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3Theology

What is theology?
Theology is the study of the nature of God and religious beliefs. In 
Christianity, one of the best ways of doing this is through studying the 
Bible. The first section of this book is about the Bible and what it tells us 
about God, the world and human beings. Theology is important because it 
helps people understand how a religion is put into practice. The stories in 
this part of the book show how God created the world, how human beings 
continually spoiled it, and God’s plan to bring them back into a good 
relationship with him. 

The Bible
The Bible is made up of many 
different books and is divided into 
two sections: Old Testament and 
New Testament. ‘Testament’ means 
covenant or agreement. The Old 
Testament is about the old covenant 
that God had with human beings, 
which he drew up with Moses, 
when he gave him the Law. The New 
Testament is about the new covenant, 
which was introduced by Jesus. 

The first part of the Bible deals 
with God’s creation of the world. 
It explains how the Jewish nation 
came into being through Abraham. 
It recounts the story of how Moses 
brought the Israelites out of 
Egypt, how God gave Moses the Ten 
Commandments and how they settled  
in Canaan, later called Israel. 

The next part records the achievements and failures of Israel’s kings and 
commanders, such as David, their time in exile and their return to Israel. 
It also contains prophetic passages by prophets like Isaiah about the coming 
of a Messiah, whom Christians believe is Jesus.

The New Testament opens with the life and teaching of Jesus. It charts the 
beginning of Christianity and includes letters from early Christian leaders, which 
teach much of what now makes up the guidelines for Christian living. They are 
examples of how God continued to communicate with and work through his 
people and how theology developed as people tried to live Christian lives.

The Bible finishes with the book of Revelation – a unique book full of 
prophecies and visions – written by a man called John.

Starter
No one can really 
know God. Do you 
agree?

▲  This famous mural is in the Sistine Chapel in Rome. It shows God and 
Adam reaching towards each other, which pretty well sums up the 
story of the Bible. 
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Section 1 Theology4

God’s relationship with 
the world
In Topic 1 we look at the way God reveals himself to human beings and 
builds a relationship with them and the world. The topic includes both Old 
and New Testament stories; they all show that God is as active now as he 
was at the beginning, when he created everything. Christians believe Jesus 
is God’s son and that he reveals the nature of God in his life and teaching. 
The stories explain how God wants people to behave towards him and 
towards each other. As you work through the chapters in this topic, think 
about how and why God gets involved with human beings. 

Topic 
1

Assuming God exists, 
what is he like? 

Comparing the Old 
Testament to the New 
Testament, does God 
always work in the 
same way?

Does God know 
everything?

How does he get in 
touch with his world?

What would you say to 
God if you could meet 
him face to face?

Can God suffer? Is God always good?

Does God carry out 
miracles?

How do we know how 
God wants us to live?

Does God intervene in 
the affairs of the world?

How can we know 
anything about God?

How can we talk to God?

Activity
In groups, discuss these questions. Which are the most important issues?

Come back to your answers at the end of your study of Topic 1 and 
compare what you think then with what you think now. 
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1 In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. 2 Now the earth 
was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and 
the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters.

Day 1 
3 And God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light. 4 God saw that the light 
was good … 5 God called the light ‘day’, and the darkness he called ‘night’.

Day 2 
6 And God said, ‘Let there be a vault between the waters to separate 
water from water …’. 7 And it was so. 8 God called the vault ‘sky’.

Day 3 
9 And God said, ‘Let the water under the sky be gathered to one place and 
let dry ground appear.’ And it was so. 10 God called the dry ground ‘land’, 
and the gathered waters he called ‘seas’. And God saw that it was good. 
11 Then God said, ‘Let the land produce vegetation …’ And it was so.

Day 4 
14 And God said, ‘Let there be lights in the vault of the sky to separate the 
day from the night …’ 15 And it was so. … 18 And God saw that it was good.

Day 5 
20 And God said, ‘Let the water teem with living creatures, and let birds fly 
above the earth …’ 21 So God created the great creatures of the sea and 
every living thing with which the water teems … and every winged bird … 
And God saw that it was good. 22 God blessed them and said, ‘Be fruitful 
and increase in number …’

Starter
Who made the world?

Genesis 1.1–2.4 

Section 1 Theology6
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Day 6 
24 And God said, ‘Let the land produce living creatures …’ And it was so. … And God saw that it was 
good. 26 Then God said, ‘Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness, so that they may rule 
over the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky, over the livestock and all the wild animals, and over 
all the creatures that move along the ground.’ 27 So God created mankind in his own image, in the 
image of God he created them; male and female he created them. 28 God blessed them and said to 
them ‘Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it … 29 I give you every seed-
bearing plant on the face of the whole earth and every tree that has fruit with seed in it. They will 
be yours for food …’ 31 God saw all that he had made, and it was very good.

Day 7 
2 God had finished the work he had been doing; 
so on the seventh day he rested from all his work. 
3 Then God blessed the seventh day and made it 
holy….

Activity
Make a collage or a storyboard to show what God 
created on each day. Use pictures or drawings to 
illustrate it. 

4 What do you learn about God from the way he 
created human beings?

5 What does God’s provision for animals and 
humans tell us about his relationship with the 
world?

What do you understand?

6 What does it mean when it says ‘God rested?’ 
What might that imply for the way human 
beings should live?

What do you think?

7Topic 1: God’s relationship with the world

1 Describe in detail what God created on the 
third day.

2 What were the sun, moon and stars for?

3 Describe what God did on the sixth day.

What do you know?
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Section 1 Theology8

Understanding the story of the creation

In the beginning 
The Bible assumes that God exists. Everything else has a beginning but 
God has always existed. He is the creator of the universe. In the beginning 
nothing had any shape or substance but God’s spirit was hovering over this 
chaos in a protective way, like a bird hovering over its young.

God said … 
All God has to do is speak and it happens. For example, he called for light 
and there was light. The way he gave names to the things he created shows 
his authority over them. He named the day, the night, the sky, the land and 
the sea.

Light 
Light is a symbol for life and truth in the Bible. Darkness is a symbol of sin 
and evil. Light is more powerful than darkness. In the New Testament, Jesus 
called himself the ‘light of the world.’ 

The days 
Each day is a unit of time. Some people believe it is an actual day of 
24 hours, but most agree that it represents an unspecified period of time 
and could be millions of years. 

Sea creatures 
In Old Testament days, the great sea monsters were seen as powerful forces 
that controlled the world and the people in it. By stating that they were 
created by God, the writer of Genesis was showing that the Jewish God 
was more powerful than any other force in the universe. Similarly, the sun 
and the moon were seen as deities with terrible power. In Genesis they are 
presented as part of God’s planned creation and under his control. They were 
not to be feared but enjoyed.

God
God is all-powerful. He designed the world and made it out of nothing. He 
made it so that it would generate itself – he commanded all living things to 
increase and multiply. He is also a God of order. He made everything in order 
and he was pleased with each bit he created. The fact that he was pleased 
with everything shows that it was all good and fit for purpose when he made 
it. The world could sustain life because it had light and heat from the sun 
and nutrition from the soil. The universe is beautiful and modern science is 
constantly discovering new and amazing things about it. He declared that 
all creation was good and he made human beings to be like him and to carry 
out his work in the world. On the seventh or ‘Sabbath’ day, God ‘rested’. He 
blessed that day and it became the Jewish day of rest to this day.

Essay practice
‘God reveals his 
nature in human 
beings.’ Do you 
agree? Give reasons 
for your answer. 
Show that you have 
considered more 
than one point of 
view.
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9Topic 1: God’s relationship with the world

Humans
We know God values human beings because the story says he made them in 
his own image. To be in the image of God means to be like him in character. 
For example, human beings have a passion for justice, and they are capable 
of mercy and love. They are creative and can think and make decisions. God 
has similar characteristics: he placed humans in a good world and provided 
them with food and work – looking after his world. They are to have children 
and bring the world under control; they are to be responsible rulers of 
God’s creation and take care of the animals and birds, to make sure the 
environment is healthy, and they are to care for each other. God provided 
grain and fruit for food but interestingly there is no mention of meat. 
Perhaps humans were supposed to be vegetarians …

1 Explain what the story of the creation teaches about God.

2 Explain the significance of the words ‘In the beginning’.

3 Explain why God was pleased with what he saw.

4 Explain what the story of the creation teaches about God’s 
relationship with the world.

What do you understand?

5 Why are the commands God gives to human beings important?

6 Do you think that human beings have failed significantly to carry out 
God’s instructions? Give reasons to support your answer.

What do you think?

Theology in action – science and faith
One of the problems facing Christians today is 
the way science and faith are often presented in 
opposition to each other. The rational scientific 
world is all there is, it is argued. The spiritual 
world has no place in rational thought because it 
cannot be observed or tested in a scientific way. 
On the other hand, as Shakespeare said in his 
play Hamlet, ‘There are more things in heaven 
and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your 
philosophy.’ It is important to understand the 
limits of science. For example, science cannot 

deal with purpose or meaning. A moderate 
Christian view would say that we should not 
read the Bible as scientific fact. The writer of 
Genesis expresses the sense of wonder, order 
and purpose of the universe. Most Christians 
would say that the Genesis account complements 
the scientific insight into how matter has evolved 
from the beginning. The story is timeless and can 
speak to anyone, no matter where they live or 
how little education they have received.

Activity
Much research has been done on how the world came into being. 
Some scientists are Christians and some are atheists. Choose one of the 
following scientists and research their work:

● Russell Stannard and John Polkinghorne who are Christians

● Stephen Hawking and Richard Dawkins who are atheists

justice – treating 
others fairly

Discuss
Do you have to 
choose between 
believing in God 
and accepting 
science?

Essay practice
‘No one can answer 
the question, “Who 
made the world?” ‘ 
Do you agree? Give 
reasons for your 
answer. Show that 
you have considered 
more than one 
point of view.
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Section 1 Theology48

Summary of Topic 1: God’s 
relationship with the world

Drawing it all together …
In many ways, God should be unknowable and yet, according to the Bible, 
he chose to make himself known to the world. He did not do it in one 
magnificent revelation because no one would be able to take it in. Instead 
he spoke to individual people in different situations and acted through 
them. In this way it became possible to put together a picture of what he is 
like. Right from the start it was clear that God wanted a relationship with 
people. He wasn’t just a remote being whom they worshipped from afar and 
never got to know. He made demands of them and laid down principles for 
living, the most important being that they should worship him alone and not 
be side-tracked into other religious practices. 

In the Old Testament this meant the pagan cults like Baal worship, but in 
the New Testament it meant something a little more abstract. It meant 
having faith that Jesus was God’s son and that he had the power to save 
people just as they had been saved in the past. The overall message is that 
God is in control of his world and that his plan for the people he made 
meant intervening in their lives. God’s saving action would bring them to a 
place where they could turn back to him. 

Activity
Here are some descriptions of God’s nature:

Creator

Just/Righteous

Merciful

Powerful

All knowing

Compassionate

Faithful

Holy

Saviour

1 Make a chart of the stories in Topic 1 and link these descriptions to the 
stories. (You may find one word applies to more than one story.)

2 Think of three more ways to describe what God is like and add them 
to the chart.

Activity
Think about the stories in Topic 1 as a whole. List the ways in which you 
think God has acted and make a pyramid to show the ones in which you 
think he acted most powerfully.

Discuss 
In how many 
different ways did 
God save people in 
these stories?

Discuss 
1 Which story 

do you think 
explains the 
character of God 
most clearly? 

2 Are there stories 
where God’s 
character seems 
very different?
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93Philosophy

What is philosophy?
The word ‘philosophy’ literally means ‘the love of wisdom’. The word is taken 
from two Greek words: philos (love) and sophos (wisdom). Wisdom is the 
human desire to understand the world as it actually is and, by knowing this, 
to live a more fulfilled life. 

▲  Socrates said that the purpose of philosophy was to question everything. 
Without philosophy, he said, ‘The unexamined life is not worth living’.

Truth claims
Philosophers are not content with being told that something is true, they 
want to know why it is true (or false) and the means by which this truth 
has been established. Philosophers point out that there are lots of different 
kinds of truth claims and it is important to sort these out, otherwise one 
kind of truth might be confused with another kind and then we won’t know 
what is really true and what is really false.

For example, consider the following truth claims:

● London is the capital of the United Kingdom.

● God is all-powerful.

● The First World War was caused by the assassination of Archduke Franz 
Ferdinand.

● Humans are mammals.

● 7 + 5 = 12

None of these truth claims is particularly controversial. London is the capital 
of the UK is a political truth claim; God is all-powerful is a theological truth 
claim; the cause of the First World War is a historical truth claim; humans are 
mammals is a biological truth claim; 7 + 5 = 12 is a mathematical truth claim. 

Starter
What is a persuasive 
argument?
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Section 2 Philosophy94

Some of these truth claims might be disputed. Some might argue about 
what is meant by saying God is all-powerful; some might argue that the 
assassination was a probable cause but not a direct cause of the First World 
War; a Scottish nationalist might not recognise London as being the capital 
of the United Kingdom but only England; some might argue that claiming 
humans are mammals is insufficient because there are other characteristics 
which must be included.

The role of philosophy is to make clear what the problems are. This is often 
a complex and sometimes very technical process. The philosopher’s job is 
to point out where beliefs and arguments have become confused because a 
belief may assume certain things which are false or an argument may have 
used the wrong method of reasoning.

To analyse arguments, philosophers have developed many special methods 
and techniques. We will now look at some which you will find useful when 
you are analysing other people’s arguments and constructing your own.

1 What does the word ‘philosophy’ mean? 

2 Give an example of a historical truth claim.

3 Give an example of a theological truth claim.

What do you know?

4 Explain what a truth claim is.

5 Explain what it means to dispute a truth claim.

6 Explain the main purpose of philosophy.

What do you understand?

Philosophers’ methods

Validity and soundness
An argument is a series of connected statements (or premises) ending with a 
conclusion (or proposition). 

● For an argument to be valid, each statement made has to be logically 
linked or connected to the conclusion. 

● For an argument to be sound, each statement also has to be actually true. 

This can be confusing because an argument can be logically valid even if the 
statements are false. For example:

● Everyone who reads a Harry Potter book is a genius.

● Mary is reading a Harry Potter book.

● So, Mary is a genius.
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101Topic 1: Great thinkers and their ideas

The Parable of the Cave
The Parable or Allegory of the Cave is one of three stories Plato tells to 
explain his theory that there is a reality greater than our experience of 
this world. It is also a story about the journey the philosopher makes from 
having to give up their ordinary ignorant beliefs about this world to discover 
the world of reality. 

The following is a summary of the story Socrates relates to Glaucon in 
The Republic. 

The chamber, shadows and the prisoners
Imagine there is an underground cave with a long 
tunnel to the entrance and daylight. The entrance is 
as wide as the cave itself. In the chamber of the cave 
there are people who have been held prisoner there 
since they were children. Their legs and necks are 
fastened so they can only look about the chamber of 
the cave and not towards its entrance. 

Now near the entrance of the cave, and out of sight 
from the prisoners, there is a fire burning. In front of 
the fire there is a road and a wall running alongside 
the road. All kinds of objects and creatures move 
up and down the road but because of the wall, the 
prisoners can’t see the actual objects and creatures. 
Because of the fire, however, the shadows of these 
objects and creatures are projected down into the 
chamber onto the cave wall. The prisoners of course 
treat these shadows as real objects and creatures 
– even their sounds and voices appear real. The 
prisoners believe that these shadows are the whole 
truth of reality.

The journey of the released prisoner and the sun
Now imagine, one day, a prisoner has his chains 
removed and is made to stand up, turn his head from 
the wall of the cave and to look at and then walk 
towards the fire. He would find all these actions very 
painful, and his eyes especially would be dazzled 
by the light from the fire. But he would also realise 
that what he believed before about the world was 
all wrong. He might even want to return to the cave 
where life was less painful, and he could see properly 
without being dazzled – where the shadows seemed 
more real than this new experience. 

But, then imagine he is dragged up the steep path 
to the mouth of the cave and then into the sunlight. 
Although this also would be painful, he would 
become convinced that this was reality, and the 
shadows in the cave were not real. Gradually, he 
would see the light of the sun reflected off objects. 
Then, as his eyes became used to this, he would be 
able to look directly at the sun.

Our ex-prisoner would now be very pleased to have 
this new knowledge and would regard his life in the 
cave as meaningless by comparison. 

The return of the ex-prisoner to the cave
Imagine now our ex-prisoner returns to the cave. At 
first, his eyes would not be adjusted to the dark and 
while he was getting used to seeing in the dark again, 
the prisoners would think that his journey had been a 
waste of time and that he had been a fool to make it. 
Imagine that he tried to teach the prisoners the truth 
of what he had discovered, so that they too might be 
set free. How do you think they would react? 

Why, they would be angry with him and try and kill him.

Activity
Read the Parable of the Cave carefully and then make a storyboard to 
illustrate the journey of the prisoner. 
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Section 2 Philosophy102

Understanding the Parable of the Cave
The Parable of the Cave may be interpreted in many different ways. Here are 
some interpretations of its key symbols:

● Prisoners. The prisoners represent how most ordinary people believe 
what they have been brought up to believe, without thinking carefully 
about whether the things they believe are actually true. Their minds are 
in a state of illusion.

● Shadows. The shadows represent the world as it appears to most people. 
The symbol of the shadows suggests that we are not seeing the world as 
it really is, but the version that we have been led to believe exists. It is 
as if we are watching a film and believing that what we see on the screen 
is actually happening. 

● The journey out of the cave. The story doesn’t tell us who releases 
the chains from one of the prisoners and makes him climb towards the 
entrance of the cave, but Plato later suggests that this occurs when 
people go to school and start to think for themselves. The journey is the 
journey of the mind from ignorance to true knowledge. It is hard work; 
learning how to think philosophically is a painful process.

● Sun. Plato tells us that the sun represents the source of truth, in the 
same way that the sun is the source of life and light. The sun is ultimate 
reality. Plato calls this ultimate reality ‘the Good’. The Good is known 
through reason, not belief. 

● Reaction of the prisoners. The return of the ex-prisoner illustrates how 
difficult it is for the philosopher to explain philosophical ideas to those 
who are ignorant of philosophy or find it threatening. This encourages 
philosophers to be generous with their new knowledge and adapt it 
skilfully to the ordinary world. There is a warning; those philosophers 
who provoke the world too much risk losing their lives. 

1 Explain why Plato uses the idea of shadows to explain our experience 
of the world.

2 Explain why the prisoner has to be forced to turn round and leave 
the cave.

3 Explain what the sun represents. Give some examples.

4 Explain why the ex-prisoner found it difficult to return to the cave.

What do you understand?

5 Imagine you could choose a virtual reality program so you could live a 
life that fulfilled all your desires and made you very happy. Would this 
actually be better than living in the real world? Why? 

6 Is it worth seeking the truth if it makes you unhappy?

What do you think?

Discuss 
Why is the ex-
prisoner treated 
so badly when he 
returns to the cave? 

Essay practice
‘The most important 
thing in life is 
education.’ Do you 
agree? Give reasons 
for your answer. 
Show that you have 
considered more 
than one point of 
view.
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123Topic 1: Great thinkers and their ideas

What are ethics?
Everyday debates
In the media, at home, at school and among our friends we constantly 
discuss what is the right way and wrong way of behaving: what are good and 
bad actions. Look at these three newspaper articles as examples of everyday 
discussions about what is or is not morally acceptable. 

Starter
What does it mean 
to live a good life? 

Activity
1 Make a list of 

the moral issues 
that are being 
discussed in each 
of the newspaper 
articles above.

2 In your groups, 
discuss why 
these issues are 
important.

3 Discuss in your 
groups who you 
most side with in 
each article. 

Punish parents 
who let underage 
children play video 
games
A report released recently by a 
children’s charity said that parents 

sentences if it were found they were 
allowing their children to play video 
games when they were underage. 
Pauline Winter for the charity said,  

an age rating is to stop children from 
being mentally harmed by viewing 
unsuitable material. We should make 
an example of parents who behave 
irresponsibly.’

condemned by Richard Fall of the 

just another example of the nanny state 
trying to interfere with our freedom. 
Surely, we as parents know what is best 
for our children. Some children are 
more mature than others so we should 
decide …’

Sprinter Smith 
found guilty 
of taking 
performance drugs
Yesterday, the sprinter John Smith was 
found guilty of taking drugs which the 
sports council said helped build up his 
muscles giving him an unfair advantage 
over other athletes.
Smith was unrepentant and said in 
court, ‘There are lots of things an athlete 
can use to give himself an advantage 
on the track. He might wear the latest 
running shoes, he might train more 
than his rivals, he might attend yoga 
classes to help his concentration. Taking 
these drugs was just another means of 
achieving my goal. I don’t think what I 
did was wrong.’
A council member said, ‘Taking 
performance drugs is always wrong as it 
undermines the competition which tests 
all the athletes’ skill at running …’

On the third day of his trial, Captain Nick 
Worthington was cross-questioned by the 
prosecution as to his actions in Iraq in what 

case. Captain Worthington is accused 
of torturing three Iraqi soldiers to gain 
information to save the lives of ten captured 
British soldiers. 
Torture of any kind is strictly forbidden in 
the United Nation’s Universal Declaration 

accused Captain Worthington of acting 
cruelly by depriving the Iraqi soldiers of 
light and food until they said where the 
soldiers were being held hostage. 
Captain Worthington denied that he had 
used cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment. 
‘In war,’ he said, ‘we have to act very fast 
otherwise many lives might be lost. We 
knew that we didn’t have long before our 
men were to be executed by the enemy. 
Depriving our captives of light and food for 

Hero or villain?

Moral values
Acceptable behaviour is called morality. Morality is based on ethical 
principles; these principles guide us as to what is right and wrong. 
However, there is no agreement on how these ethical principles are formed 
and which ones are ultimately right. You have probably learnt certain 
ethical principles from your parents and from your teachers. Some of these 
principles might be based on what is socially acceptable behaviour, some 
might be taught through a religion, other principles might be based on 
common sense or conscience. 

Knowing exactly what ethics are is complex. As we saw in the chapter ‘What 
is philosophy?’ (pages 93–97), the role of philosophy in situations such as 
this is to ask basic questions.
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One of these questions might be: what do we think we mean when we say 
something is right or fair or just? Philosophy aims to make clear or clarify 
what ethics are and why it is that we often strongly disagree about our 
moral values.

Duties and consequences
When philosophers analyse people’s moral values, they notice that ethical 
principles tend to fall into two kinds: those that are based on duties and 
those that focus mostly on consequences. 

Duty ethics
Duty ethicists believe that living a good life means being obedient to a rule or 
duty. For example, in the Bible the Ten Commandments (Exodus 20.1–17) set 
out some important rules which are required if we are to live civilised lives. What 
would society be like if there were no rule not to steal, or if adultery were just 
a matter of opinion, or if murder were acceptable, or if lying were normal? Duty 
ethicists consider being obedient and carrying out moral duties requires effort, 
determination and discipline; these are qualities that make us moral people.

Consequential ethics
Consequential ethicists believe that although rules might be helpful, living 
a good life usually means working out what will make us happy or content. 
This means judging what will have good or bad consequences. Sometimes 
lying can have good consequences and sometimes it causes harm. For the 
consequentialist, always doing one’s duty and being obedient to the rules 
means that you regard the rules as being more important than people; that 
is not behaving ethically.

1 What is morality? 

2 What are ethical principles?

3 What are the Ten Commandments?

What do you know?

Moral dilemmas
A moral dilemma is caused when two or more duties clash or when a good 
action might also lead to a bad consequence. How do we decide what to do? 

This is when philosophers look very carefully at different ethical theories to 
see how the dilemmas have been caused and how they might be solved. The 
chapters that follow will raise many examples of moral dilemmas. 

Essay practice
‘There is nothing 
wrong with 
breaking a promise 
if the consequences 
are good.’ Do you 
agree? Give reasons 
for your answer. 
Show that you 
have considered 
more than one 
point of view.

4 Explain what 
duty ethicists 
believe.

5 Explain what 
consequentialist 
ethicists believe.

What do you  
understand?

6 Look up the Prisoner’s Dilemma. What does this tell you about some of the 
problems of consequential ethics?

What do you think?

9781510422292.indb   124 18/05/18   11:46 AM

Copyright: sample proof material



125Topic 2: Ethics

Ethics
Topic 
2

2.1 Life and death

Is life valuable?
What makes human life valuable and worth living? The answer isn’t immediately 
obvious. Throughout human history, and in various parts of the world today, 
many human lives are not considered valuable. There are many examples of 
humans being used as cheap labour and as slaves by other humans.

Human trafficking still takes place in many parts of 
the world today, and in many societies children and 
women are still considered to be inferior to men. 

In the nineteenth century social reformers and 
philosophers such as John Stuart Mill worked from 
a very simple observation that as all humans are 
rational and capable of feeling happiness and pain, 
then everyone should be treated equally. It is for 
these reasons that Mill campaigned for women to 
have equal rights with men. See pages 109–114 for 
more about John Stuart Mill’s argument for women’s 
rights.

The quality of life principle
The word used to describe the capacity to reason and feel pain and 
pleasure is sentience. There is considerable debate as to when the human 
foetus becomes sentient, and whether all non-human animals experience 
sentience. Sentience is very important in making moral decisions. For 
example, someone who is severely brain damaged may be said to have very 
little sentience and therefore the quality of their life might be so poor that 
death might be considered the better option. This argument is based on the 
quality of life principle.

Issues such as abortion, euthanasia, the death penalty and war are 
controversial moral issues because the loss of a human life is the loss of 
something very special and valuable, but there may be times when the loss 
of a life is necessary.

Starter
Is killing always 
wrong?

▲  Why is it that some people are treated 
as only having monetary value?
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Sanctity of life principle
The sanctity of life principle is usually a religious idea about human life. In 
Christian theology, a person’s life is valuable not merely because the person is 
sentient, but because he or she is created in the image of God. Being made 
in the image of God means that every person has a soul or unique personality. 
In other words, all human life is equally valuable because it is a God-given 
gift which only God can take away. The sanctity of life principle means that 
from the moment of conception, when a person’s life begins, that person’s life 
is sacred and must be protected. Any ending of a life, such as by abortion or 
euthanasia, is morally unacceptable.

Activity
Charlie Gard suffered from a rare genetic disorder. Great Ormond Street 
Hospital doctors calculated that taking him to the USA for experimental 
treatment, as his parents wanted, would not be in the child’s best 
interests and he should be allowed to die.

Read the information about Charlie Gard. In groups, discuss the two 
viewpoints below. Set out the strengths and weaknesses of each view.

● From a non-religious and utilitarian point of view, the doctors’ 
decision was right as the quality of Charlie’s life was so low that 
prolonging his life would be cruel and would not lead to a happy life.

● From a Christian point of view, Charlie is a person made in the image 
of God and loved and wanted by his parents. The doctors’ decision 
was wrong. Charlie should not be allowed to die but should be given 
every opportunity to live.

1 What does the word ‘sentience’ mean?

2 What does the phrase ‘image of God’ mean for Christians?

3 What does it mean to say that life begins at conception?

What do you know?

4 Explain why some people are treated as being less valuable than others.

5 Explain what is meant by the quality of life principle.

6 Explain what is meant by the sanctity of life principle.

What do you understand?

9781510422292.indb   126 18/05/18   11:46 AM

Copyright: sample proof material




