies to himself alone. If we live, we live to the Lord; and if we die, we die to the Lord. So, whether we live or die, we belong to the Lord.”
The Humane Alternative to Euthanasia

I want to conclude with the humane alternative to euthanasia. For terminally ill patients hospice has provided an alternative to suicide or euthanasia. A hospice was originally a place of shelter for travelers on long journeys, and in the medieval period was a highly prized institution.
 The modern hospice movement began in England, where Dr. Cicely Saunders founded St. Christopher’s, the model upon which so many others have been based. A hospice provides care for terminally ill patients and their loved ones; its primary purpose is to alleviate chronic pain. One hospice medical director said, “There is never a time when nothing more can be done. There may be nothing more that can be done to cure the disease, but there are always further measures to be taken for the comfort of the patient.” The purpose of St. Christopher’s is to render loving care, using medicine with a humane dimension in the treatment of all aspects of pain: physical, social, emotional, and spiritual. The hospice is a therapeutic community within the community, helping the dying to live until they die and helping families to live on.

Today hospice is an approach to end-of-life care in which the focus shifts from sustaining life to helping people die well. It primarily involves palliative (or comfort) care provided by care teams either in a person’s home or in a hospital or other institutional settings. Hospice care has been called “the last bastion of earthly life that provides holistic personal and professional protection not just of one’s dignity but of one’s integrity as well.” Hospice defends the significance of each human being who enters the terminal phase of the dying process by making it possible for that person to sustain interpersonal relationships, spirituality, and a sense of self to the point of death.

Columnist George F. Will commented, “With hospice care as an alternative, there would be little demand for euthanasia. Without the hospice alternative, legalization of euthanasia would exert vicious pressure on people who are old and frail and believe society does not think much of them. When incurably ill, such people would think of an administered death as the only alternative to terrible suffering for themselves and terrible cost to their families, so their right to die would come to seem like a ‘duty to die.’”
 I believe that, for the Christian, the emphasis should be on promoting the activities of the hospice movement and adding a dimension of spiritual quality to it as a means of demonstrating their loving concern for the terminally ill,
 while still allowing God to have the final say in when life should end.
Modern medicine should be used to alleviate the pain and suffering of a terminally-ill patient. In the vast majority of cases today, medicines, especially morphine or opioids, are available that will protect people from ongoing, extreme suffering as they near death. A recent study found that those with advanced cancer who receive early palliative care to help with physical and emotional issues have a better quality of life and do not experience as much suffering as those who do not receive such care.

In talking about Jack Kevorkian, Dr. Charles Krauthammer summarized: “How then to draw the line? Easy. Doctors must not kill. The bright line must be drawn precisely between passive and active measures.”
 In Christian theology the timing and terms of death are the province of God alone. While passive euthanasia is morally permissible in that it allows the process of dying to run its natural course, active euthanasia is morally prohibited because it directly involves the taking of human life.

The direction a society takes on the question of euthanasia is a reflection of how highly it values human life and how highly it values God’s command not to murder.
 Our obligation is to do what is reasonable to preserve life and relieve pain, and then leave the outcome in the hands of Him who ultimately controls matters of life and death.
 No conscientious Christian can stand aside from this issue.
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