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THE CHRISTIAN AND ADVANCE MEDICAL DIRECTIVES (AMD)

Overview
The issue of an AMD is relevant to our general theme, in that it arises as a consequence of
advances in medical technology. New options are now available, which could not be
contemplated in the past. This is a sensitive issue, but an important one for Christians to
consider. We will first look at the necessary background information required for us to
understand what an AMD is, and then attempt to assess the issue biblically.

Background
What is an AMD? In simple terms, an AMD is a legal document instructing doctors to withhold
life-sustaining treatment, in the event that one is terminally ill and also unable to express his or
her wishes. It is registered in advance, so that it may come into effect if and when one is ever in
such a condition.

Importantly, an AMD is not equivalent to euthanasia. The latter typically involves administering
some treatment (chemical or otherwise) that will cause or hasten death, while the former
involves withholding such “extraordinary medical treatment” as would probably prolong life, at
least for a time.

Evaluation
Arguments in Favour

It might be said that because nothing is being done actively to hasten death, it is acceptable to
register an AMD. It may even be argued that there is something noble and desirable about
“letting nature take its course” ‒ medical intervention may be seen as grotesque, unnatural,
undignified. From a Christian perspective, one might say that registering an AMD is simply
leaving the matter in God’s hands, rather than in the doctor’s hands.

Arguments Against

Such arguments are compelling to many. But if we go along with these arguments, are we not
(if we are consistent) compelled to conclude that the desire to “let nature take its course”
ought to apply to all medical treatments? Why take any medicines, or undergo any surgical
procedures, if we want “nature” to “take its course”? Perhaps we are not really “letting nature
take its course” ‒ but picking and choosing when we would like our lives prolonged, and when
we would not.
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The question then arises, on what basis do we make this choice? Are there conditions or
qualities of life that we should consider worthwhile, and others we should consider so
unworthy that nothing need be done to maintain them? Here we need to consider the biblical
teaching bearing on the question of the value of human life.

The sixth commandment famously prohibits murder: “Thou shalt not kill.” But inasmuch as the
Ten Commandments codify the moral law of God, we ought to recognise that where something
is prohibited, the contrary duty if commanded (this is recognised, for example, in the
Westminster Catechism). The reason for this is also given elsewhere; for example, Genesis 9:6.
Human beings are made in the image of God, and therefore human life ought to be preserved.
Now we have many more resources that can be used toward this end: but the same principle
ought to apply.

Conclusion
We cannot pretend that this is a simple, straightforward matter. Nor can we pretend to have
considered and settled every conceivable case and complication. But it would seem that the
biblical emphasis on the value of life, and the dignity of every human being as made in God’s
image, regardless of debility or disability, very much apply in this issue of the AMD.
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