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Abortion: When Values Collide   9/14/14 

Psalm 139:13-18; Romans 14:2-6, 10-12 

 On June 26, the U.S. Supreme Court struck down a Massachusetts 

law that mandated a 35’ “buffer zone” around abortion clinics that 

protesters of abortion could not cross.  The court reasoned that such a 

wide zone was an infringement on free speech.  Meanwhile, in Texas, a 

U.S. District court recently struck down a provision of that state’s restrictive 

abortion laws that required clinics that perform abortions to meet the same 

standards as a hospital surgical center.  The state is appealing the 

decision.  Abortion is the controversy that just won’t go away.  It’s an issue 

that has divided and polarized this country and the church from well before 

the Roe vs. Wade Supreme Court decision in 1973.  Christians today are 

all over the map on this issue, including members of this church! 

 Today’s sermon will focus on the ethical issues of abortion rather 

than the legal ones.  What can the church say about this issue that no one 

else can say?  Abortion is legal, but is it morally right?   

 Consider these scenarios: 

*Is abortion the right choice for that 18 year-old girl who gets pregnant on 

the night of her senior prom? A pregnancy and birth of a child will mean the 
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end of her college plans for the foreseeable future.  Is abortion the right 

choice here?  

*What about a 15 year-old who became pregnant while high on drugs.  Her 

continued drug use jeopardizes the health of the child. And she is certainly 

not ready to be a mother.  Is abortion the right choice for her? 

*What about a woman in her 40's whose health is threatened by pregnancy 

and child-birth?  Is abortion morally permissible here? 

*Or, how about a college student who became pregnant as result of date 

rape?  Would abortion be an acceptable choice for her? 

 What would you say to these women if they asked your help in 

making a morally right decision?  What would be the basis for your advice?  

These are stories of real women who have come to me for help.  So when I 

talk about abortion I can’t do so without keeping all these women in mind.  

And yet, as a Christian, I know that no matter how much these specific 

situations pull at my heart, I can’t start there in making a moral or ethical 

judgment.  I must start with the Scriptures. 

 So let’s begin by reading what the Scripture has to say directly about 

abortion.  (long silence) That’s it.  Are you surprised to learn that there is no 

direct teaching about abortion in the Bible?  The word doesn’t appear even 
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once.  That doesn’t mean the Bible has nothing to say about the issue.  But 

what it does say, it says indirectly, requiring some measure of interpretation 

and reasoning.  Christians also have a few other resources for moral 

decision-making: the wisdom of the church through the ages, our creeds, 

science & reason, and human experience.  But we begin with the Bible.  

And folks on both sides of the issue claim that certain biblical principles 

support their side.   

 Pro-lifers emphasize the biblical teaching that life is a gift from God. 

They note that beginning in Genesis 1, it is clear that human life is not a 

chance event, or something of our own making, but it is God’s gift.  And, we 

learn that we have value because each one of us is made in the image of 

God.  

 Pro-lifers remind us that because human life is a gift from God, we 

are forbidden to take that life.   “Thou shalt not kill,” as the commandment 

says.  But is abortion the taking of human life?  That’s a core question here.  

Pro-lifers point to passages like Psalm 139 that teaches that God is 

involved in creating human life prior to birth.  

For it was You who formed my inward parts; you knit me together in my 

mother’s womb... My frame was not hidden from you when I was being 
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made in secret, intricately woven in the depths of the earth...  In your book 

were written all the days that were formed for me, when none of them as 

yet existed. (Ps. 139:13, 15, 16b)  Pro-life folks also note that John the 

Baptist was filled with the Spirit while still in the womb, implying the 

existence of some kind of personhood prior to birth. 

 In asserting the Bible’s reverence for human life and the prohibitions 

against taking life, and in noting the strong implication that human life 

begins prior to birth, the pro-life folks are right on target. 

 Pro-choice folks emphasize another biblical principle- the freedom of 

human beings to make moral choices.  In Romans 14 we find early 

Christians deeply divided over several religious practices about which Bible 

is unclear- eating meat previously offered to pagan idols and keeping the 

Sabbath.  These issues may seem minor to us, but to Jewish converts 

raised under the Kosher laws, these were major matters.  They even kept 

Christians from eating together at the same table!  Here are Paul’s 

instructions to those divided Christians:  

Some believe in eating anything, while the weak eat only vegetables.  

Those who eat must not despise those abstain, and those who abstain 

must not pass judgment on those who eat; for God has welcomed them.  
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Who are you to pass judgment on the servants of another?  It is before 

their own lord that they stand or fall.  Some judge one day to be better than 

another, while others judge all days to be alike.  Let all be fully convinced in 

their own minds. (Rom.14:2-5b)  Here, Paul allows differences in opinion 

on morally ambiguous issues, asserting the importance of individual 

conscience. 

 The freedom of the human conscience has also been strongly 

emphasized and treasured by us Presbyterian Christians.  The first of the 

“historic principles of the church” in our Book of Order states “that God 

alone is Lord of the conscience.”   

 In their assertion that individual Christians have the freedom and 

responsibility to draw their own moral conclusions when the Bible is silent 

or unclear, pro-choice folks are right on target.   

 So we have two biblical principles (that life is sacred & that believers 

have the freedom to use their own conscience in morally unclear matters) 

which collide at the issue of abortion.  So what do we do?  Let me first 

suggest what we don’t do, which is what both extremes on this issue tend 

to do.  And that is to make one of these biblical values absolute and ignore 

the other. 
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 Extreme pro-life folks assert that the sanctity of life is the ultimate 

(and only) value- that the taking of life in an abortion is never justified.  Yet, 

very few of these folks are willing to carry their morally absolutist position 

into other areas.  The Bible itself, while regarding life as a sacred gift of 

God, sometimes sees the taking of human life as a necessary evil in a 

fallen world- in cases like self-defense, capital punishment & some wars.  

The mainstream of the Christian church over the centuries has also taken 

the position that the sanctity of life is not absolute & that there are times 

when life-taking, though wrong, is the lesser of two evils.  Biblically, the 

sanctity of life is strongly asserted, but it is not absolute. 

 On the other hand, extreme pro-choice folks want to absolutize the 

value of personal decision-making and individual conscience.  This fits very 

nicely with our extremely individualistic culture.  In fact, the self-fulfilment 

philosophy of our culture lies behind much of what the pro-choice 

movement has to say.  But this runs into problems with other teachings of 

the Scripture.  The Bible teaches that even our consciences have been 

warped by sin and that human beings have an amazing ability to rationalize 

all kinds of evil behavior!  Biblically, the conscience is a helpful, but not 

infallible guide to right and wrong.  That’s why we have been given the 
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Scriptures and why we rely on the wisdom of the Christian community to 

guide us.   

 One problem of seeing abortion only in terms of the right of the 

woman to choose, is that the person who has all the decision-making 

power (the pregnant woman) has a tremendous self-interest in the 

outcome.  Given human nature, that is a significant theological problem!   

 So the pro-choice folks also err when they make personal decision-

making an absolute value.  Neither the sanctity of life nor the value of 

personal decision-making can be made absolute, but must be held in 

tension just as that same tension exists in the Scripture.  So what do we 

do?  Is this a stalemate? 

 I don’t think so, because not all values are equal.  In my opinion, the 

value of protecting unborn life carries more weight than the value of 

personal decision-making.  I think that deep down most of us believe that 

unborn life becomes human life at some point during pregnancy.  Survey 

after survey shows that the majority of Americans believe this.    At some 

point during pregnancy- and frankly I’m not sure if that is at conception or at 

some other point along the way- we are dealing with human life.  And 

although the Bible does permit the taking of human life in extraordinary 
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circumstances, it is clear that innocent and helpless human life must be 

protected.  Therefore, I believe abortion is wrong in that it falls short of 

God’s intention for us. 

 Having said that, I must also add that there may be some times when 

abortion is the lesser of two evils.  But who gets to decide in which cases 

abortion would be the lesser of two evils?  Abortion is legal in this country, 

so right now the individual woman gets to decide.  So what can the church 

do to assist and support that individual woman, as she decides? 

 In a University of North Carolina survey, mainline denomination 

churchgoers were asked, “When should abortion be legal?”  Over half 

responded, “in only a few cases should abortion be legal.”  A much smaller 

number was almost equally divided at the extremes, saying abortion should 

be “legal in all cases,” or it “never should be legal.”  Although this survey 

was about the legal implications of abortion, I think that it suggests that 

most of us are working not at the absolutist extremes, but in the tension 

between the two principles.  We believe that many of the abortions being 

done today shouldn’t be done.  We know that less than 5% of abortions 

involve the terribly hard cases of rape, incest, or a threat to the health of 

the mother.  We would like to see far less abortions than there currently 

are.  We are horrified by partial-birth abortions.  And we’re concerned that 

the rhetoric from both extremes has caused us in the church to abdicate 

our responsibility to provide moral guidance.  We’ve left women facing a 
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problem pregnancy without the moral and ethical support of the Christian 

community in making this horribly difficult decision.  

 To address these concerns, let me propose some roles for the 

Christian community: 

 First, we should work on a Christian ethic to guide women who are 

making decisions in this area.  If a significant percentage of us agree that 

abortion is only morally acceptable some cases, let’s work together to 

develop some guidelines to assist those facing this decision.  In which 

situations are abortions morally acceptable?  When do we really believe 

that abortion is the lesser of two evils?  When the life of woman is in 

danger?  When she is carrying a severely deformed fetus or Tay-Sachs 

baby?  In cases of rape or incest?  For gender selection- a common 

practice in China?  When the mother’s plans for her life will be severely 

disrupted?  Our seminaries could lead the way on this!  

 Second, in another recent survey, a high percentage of women who 

had an abortion stated they would have preferred other options if they had 

known how to make them happen.  The church must do a better job in 

developing support for women who might choose to carry their child to 

term.  Housing, jobs, adoption help, child care, and medical care are all 

needed.  It seems a crime that so many couples want to adopt a child more 

than anything, and yet so many unborn babies are aborted each year.  The 

church can help here.  We can support programs that assist women with 
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unwanted pregnancies and help facilitate adoptions. 

 Third, we can provide spiritual care for women who have had an 

abortion.  Several of the women in the scenarios I mentioned at the 

beginning of this sermon came to me after their abortion, deeply disturbed 

over the choice they had made.  They could not escape the sense of guilt, 

shame, and regret they felt. 

 Their pro-choice friends could not help them.  They simply tried to 

rationalize the decision, refusing to deal with any moral implications.  And 

they were afraid that their pro-life friends would simply condemn them.  I 

think the church needs to help these women.  We understand that the 

termination of a pregnancy under any circumstances is a loss which needs 

to be grieved.  We should provide support.  In addition, church people know 

a lot about sin and forgiveness!  And in only through forgiveness, can 

freedom from guilt can be found.  As David, the Psalmist said, I 

acknowledged my sin to you, and I did not hide my iniquity... and you 

forgave the guilt of my sin.  (Psalm 32:5) 

 Abortion is a dilemma for Christians partly because it involves the 

collision of two biblical values.  My hope is that the church can reduce 

some of the polarization around this issue by working together to provide  

stronger ethical guidance.  We need to provide support for those facing 

problem pregnancies.  And we need to provide better spiritual care for 

women who have had abortions.  May God help us as we continue to 
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wrestle together with this difficult issue. 


