
Page | 1  
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stem Cells in Medical Research and Practice: 

A Christian Perspective 

 
 

Tom Roberts 
Cardiff University 

March 2008 



Page | 2  
 

Contents 
Introduction ............................................................................................................... 3 

A Historical Perspective ........................................................................................... 3 

A Biological Perspective ........................................................................................... 5 

A Philosophical Perspective ..................................................................................... 5 

A Biblical Perspective ............................................................................................... 6 

A Different Course of Action ................................................................................... 8 

Conclusion ................................................................................................................ 8 

References ................................................................................................................. 9 

 

  



Page | 3  
 

Introduction  
Since the birth of Louise Brown, the first „test-tube‟ baby in 1978, the world has seen that human 

fertilisation can be controlled and monitored in a laboratory setting. The techniques used also have 

allowed a ready supply of embryos for research, specifically as a source of embryonic stem cells. 

Stem cell research has been hailed as holding some of the greatest promises in medical research and 

practice today. These cells, which have the potential to develop into many different cell types in the 

body, are widely believed to hold great promise for sufferers of degenerative conditions including 

Parkinson‟s, Alzheimer‟s and diabetes. Whilst many are throwing themselves behind the use of 

therapeutic cloning and the use of surplus embryos from IVF as sources of embryonic stem cells to be 

used for research purposes, the technology is “putting a fresh strain on the already fractious 

relationship between science and religion” (Reichhardt, 2004). Even within the Church opinion is 

divided over how acceptable the use of embryos as a source of stem cells is according to the biblical 

Christian faith. Much of the controversy centres on the status of the human embryo, when life begins 

and the fact that embryos are created and destroyed to produce stem cells.  

There is certainly an ethical dilemma for Christians as they seek to work out their faith in the modern 

scientific arena. How should they view developments in line with biblical teaching yet make the most 

of the resources available to potentially relieve much suffering and pain? The Church often appears as 

anti-science, though this is a position which it is seeking to correct, maintaining that biblical 

Christianity does not conflict with science. The Christian Medical Fellowship (CMF), which 

represents 4500 Christian doctors and 1000 medical students in the UK, has clarified its commitment 

to science but emphasises that it must operate within ethical boundaries. In a recent government 

submission, CMF writes that these sorts of issues require “more than knowledge, they require 

wisdom... as Christian doctors we are not anti-science; we are pro-science, but that science must be 

ethical” (CMF, 2007).  It is important to note however, when dealing with these issues, that “these 

questions are not just matters for an interesting academic debate, of the sort that philosophers, 

ethicists and students love to engage in. These dilemmas touch us at the most intimate, painful and 

vulnerable part of our lives” (Wyatt, 1998).  

A Historical Perspective 
Let us begin by examining the position of the Church in history, which has been as varied as it 

remains today. In 1984, a submission to the Warnock committee stated that “the claim to absolute 

protection for the human embryo „from the beginning‟ is a novelty in the Western, Christian and 

specifically Roman Catholic moral traditions. It is virtually a creation of the latter 19
th
 century” 

(Dunstan, 1984). 
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Dunstan relies heavily on the flawed historical interpretation of Exodus 21:22-23 from the Septuagint 

translation of the Bible (from Hebrew to Greek), which has been used to suggest that there is a long-

standing Christian tradition distinguishing between a “formed” and “unformed” foetus, by affording 

different penalties for harm done to the unborn foetus at different stages of development: 

“If two men are fighting and strike a pregnant woman and her infant departs not fully 

formed, he shall be forced to pay a fine: according to whatever the woman‟s husband 

shall lay on him, he shall give what is fitting. But if it is fully formed, he shall give life for 

life” (Exodus 21:22-23, Septuagint translation, quoted in Dustan, 1984). 

This translation (3
rd

 Century BC) influenced such Church fathers as Augustine. He concerned himself 

with the issue of when the “soul” (which in Christianity defines something as human) comes into 

existence, whether at the point of conception or later in development. Augustine believed that the soul 

was generated by the parents, and therefore a human being exists from conception, but realised that 

this did not fit with the passage quoted above. He states that while the soul is present in an early 

embryo, abortion of an unformed embryo is not homicide.  

“Augustine suggests that, while the soul may be present in the unformed embryo, it 

would not yet be a „living soul‟... This explanation is hardly satisfying... Augustine 

struggles and fails to make sense of a text we now know to be a mistranslation” (Jones, 

2005).  

Modern biblical scholars accept that the Septuagint translation from the original Hebrew to Greek is 

inaccurate when compared to the original Hebrew texts. Literally, the text should read: 

“If two men are fighting and strike a pregnant woman and her infant departs and yet no 

injury follows, he shall be forced to pay a fine: according to whatever the woman‟s 

husband shall lay on him, he shall give what is fitting. But if any injury follows, he shall 

give life for life” (adapted from Wyatt, 2005). 

This correct translation removes the flawed and indeed absent distinction between formed and 

unformed embryos, shedding light on Augustine‟s confusion. Another early Church father, Basil, 

clearly dismisses any distinction, writing that “A woman who deliberately destroys a foetus is 

answerable for murder. Any fine distinction as to its being completely formed or unformed is not 

admissible among us” (quoted in Dunstan, 1984). 

The subject remains today a matter of painful controversy among Christians as it has throughout 

history, with much disagreement both between and within different branches of the Church. For 

example, while many evangelical groups regard “the sacrifice of an embryo – even an undifferentiated 

blastocyst – as totally unacceptable” (Reichhardt, 2004), the official Church of England position is 
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that while embryos are “fully deserving of respect”, research using surplus human embryos from IVF 

and research using cloned human embryos created specifically for research through cell nuclear 

replacement is acceptable (CofE, 2007).  

A Biological Perspective 
No-one can fail to recognise that from a biological and specifically genetic point of view, a human 

embryo is indeed human. Its chromosomes are human and it results from the joining of two haploid 

sex cells which come from human parents.  

It is also important to note that the embryo is alive, and fulfils all that is required to classify it as such 

– it is capable of respiration, cell proliferation, excretion, growth, nutrition and shows sensitivity to its 

surroundings. Peter Saunders (2006) notes that human development begins at fertilisation and 

continues from then onwards, the only difference between a zygote and newborn baby being nutrition 

and time. He goes on to say that “rather than speaking of it as a „potential human being‟, it therefore, 

makes more sense to speak of it as a „human being with potential‟” (Saunders 2006). 

Some question why an embryo should be respected as human when we clearly don‟t treat sperm and 

ova in the same way. In response, “an embryo is a genetically distinct living organism in itself, 

already with a unique genotype and the inherent ability to grow into an adult. Sperm and ova are not. 

They are simply haploid cells, part of the body of another human being” (Saunders, 2006). 

Another objection to the evangelical point of view is that conception is a process which ends at the 

point of implantation, so until this stage, we should not consider the being to have been conceived. I 

cannot see however why the location of an embryo should affect its status. After birth, it would be 

unacceptable to discriminate against someone based on where they live (although this does happen to 

some extent it is not generally accepted as good practice).  

A Philosophical Perspective 
Throughout history the right to life and dignity has been upheld by both secular and religious groups, 

as well as the right not to be subject to discrimination. One factor which should not be a cause of 

discrimination is age. Medical ethical codes also include this right, for example the 1948 Declaration 

of Geneva (www.cirp.org) which states “I will maintain the utmost respect for human life from the 

time of conception even against threat”. The 1959 UN Declaration of the Rights of the Child 

(www.cirp.org) is clear that a child should receive “legal protection before as well as after birth”. If an 

embryo is indeed human, to allow its destruction and therefore death when it is deemed unacceptable 

for older human beings to be treated in the same way is nothing short of ageist. 



Page | 6  
 

Brody (1988) and Singer (1983) have argued that since the embryo lacks capacity for relationship it is 

not fully human. This led to the Warnock Committee‟s recommendation that embryo research should 

be restricted to the first 14 days after fertilisation as neural crests begin to develop after 10 days. This 

discriminates on the basis of the level of neural function exhibited. Does this mean that adults with 

severe neurological dysfunction are any less human or deserving of life? Although Singer would 

argue that it does, this is at odds with almost every secular and religious moral code.  

Some “lower the value of embryos on the basis of their high mortality” (Saunders, 2006). It is 

estimated that more than 50% of naturally conceived embryos fail to reach maturity and are lost as 

early miscarriages. Christians admit that it is difficult to understand why a loving God would allow so 

many humans to die so young, and whether God‟s apparent dismissal of human life means that we can 

follow suit, or that the embryos aren‟t really human in the first place. However, John Wyatt responds 

to this dilemma, suggesting that we should proceed with caution: 

“If we recognise a deep uncertainty and ambiguity about the moral significance of the 

embryo or early foetus... surely an appropriate response is to vote in favour of protection 

and against intentional destruction.” (Wyatt, 1998) 

It is standard practice as far as ethical principles are concerned that where there is uncertainty about 

life and death issues, it is better to „play safe‟. Although Christians cannot claim to have all the 

answers, rather than seeking to push the boundaries and see how much we can get away with, surely it 

is better by far to vote in favour of life rather than death. 

A Biblical Perspective 
The apostle Paul, writing to Timothy describes the Bible as “God breathed” (2 Timothy 3:16). It is 

unsurprising therefore that many Christians take the Bible as their final authority in matters of faith 

and conduct (www.fiec.org.uk). It is from this perspective that I will underline the main principles 

guiding Christian thinking on the status of the embryo and therefore the implications of their use as a 

source of stem cells.  

First and foremost, the Bible is clear that humans are made in the image of God: “So God created man 

in his own image, in the image of God he created him; Male and female he created them” (Gen 1:26-

27). Although we are flawed, we are still unique masterpieces of God‟s creation.  

Secondly, we belong to God (Psalm 24:1) so are subject to him as his treasured possessions 

(Deuteronomy 14:2). As we belong to God rather than ourselves, humans are not given authority to 

end life, except where God has made provision for exceptional circumstances, notably capital 

punishment in the Old Testament, self defence and in times of just war. The intentional shedding of 

innocent blood is expressly prohibited throughout scripture (e.g. Exodus 23:7).  
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Thirdly, the Bible states that God‟s creative activity does not just start at birth, but rather God is 

intimately involved in foetal development within the womb. Psalm 139 is the prime example of this: 

“For you created my inmost being; you knit me together in my mother's womb. I praise 

you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made; your works are wonderful, I know that 

full well. My frame was not hidden from you when I was made in the secret place. When 

I was woven together in the depths of the earth, your eyes saw my unformed body. All 

the days ordained for me were written in your book before one of them came to be 

(Psalm 139:13-16).” 

Christians believe that God‟s role in forming the foetus within the womb is undoubtedly stated here, 

and use this verse to demonstrate the continuity of God‟s work between life before and after birth. 

The critical issue is not whether the foetus is aware of God but rather that God “is aware of and 

committed by grace to the foetus” (Wyatt, 1998). Elsewhere the Bible says how God called some of 

the Old Testament prophets such as Jeremiah and Isaiah before birth and Job while he was still in the 

womb. There are more than 60 references in the Bible implying that conception is the point at which 

life begins (Saunders 2006). 

Fourthly, the Bible consistently teaches that God is totally impartial and just (e.g. 2 Chronicles 19:7) 

so logically any devaluation of human life is inconsistent with God‟s justice which does not 

discriminate on sex, race, wealth, health, social standing or age. Christianity is about sacrifice of 

Christ for weak sinners, so to suggest that the weak may be sacrificed for the good of the strong goes 

totally against God‟s moral code.  

There are three notable objections which some Christians use to argue for the acceptability of 

embryonic stem cell research. The first of these, regarding the interpretation of Exodus 21 has been 

dealt with already.  

Secondly, some use Hebrews 10:5 which describes Jesus as possessing a body which God “prepared 

for me”. It has been suggested that the body is prepared in the womb, but that the soul is not present 

until the „preparation‟ has taken place. It is important to realise that this verse speaks prophetically of 

the Christ, the son of God who already existed in heaven before he entered the world as a man. This is 

certainly not true for ordinary human beings so it would be unwise to generalise from this highly 

specific case.  

Thirdly, others note that in Genesis, God gave man “dominion over all things” and argue that we 

therefore have the right to manipulate and alter God‟s created order as we see fit (Merall, 2004). 

However this one idea must be looked at in the context of the rest of the Bible and not on its own. All 

the above scientific, philosophical and biblical arguments suggest that this is not the case. Surely God 

gave man dominion over all things to be exercised in line with the rest of Biblical teaching.  
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A Different Course of Action 
Christians are renowned for dismissing behaviours as „sinful‟ yet fail to provide any viable 

alternatives to bring about the same, clearly noble ends. The end result however, cannot justify any 

means, so it is important to find an acceptable way of moving forward and still arrive at a practical, 

safe and effective conclusion.  

Adult stem cells present in body tissues, and those from umbilical cord blood, have shown much more 

promise already than embryonic stem cells. As of January 2007, there were 72 trials underway 

involving non-controversial adult stem cells but none involving embryonic stem cells 

(www.stemcellresearch.org). Many leading researchers have already abandoned embryonic stem cell 

research in favour of this more promising course of action. 

Perhaps even more exciting is the news last month from both the USA and Japan that “scientists have 

reprogrammed human skin cells into cells with the same unlimited properties as embryonic stem cells 

without using embryos or eggs” (UCLA, 2008). These induced pleuripotent stems cells or iPS cells 

were created by reprogramming skin cells with four additional genes. The hope is that this technology 

could be used to generate a limitless source of immune-compatible cells, which could be developed 

into, for example, hematopoetic cells to treat leukaemia. However, these cells will be subject to the 

DNA damage that comes with age, so while they hold much research promise, their suitability for 

clinical application may be limited. 

Conclusion 
I have outlined some of the major scientific, philosophical and biblical arguments against the use of 

embryonic stem cells in research and practice, emphasising that human life begins at conception, and 

that wherever we are unsure, we should always err on the side of caution. Accepting that this can be a 

painful issue for patients especially, I strongly suggest that more resources should be directed towards 

trialling and further developing those uses of adult stem cells which are already showing promising 

results, rather than on controversial techniques which as yet have shown little hope for those 

suffering, and who at the end of the day, are our primary concern. 
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