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a very distinct role in the entire universe: something like the rest
of creation because we are created; something like God because
of the unique dignity, commission, and task given by God.?> And
to what the psalmist writes we could add: God set eternity in our
hearts; God has given us desires for justice, mercy, and faithful-
ness that are the image of his justice, mercy, and faithfulness;
God has given us senses and a mind that can partly (but really)
understand his creation and God himself. God has given us such
a remarkable dignity and worth; how could Hudson Taylor not
stop the boat, jump into the water, and try to save a creature of
such dignity, a human being! But like the men in the fishing
boats, individuals and whole cultures forget our God-given dig-
nity.

This incredible human dignity was confirmed by the Incarnation:
God became a human being, a Jewish man, in the person of
Jesus Christ. In the early days of the Christian church, many
people struggled to comprehend the proclamation that Jesus was
both fully God and fully human. This central Christian claim
was almost too much for the human mind to accept; probably for
this reason some doubted his humanity while others doubted his
full deity. Because human reason is darkened and weakened by
sin, even Christian believers found it easier to think that Jesus
Christ was either a very special man (but not fully God) or a
manifestation of God (but not fully human.) And yet the witness
of the Scriptures is that Jesus is both fully God and fully human.
As the apostle John writes about Jesus, “In the beginning was
the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.
He was with God in the beginning. Through him all things were
made; without him nothing was made that has been made.” And
then a few lines later he adds, “The Word became flesh and made
his dwelling among us.” (John 1:1-3; 14)

What we must not miss is the claim about human beings: noth-
ing else in all of creation has the unique privilege of God having

5 [t 1s important that we keep a clear line in our minds between the
Creator and the creation; this will help keep us from falling into panthe-
1sm, which does not keep a clear line between an infinite, personal Creator
and his creation. It is also important to keep a clear line in our minds
between humans and the rest of creation; only human beings are in the
1image of God.
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taken on its nature. God became a human. Only humans have
this distinctive rank and dignity. God created mountains and
seas, stars and planets, along with plants and animals of all
varieties. Each has its distinct place and value within his crea-
tion, but God did not take on the nature of any of these. God
became a real human being; he was born as a baby and grew up
into full human maturity. The Incarnation corresponds with the
previous work of God, that of creating humans in his own image.
And the account of the Incarnation provides a confirmation of

human dignity and value which 1is distinctive to the Christian
faith.

Our appreciation of human dignity should be further strength-
ened by God’s work of salvation. As an evangelical Christian, I
am very comfortable quoting John 3:16: “For God so loved the
world that he gave his one and only son, that whoever believes in
him should not perish but have eternal life.” These wonderful
words quickly turn our minds to our eternal hope. Our first
response should be one of gratitude and a life filled with hope.
But as a second or third response to these words, we should
notice the distinctive dignity of humans: God established a costly
plan to save humans, a plan that cost the life and suffering of
Jesus. And though the plan of salvation seems to include some
benefits for all of creation, salvation is especially intended for
human beings. People, and nothing else in creation, can respond
to the gospel with faith, hope, and love. The distinctive role of
humans as conscious recipients of God’s salvation further con-
firms the unique dignity of human beings. Of course there are
many people who have not yet believed in the salvation offered
by faith in Christ, but we should regard all people as potential
believers. The gospel of Christ should confirm and strengthen
our appreciation of the dignity of all humans in the sight of God.

Sin makes people forget their own God-given dignity, as well as
the value of the lives of their neighbors. The biblical message
brings us not only the great treasure of the gospel of God’s grace;
it also brings us a powerful reminder of who we are as humans.
Our dignity as created in the image of God is confirmed and
explained by the special commission as God’s deputies who must
care for his world, as well as by the Incarnation and the work of
salvation. This should give Christians a profound, deep, and
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enduring grasp of the value of the lives of humans which should
be attractive to the many people who do not have an explanation
of who we are. These truths about ourselves should not only
shape our own lives and transform the organizations led by
Christians. These truths can also flow out from the Body of
Christ into our various cultures to make them more humane.

There was a stark contrast between the Chinese boat people
Hudson Taylor knew in 1856 and the government of the Republic
of China after the earthquakes in early 2008. Even though there
were probably some mistakes and failures, the Chinese govern-
ment made a serious effort to protect and save its people after
this devastating earthquake. And even though the reasons for
this proper course of action may never be fully articulated and
explained, the actions themselves bear witness to a perception or
ituition of the value of human life. This 1s a substantial change
from the feelings of the boatmen in 1856. Why? There are proba-
bly several parts to the answer. At least one part of the answer 1s
that during the last 150 years, many Christians have forcefully
reminded our neighbors of the value of human life. This has been
done by word and by deed. Whether Christians have been
preaching a biblical message about the creation and salvation of
human beings, or establishing programs and organizations (e.g.,
orphanages, hospitals, schools, humanitarian aid organizations)
that take care of those people, Christians have been powerfully
reminding our neighbors that we (and our God) are convinced
that human life has a special value. And that message can begin
to influence our neighbors, even if they do not fully accept the
biblical message. We should be very happy when that happens.
And now we need to speak even more clearly and powerfully
about human rights.

2. Rights and Christian Wisdom

Talking about human rights and defending human rights should
arise from a perception of the value and dignity of human life. It
1s unfortunate that many times when people mention “rights,” it
sounds like something trivial and even selfish. Someone says, “I
have my rights,” while someone else says, “You have no right to
do that.” Serious moral discussion has degenerated into silly
assertions of what people like or dislike. Such silly claims made
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about such an important topic have encouraged some skeptical
philosophers to suggest that all moral claims (and especially
those made about “rights”) are nothing more than statements of
what we like or dislike, mere emotional preferences, not too
different from our preferences about types of food or clothes.5¢
We must strongly disagree with this skepticism, but we must
also say that there are many mistakes when people talk about
supposed rights. I think many of the mistakes that some make
while talking about human rights can be reduced by the light of
the biblical worldview.

I have already argued that we should not confuse justice with
mercy. It was the demand of justice that required the full pay-
ment for the guilt of our sins, a payment which was made by
Jesus on the cross. It was mercy that moved God to make that
payment in the Person of Jesus. Justice and mercy can fit to-
gether and work together because both mercy and justice corre-
late with the value of the people who need both mercy and jus-
tice. But mercy and justice should not be confused with each
other. “Human rights” 1s the moral language of justice. To say
that someone’s rights are not properly protected means that
justice has not been done. This i1s often different from saying a
person or group of people needs mercy. And the needs for mercy
and for justice are very different from the selfish desires and
preferences that often lead people to say “I have my rights” or
“You have no right.”

Because of the silly selfishness we hear so often when people say
“I have my rights,” some morally sensitive Christians have
wondered if it 1s really proper for Christians to claim their moral
and legal rights. Part of the proper Christian life is learning to
turn away from selfishness. But then we read about the apostle
Paul claiming his legal rights from the Roman government (Acts
22:23-30), and some do not know what to think. The solution, I
think, i1s to see that there are times when it 1s proper to claim our
rights, but not all claims to rights are true claims. Paul was
simply demanding that the government of his time practice

56 Philosophers often use the term “emotivism” to describe the theory that
all moral claims are only the expression of emotions. Christians should
reject emotivist moral theories because we believe there is a real right and
wrong.
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justice, the exact thing which governments are especially sup-
posed to do. This was not in any way selfish. We, too, can use the
language of human rights to demand that governments practice
justice, including how they treat us and our families; it 1s false
and morally silly to use the language of human rights to demand
that other people give us anything we might happen to desire.

One of the earlier Christian ethicists to write on the topic of
human rights was Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274). Though what
he wrote on the topic was brief, his incisive analysis is very
constructive. St. Thomas asks, “Are we morally obligated to obey
human laws?” His question assumes his distinctions between the
four types of laws: (1) the eternal law, which exists in the reason
or mind of God; (2) the natural law, which is the reflection or
1mage of the eternal law written by creation into human reason;
(3) the divine law, which is the special revelation of God in the
Bible; and (4) human law, the very fallible rules written and
enforced 1n every society.’” The answer St. Thomas gives to his
own question is very interesting.

The ordinances human beings enact may be just or unjust. If
they are just, then we have a moral obligation to obey them,
since they ultimately derive from the eternal law of God ... An
ordinance may be unjust for one of two reasons: first, it may be
contrary to the rights of humanity; and second, it may be con-
trary to the rights of God.58

57 For more on how the theology and philosophy of law synthesized by St.
Thomas can be appropriated within Protestant ethics, see Thomas K.
Johnson, Natural Law Ethics: An Evangelical Proposal (Bonn: Verlag fir
Kultur und Wissenschaft, 2005).

58 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, question 96, article 4. The transla-
tion used here is that of Manuel Velasquez (Copyright 1983), an excerpt of
which appears in Ethics: Theory and Practice, edited by Manuel Velasquez
and Cynthia Rostankowski (Prentice Hall, 1985), pp. 41-54. The quotation
1s from pages 52 and 53. There are some significant Latin-to-English
translation questions in this text. Some translations use the term “human
good” instead of “rights of humanity;” I think the term “rights of humanity”
fits the context better than does “human good.” The choice Thomas made
to locate his discussion of human rights within his discussion of the natu-
ral moral law indicates that he saw human rights as an organic part of the
natural moral law. Aquinas saw the natural law as God’s moral (and
physical/scientific) law which is built into creation and into properly
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The conclusions that Thomas draws from this assessment 1is that
people have no strict moral obligation to obey unjust laws,
though prudence requires great caution before deciding to dis-
obey a law. However, in some situations, one may have a moral
obligation to disobey an unjust law, which 1s to practice civil
disobedience. According to Thomas Aquinas, the essential func-
tion of human rights claims is to show that a governmental
action, policy, or law 1s so seriously unjust that morally sensitive
Christians should consider disobeying the government. One must
sometimes consider disobeying human laws because they are
frequently unjust; but when a human law 1s just, then all people
have a God-given moral obligation to obey the human laws.

3. But What Rights?*’

From the time of Aquinas until today, there have been many
changes in the way people talk about the societal functions of
human rights claims and in the claims about what rights people
have. It 1s my assessment that not all of these changes in the
way people talk about human rights have been good changes.
Some statements in the important public human rights declara-
tions seem to be informed by ideologies which we Christians
should reject, even though we will want to affirm most of the
content of most of the important human rights declarations.

In the early twenty-first century, it is common for people to talk
about three “generations” of human rights.®® First-generation
rights are primarily about what a government, person, or organi-
zation should not do to people. Read, for example, Articles 3

functioning practical reason. Because the natural moral law comes from
God through creation, the content is the same as the moral law specially
revealed in the Bible. Even people without the Bible receive some benefit
from the natural moral law.

59 | learned much of what is in this section from Dr. Paul Marshall in
lectures he gave at the European Humanities University, Minsk, Belarus,
in 1994. His contribution to an evangelical view of human rights theory is
summarized in his essay “Human Rights” in Toward an Evangelical Public
Policy, edited by Ronald J. Sider and Diane Knippers (Grand Rapids:
Baker, 2005), pp. 307-322.

60 This way of classifying different types of rights was probably started by
the Czech political theorist Karel Vasak in the 1970s.
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through 23 of the United Nations Universal Declaration of Hu-
man Rights, which appears at the end of this chapter.

This 1s a very good statement of what are now called “first ge-
neration” human rights. Some of the people who helped to write
these words were very thoughtful Christians, and some of the
others were influenced by the biblical vision of the value of hu-
man life.61 A few of these rights can be twisted under the influ-
ence of mistaken ideologies, such as when the right to privacy
(Article 12) is used as a legal defense of abortion in the United
States today. But when carefully interpreted, Christians should
fully endorse and advocate these rights as corresponding with
our understanding of the God-given dignity of human beings. A
world that observed and protected these rights would enjoy much
more justice, as well as the peace that often results from justice.
I think that the clear, public articulation of these rights 1s a gift
of God’s common grace.52

The so-called second-generation rights are very different. A
classical statement of second-generation rights is found in Arti-
cles 24 and 25 of the United Nations Universal Declaration of
Human Rights, which is to be found at the end of this chapter.

Here we have moved from fundamental freedoms and protections
to a very different type of claim, that the State has a strong duty
to provide certain services to all its residents. I do not think this
1s a wise use of moral language, since it 1s a confusion of the
moral demand that we practice justice (which includes protecting
rights) with the moral demand that we practice mercy and loy-
alty. We should be very concerned about matters such as food,
clothing, housing, and medical care for people in need, but this
should be described as mercy (or in some situations, as acts of
loyalty), not primarily as the practice of justice. This confusion
may have the unintended consequence that it weakens the public
concern for basic, first-generation human rights. Statements like

61 One of the very thoughtful Christians I have in mind here is Dr. Charles
Malik, the deep, God-fearing philosopher and diplomat from Lebanon. He
influenced all the other people who participated in writing the UN Human
Rights Declaration.

62 “Common grace” is a way of describing those gifts of God which make
human life possible and possibly humane. “Special grace” is a way of
describing salvation in Christ.

80



Article 25 may easily discredit some claims to violations of hu-
man rights, for suddenly it sounds like there is a moral equiva-
lency between a government not providing very high unemploy-
ment benefits and a government selling people (or allowing
people to be sold) into slavery. Even worse, a comparison of
Article 24 with Article 9 could make a naive reader think that
arbitrarily sending a person into exile or prison is no worse than
if the government does not provide adequate paid holidays.
Articles 24 and 25 sound like a wish list for all the characteris-
tics of a humane society; they also sound as if we can have as
many rights as we want, because rights come from the self. It
bears repeating that such arbitrary claims to unlimited lists of
rights can easily discredit the entire effort to seriously protect
human rights in the name of justice.

It was probably in reaction to this article of the UN human
rights declaration (and similar statements in other human rights
declarations) that the writers of the important Oxford Declara-
tion on Christian Faith and Economics (1990) commented (para-
graph 49):

With the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights, the lan-
guage of human rights has become pervasive throughout the
world. It expresses the urgent plight of suffering people whose
humanity is daily being denied them by their oppressors. In
some cases rights language has been misused by those who
claim that anything they want is theirs "by right." This breadth
of application has led some to reject rights as a concept, stating
that if everything becomes a right then nothing will be a right,
since all rights imply corresponding responsibilities. Therefore it
1s important to have clear criteria for what defines rights.63

“If everything becomes a right, then nothing will be a right.” This
is the center of the problem with the second generation of human
rights. It is a significant problem that has cheapened the entire
discussion of human rights around the world. At this point in the
history of human rights discussion, it is almost impossible to

63 “The Oxford Declaration on Christian Faith and Economics,” in On
Moral Business: Classical and Contemporary Resources for Ethics in
Economic Life, edited by Max L. Stackhouse, Dennis P. McCann, and
Shirley J. Roels with Preston Williams (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995),
pp 479-480.
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remove the second generation of rights from the now standard
lists of human rights (such as the UN Declaration). And Chris-
tians should be grateful that many of our neighbors who do not
yet believe in Christ are sensitive to the moral principles of
mercy and loyalty, even if they lack the light of the cross which
allows Christian believers to clearly distinguish the moral de-
mands of mercy from the moral demands of justice. But the
inclusion of second-generation economic rights in the standard
lists of human rights makes all human rights sound like distant,
vague political goals to be pursued at some later date in human
history, not as demands of justice which can and should be met
today, demands which can usually be met by someone (often a
representative of a government or a military force) refraining
from doing something which is unjust.

An excellent analysis of this problem comes from Paul Marshall:

The problem with treating economic provisions as if they were
rights 1s that there are often legitimate reasons why a particu-
lar government would not be able to fulfill such rights at a given
historical juncture. Even a well-meaning government may not
be able to guarantee income, or housing, or health care, or even
food. Many African countries simply do not have the resources
to do so. Consequently, if we were to treat economic guarantees
as rights, then we would be forced to accept that rights cannot
and need not be met immediately. They would be things aimed
for rather than guaranteed. The result is that we will end up di-
luting rights to mere goals and denying their immediacy.54

I would strongly emphasize that the reason I think it was not
wise to include such normal human needs as housing, health
care, income, food, or social services in lists of rights is precisely
because I so strongly want to see the real needs of people met.
Across the last half of the twentieth century, in those countries
where first-generation human rights were generally well-
protected, natural sympathy for the needs of others moved peo-
ple to also take effective steps to care for people in need. Justice

64 Paul Marshall, “Human Rights,” in Toward an FEvangelical Public
Policy, edited by Ronald J. Sider and Diane Knippers (Grand Rapids:
Baker, 2005), p. 320.
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provides a social context within which mercy flourishes.6> Addi-
tionally, in those countries where there is real freedom of speech,
freedom of the press, and freedom of religion, the publicity given
to significant suffering will give rise to humanitarian aid efforts
that take care of those in the greatest need.®® Stated in other
terms, many of the world’s greatest needs for food, housing,
clothing, and medical care occur in those countries with the
world’s worst records with regard to first-generation human
rights: North Korea, Myanmar, and Sudan. The lack of founda-
tional justice contributes to grinding, destructive poverty and
even starvation.

In light of the way the Bible distinguishes between justice and
mercy, and in light of the way Thomas Aquinas and other earlier
Christian ethicists talked about the proper function of human
rights claims, I think it would be better if Christians only use the
term “human rights” for what are often called “first-generation”
rights. To say a government or military force has abused human
rights 1s to say that a public organization has committed a seri-
ous act of injustice which will require serious believers to con-
sider public protests and civil disobedience. This is very different
from saying that a government should take steps to improve
medical care, social security, or housing.

The so-called third-generation human rights include matters
such as the right to political, economic, social, and cultural self-
determination, the right to participate in and benefit from "the
common heritage of mankind" (shared resources; scientific,
technical, and other information and progress; and cultural
traditions, sites, and monuments), and the right to so-
cial/economic development. Three more third-generation rights
are the right to peace, the right to a healthy and sustainable

65 It should be unnecessary to mention the way in which a society with a
high level of human rights protection is a condition that allows many
individuals and families to earn a sufficient income so that humanitarian
aid 1s not needed. Justice provides a context within which both mercy and
economic growth can flourish.

66 T am thinking here of the studies of the Nobel Prize winner Amartya
Sen, Development as Freedom (New York: Knopf, 1999).
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environment, and the right to humanitarian disaster relief.6” As
with second-generation human rights, I would seriously question
if it was wise to include all of these topics as human rights, as if
they are equivalent in regard to basic justice as, e.g., freedom
from slavery, freedom of speech, freedom of religion, freedom
from arbitrary arrest and punishment.

Some of these third-generation rights are little more than expla-
nations of what should be meant by some of the first-generation
rights. For example, the right to participate in and benefit from
the common heritage of mankind is little more than an explana-
tion of the right to receive and impart information and ideas,
already mentioned in Article 19 of the UN Declaration as a first-
generation right. The right to economic development is little
more than an explanation of the right to property, already men-
tioned in Article 17 of the UN Declaration. And as previously
mentioned, the freedoms of speech and religion are what usually
make effective humanitarian disaster relief possible; indeed, the
practice of humanitarian aid for people in need is largely a part
of the practice of religion for billions of people of various relig-
ions, including all Christians. If the first-generation rights are
properly understood, then it is unnecessary to mention these
additional rights; it may be unwise to mention them, because “if
everything becomes a right, then nothing will be a right.”

It is also unfortunate that the care of the environment has been
described in human rights terms. God has given all people a
responsibility, really a stewardship, to care for his creation. This
1s what we read in the report about the Garden of Eden. “The
Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to
work i1t and take care of it.” (Genesis 2:15) Destruction of the
environment is a sin against this commandment of God. But not
every moral responsibility should be described as a human right.
Some of our duties to other people are better described as duties
of mercy or duties of loyalty. And our care for the non-human
creation is better described as a duty of stewardship of a treasure
that has been entrusted to our care. People need an environment

67 Most of the discussion of third-generation rights came after the UN
Human Rights Declaration was already written, though this theme arises
in some later human rights declarations. The only mention of a third-
generation right in the 1948 declaration is the first part of article 27.
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that is not too polluted, and we have a duty to care for God’s
world; why not simply say this instead of using confused lan-
guage about a human right to a healthy and sustainable envi-
ronment?

There 1s one additional problem with the third-generation rights.
The supposed “right to political self-determination” can easily
become an attempt to provide a deceptive moral defense for
inhumane political movements. A twenty-first century follower of
the Nazis could easily use this type of terminology to defend
genocide, ethnic cleansing, or discrimination against some un-
popular group in society; such policies could be defended as part
of a nation’s right to political self-determination. Of course,
different countries and regions should be free to do some things
differently than anyone else in the world, but this can easily
become very ugly, really murderous, unless all the first- genera-
tion rights are firmly protected. And some political movements
have argued that they want to implement third-generation rights
before they fully protect first-generation rights: this 1s a formula
for a human disaster.

4, How Do We Know?

We cannot avoid the question of how we know what rights people
have. The answers one hears about what rights people have (and
how we know what rights people have) seem to be partly depend-
ent on one’s theory about the origin of those rights. Thus, writers
who think that rights come from the State or from society will be
inclined to think people have whatever rights the state or society
provides, which tends to lead to very short, limited lists of hu-
man rights. According to such theories, we know about these
rights because they are publicly announced by law or a state
declaration. Those writers who claim that rights come from the
self tend to write as if we have as many rights as we want, which
tends to lead to wildly exaggerated lists of supposed rights, lists
that may resemble a child’s Christmas wish list. We know we
have these rights, according to these theories, by the very fact
that we want these rights. Such opposing tendencies often make
particular human rights claims sound arbitrary and therefore
not worthy of serious consideration.

85



A truly serious way to consider what rights people have 1s to go
back to the view of the person in classical Christian natural law
theory, in which classical human rights theory is rooted. Thomas
Aquinas and the other classical Christian ethicists saw the
person as naturally living with a number of moral obligations
which are rooted in the requirements of practical reason and
everyday life. Because God created us in his image with certain
responsibilities in his world, we have many duties, whether or
not we always recognize these duties or recognize that these
duties come from God. From this set of moral/religious facts, one
can easily conclude that people have rights to do the things they
are morally obligated to do. Our rights correspond to our moral
duties. Specifically, people have a God-given moral obligation to
speak, worship, assemble, work, raise a family, educate their
children, and so on, leading to rights to do these things. These
matters could be designated our “primary positive rights.” In
order to protect such primary rights, we need to have many
specific legal arrangements and principles, matters such as fair
trials and a principle like “innocent until proven guilty.” These
could be called procedural rights that protect primary and basic
rights. And the term “basic rights” could be used to designate
those things that are presupposed in our moral obligations,
things such as rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happi-
ness. Obviously, basic rights must be protected in order to allow
people to exercise their primary positive rights. All of these little
categories of rights are included in the normal lists of “first-
generation” rights.

Some further illustrations may be in order. In the realm of work,
the result of this type of human rights theory would be the fol-
lowing: Obviously, a wise government will follow well-considered
economic policies that promote economic development and the
availability of good jobs, but there is no basic injustice, no viola-
tion of human rights, unless government interferes with a per-
son’s moral obligation to work. A government has not commaitted
injustice if some citizens do not succeed in finding exactly the
jobs they desire. In the realm of education: Obviously, a stable
government and healthy economy require a well-educated popu-
lation, so the government has a legitimate interest in both ele-
mentary and higher education. But individuals, families, and
local communities have strong obligations to speak their mind,
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practice their religion, and educate their children in light of their
own convictions and beliefs. Thus, there 1s a violation of human
rights if any government carries out its proper obligations in a
manner that prevents individuals and families from carrying out
their moral obligations. There is not a violation of human rights
if the government does not provide all the education that might
be desirable. In general, we should attempt to define the particu-
lar rights that people have in light of the normal obligations and
responsibilities that people have because they live in God’s
world, created in his image.

5. Personal Comments

The biblical message should transform how we think and act in
regard to human value, human dignity, and human rights.
Because of creation, most people have some vague awareness of
the value or dignity of human life; this is often joined with a
vague awareness of moral obligations toward others. But sin
easily turns an awareness of human dignity into pride, while
also reducing our interest in any obligations toward other people.
Remember the Chinese fishermen encountered by Hudson Tay-
lor.

Many things should change when we hear, understand, and
accept the biblical message. The gospel of Christ promises for-
giveness of sins and peace with God by faith in Jesus Christ; the
biblical message also contains important declarations about
human dignity and the duties we have toward others. Without
the biblical message, we would not appreciate the value of hu-
man life, nor would we be easily able to distinguish justice from
mercy. These biblical truths should inform and transform the
lives of Christians and our various churches and ministries. We
need to be the people who declare the value of human life while
we also embody that message in Christian communities that
practice real mercy and promote real justice. Our hope should be
that we not only bring honor to God by our lives and witness; our
hope should be that we also influence our various cultures and
become tools of both God’s saving grace and his preserving grace.

Many people are not so extremely callous as the fishermen en-
countered by Hudson Taylor when his friend drowned. One of the
reasons that not all are so callous is because they have been
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influenced by the biblical message, sometimes in a very indirect
manner. So let us consider very seriously what we can do to
increase both the direct and the indirect influence of that won-
derful biblical message, to bring a little more justice and a little
more mercy into a broken, needy world.

Appendix: The United Nations Universal Declaration
of Human Rights

Preamble

Whereas recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and
inalienable rights of all members of the human family is the
foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world,

Whereas disregard and contempt for human rights have resulted
in barbarous acts which have outraged the conscience of man-
kind, and the advent of a world in which human beings shall
enjoy freedom of speech and belief and freedom from fear and
want has been proclaimed as the highest aspiration of the com-
mon people,

Whereas it 1s essential, if man 1s not to be compelled to have
recourse, as a last resort, to rebellion against tyranny and op-
pression, that human rights should be protected by the rule of
law,

Whereas it i1s essential to promote the development of friendly
relations between nations,

Whereas the peoples of the United Nations have in the Charter
reaffirmed their faith in fundamental human rights, in the
dignity and worth of the human person and in the equal rights of
men and women and have determined to promote social progress
and better standards of life in larger freedom,

Whereas Member States have pledged themselves to achieve, in
cooperation with the United Nations, the promotion of universal
respect for and observance of human rights and fundamental
freedoms,

Whereas a common understanding of these rights and freedoms
1s of the greatest importance for the full realization of this pled-

ge,
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Now, therefore,
THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY

Proclaims this Universal Declaration of Human Rights as a
common standard of achievement for all peoples and all nations,
to the end that every individual and every organ of society,
keeping this Declaration constantly in mind, shall strive by
teaching and education to promote respect for these rights and
freedoms and by progressive measures, national and interna-
tional, to secure their universal and effective recognition and
observance, both among the peoples of Member States them-
selves and among the peoples of territories under their jurisdic-
tion.

Article 1

All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights.
They are endowed with reason and conscience and should act
towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood.

Article 2

Everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in
this Declaration, without distinction of any kind, such as race,
color, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national
or social origin, property, birth or other status.

Furthermore, no distinction shall be made on the basis of the
political, jurisdictional or international status of the country or
territory to which a person belongs, whether it be independent,
trust, non-self-governing or under any other limitation of sover-
eignty.

Article 3
Everyone has the right to life, liberty, and the security of person.

Article 4

No one shall be held in slavery or servitude; slavery and the
slave trade shall be prohibited in all their forms.
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Article 5

No one shall be subjected to torture or to cruel, inhumane or
degrading treatment or punishment.

Article 6

Everyone has a right to recognition everywhere as a person
before the law.

Article 7

All are equal before the law and are entitled without any dis-
crimination to equal protection of the law. All are entitled to
equal protection against any discrimination in violation of this
Declaration and against any incitement to such discrimination.

Article 8

Everyone has the right to an effective remedy by the competent
national tribunals for acts violating the fundamental rights
granted him by the constitution or by law.

Article 9

No one shall be subject to arbitrary arrest, detention, or exile.

Article 10

Everyone is entitled in full equality to a fair and public hearing
by an independent and impartial tribunal, in the determination
of his rights and obligation and of any criminal charge against
him.

Article 11

1. Everyone charged with a penal offence has the right to be
presumed innocent until proved guilty according to law in a
public trial at which he has had all the guaranties necessary for
his defense

2. No one shall be held guilty of any penal offence on account of
any act or omission which did not constitute a penal offence,
under national or international law, at the time when 1t was
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committed. Nor shall a heavier penalty be imposed than the one
that was applicable at the time the penal offence was commaitted.

Article 12

No one shall be subjected to arbitrary interference with his
privacy, family, home, or correspondence, nor to attacks upon his
honor and reputation. Everyone has the right to the protection of
the law against such interference or attacks.

Article 13

1. Everyone has the right to freedom of movement and residence
within the borders of each State.

2. Everyone has the right leave any country, including his own,
and to return to his country.

Article 14

1. Everyone has the right to seek and to enjoy on other countries
asylum from persecution.

2. This right may not be invoked in the case of prosecutions
genuinely arising from nonpolitical crimes or from acts contrary
to the purposes and principles of the United Nations.

Article 15
1. Everyone has a right to a nationality.

2. No one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his nationality nor
denied the right to change his nationality.

Article 16

1. Men and women of full age, without any limitation due to race,
nationality or religion, have the right to marry and to found a
family. They are entitled to equal rights as to marriage, during
marriage and at its dissolution.

2. Marriage shall be entered into only with the free and full
consent of the intending spouses.

3. The family is the natural and fundamental group unit of
society and is entitled to protection by society and the State.
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Article 17

1. Everyone has the right to own property alone as well as in
association with others.

2. No one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his property.

Article 18

Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and
religion; this right includes freedom to change his religion or
belief, and freedom, either alone or in community with others
and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in
teaching, practice, worship and observance.

Article 19

Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this
right includes freedom to hold opinions without interference and
to seek, receive and impart information and ideas through any
media and regardless of frontiers.

Article 20

1. Everyone has the right to freedom of peaceful assembly and
association.

2. No one may be compelled to belong to an association.

Article 21

1. Everyone has the right to take part in the government of his
country, directly or through freely chosen representatives.

2. Everyone has the right of equal access to public service in his
country.

3. The will of the people shall be the basis of the authority of
government; this will shall be expressed in periodic and genuine
elections which shall be by universal and equal suffrage and
shall be held by secret vote or by equivalent free voting proce-
dures.
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Article 22

Everyone, as a member of society, has the right to social security
and 1s entitled to realization, through national effort and inter-
national co-operation and in accordance with the organization
and resources of each State, of the economic, social and cultural
rights indispensable for his dignity and the free development of
his personality.

Article 23

1. Everyone has the right to work, to free choice of employment,
to just and favorable conditions of work and to protection against
unemployment.

2. Everyone, without any discrimination, has the right to equal
pay for equal work.

3. Everyone who works has the right to just and favorable remu-
neration ensuring for himself and his family an existence worthy
of human dignity, and supplemented, if necessary, by other
means of social protection.

4. Everyone has the right to form and to join trade unions for the
protection of his interests.

Article 24

Everyone has the right to rest and leisure, including reasonable
limitation of working hours and periodic holidays with pay.

Article 25

1. Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the
health and well-being of himself and of his family, including food,
clothing, housing and medical care and necessary social services,
and the right to security in the event of unemployment, sickness,
disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood in cir-
cumstances beyond his control.

2. Motherhood and childhood are entitled to special care and
assistance. All children, whether born 1n or out of wedlock, shall
enjoy the same social protection.
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Article 26

1. Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free,
at least in the elementary and fundamental stages. Elementary
education shall be compulsory. Technical and professional educa-
tion shall be made generally available and higher education shall
be equally accessible to all on the basis of merit.

2. Education shall be directed to the full development of the
human personality and to the strengthening of respect for hu-
man rights and fundamental freedoms. It shall promote under-
standing, tolerance and friendship among all nations, racial or
religious groups, and shall further the activities of the United
Nations for the maintenance of peace.

3. Parents have a prior right to choose the kind of education that
shall be given to their children.

Article 27

1. Everyone has the right freely to participate in the cultural life
of the community, to enjoy the arts and to share in scientific
advancement and its benefits.

2. Everyone has the right to the protection of the moral and
material interests resulting from any scientific, literary or artis-
tic production of which he is the author.

Article 28

Everyone 1s entitled to a social and international order in which
the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration can be fully
realized.

Article 29

1. Everyone has duties to the community in which alone the free
and full development of his personality 1s possible.

2. In the exercise of his rights and freedoms, everyone shall be
subject only to such limitations as are determined by law solely
for the purpose of securing due recognition and respect for the
rights and freedoms of others and of meeting the just require-
ments of morality, public order and the general welfare in a
democratic society.
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3. These rights and freedoms may in no case be exercised con-
trary to the purposes and principles of the United Nations.

Article 30

Nothing in this Declaration may be interpreted as implying for
any State, group or person any right to engage in any activity or
to perform any act aimed at the destruction of any of the rights
and freedoms set forth herein.
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PROTECTING HUMAN RIGHTS IN PRACTICE

In spite of all the violence and suffering in the world, our world
would be far worse without the many contributions of Christians
and the influence of biblical ideas. From the earliest days of the
Christian church, believers learned the new commandment that
Jesus gave us: “Love one another. As I have loved you, so you
must love one another. By this will all men know that you are
my disciples, if you love one another.” (John 13:34-35) This
commandment began to change the way Christians treated each
other, so they (really we) began to care for our sick, our elderly,
our poor, our dying, our prisoners, our persecuted. And this care
could not be artificially limited to believers; it very properly
began to be extended to wider groups of people as an extension of
the love of Jesus for all. Within the first generation of the
church, the apostle Paul clarified the complementary relation-
ship between love for believers and love for all our neighbors.
“Therefore, as we have opportunity, let us do good to all people,
especially to those who belong to the family of believers.” (Gala-
tians 6:10)

At first, in Christian history, believers especially invested much
of their very limited time and energy into caring for the weak
and helpless. They buried the dead who would not otherwise
have a dignified burial. They took care of orphans, many of
whom were unwanted babies who had been abandoned by their
parents. And when one Christian was a slave owned by another
Christian, they even asked that the whole relationship be sub-
stantially changed. (See the New Testament book of Philemon.)
These actions, joined with the explanation of these actions, stood
as a living rebuke and prophetic confrontation with the cruelty of
the surrounding culture. And slowly the believers began to
contribute 1deas, better customs, humane ways of life, and whole
mstitutions (such as hospitals, orphanages, and schools) to the
surrounding world. Some of these have become standard practice
in the world without many people noticing why we do these
things or where the motivation originated. For example, in much
of the world today, people know they should get out of the way
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when an ambulance comes down the street with flashing lights
and a screaming siren; I think this very good practice is partly
the result of the contributions of Christians and biblical ideas for
many centuries. Ancient Roman culture would probably have not
been so concerned with human suffering.

It seems to have been somewhat later in Christian history that
believers started to become extensively involved in protecting
justice for people who were being denied justice. The first gen-
erations of Christians were mostly very poor and socially mar-
ginalized, without ready access to public opinion or government;
this situation almost forced the early Christians to a limited
practice of mercy without being able to contribute much to the
public practice of justice. By the nineteenth century, however, we
have outstanding examples of evangelical Christians who were
extensively and sacrificially involved in trying to help protect the
rights of other people. Evangelical Christians were very active in
trying to protect the rights of the people who were held in slavery
(especially in Great Britain and North America), as well as in
arguing for freedom of religion (for all religions) in the Ottoman
Empire (partly today’s Turkey). Evangelical Christians have a
heritage of not only practicing personal love and mercy but also
establishing organizations and programs to provide mercy and
promote public justice (human rights protection).

If you have read this little book this far, you are probably inter-
ested in what you can do to increase and improve the contribu-
tions of Christians to protecting human rights. Here are my
suggestions of steps many can take.

1. Publicize Human Rights Abuses.

There 1s almost always real suffering when someone’s God-given
rights are abused. Most other people will have a God-given
sympathy response when they hear the stories or see pictures of
people who are suffering. And if that suffering is caused by
human cruelty or by an evil government, powerful anger at those
committing injustice will strengthen the sympathy response.
Sympathy for those getting hurt and anger against those hurting
others can stimulate a wide range of action. Some will demand
that the criminals against humanity be called to account in a
court, while others will take steps to help the wounded. One of
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the best steps we can take when human rights are being harmed
1s to tell the stories and show the pictures of the victims. This
can reduce the problem now and change what people will do in
the future. And people who are hurting others usually know that
many people around the world will become angry at them; they
may even have a feeling inside that what they are doing is deeply
wrong. Publicity 1s a first step toward reducing human rights
abuses.

Probably only a few readers are called to become journalists, but
in the twenty-first century, many of us can assist in the process
of confronting human rights abuses by means of communicating.
Whenever there are human rights abuses occurring, Christians
should make their best effort to bring the problem to the atten-
tion of many other people by means of carefully reporting or
sending pictures of what is happening. This might be only by
word of mouth if one has limited means of communication. Or it
might be by sending reports to newspapers, television stations,
or websites. In some situations, the best thing to do may be to
communicate within the resources of our churches and mission
agencies, many of which have newsletters, websites, or other
means of communication. Publicity will almost always help
reduce the pressure on people who are persecuted for their faith,
who are denied basic freedoms, or who are threatened with
ethnic cleansing or genocide. Many Christians will be able to
help publicize such problems. And we should help whenever we
can. Freedom of speech and freedom of the media have some-
times become established, legally protected practices because
Christians have decided they need to obey a God-given duty to
speak freely about human suffering; we must speak openly and
freely whenever we know that people who are created in the
1mage of God are being unnecessarily hurt.

2. Teach and Preach the Whole Message of God.

Of course, all Christians in positions of teaching and preaching
in our churches and other ministries will want to “proclaim the
whole will of God” as Paul described his task. (Acts 20:27) The
center of evangelical proclamation and teaching should always
be the gospel of the death and resurrection of Christ, along with
the proper responses of repentance, faith, gratitude, and new
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obedience. But the center of our preaching is not the whole story
or the whole Word of God. Like the prophet Amos of the Old
Testament (Read Amos chapters 1 and 2 if his preaching is not
vivid 1n your memory.), our preachers and teachers should look
for the right occasions to confront the great sins against human-
ity in our time. Amos was God’s spokesman in his time; that task
falls to preachers and Christian teachers today. This may require
great courage, but it i1s part of the calling of Christian leaders.
Properly prophetic preaching which declares God’s displeasure at
crimes against humanity will empower the entire Body of Christ
to join in publicizing human rights abuses. We must be very
careful not to confuse our preaching of God’s Word with our
political preferences; we must also be careful not to lose our
courage to proclaim God’s wrath when his image in human
beings 1s attacked.

A further part of the full message of God is how we should un-
derstand what a human being is. It 1s worth repeating: many
people in the world today have no clear answers to the questions
about what a human being 1s. We have biblical answers that can
sometimes be largely accepted by many people before they come
to faith. And these biblical answers can make a huge contribu-
tion to a humane way of life, whether or not our neighbors come
to faith in Christ. As I would explain the biblical teaching, there
are two sides to human nature; we have great dignity and worth
because we are created in the image of God; we also have the
potential to become murderers because sin lies deep within the
human heart. Human beings are worth protecting because they
are made 1n the image of God; they sometimes need to be re-
strained because of sin. This two-sided understanding of human
nature should be widely taught and discussed among evangelical
Christians and offered as an answer to all those who have ques-
tions about what it means to be human. We should try to help
this description of humans to slowly slide into the rest of our
world, where this way of thinking can lead to healthier commu-
nities and a more humane way of life. Ideas have consequences,
and good 1deas have good consequences.
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3. Here Are Some Occasional Steps.

There are several other steps that a few Christians may be able
to take if the proper occasion arises. Only a small number of
believers will be in positions in which they can make these chan-
ges, but all well-educated believers should be aware of these
matters.

1. There 1s generally a much higher level of protection for human
rights if a state or country has a system of courts and profes-
sional judges that is largely independent of the administration
(president or prime minister) of the country. Whenever there are
major political changes, we should encourage the establishment
of an independent court system.

2. Written codes of human rights can make a significant contri-
bution, especially if these codes or declarations are discussed
repeatedly. Of course, just the official proclamation of human
rights does not lead to any automatic protection of real human
beings, but such declarations and codes set a public, official
standard that can begin to contribute to justice in practice.

3. We should call on governments and all military forces to follow
the human rights declarations and codes which they have often
affirmed or signed but which they may have forgotten. Many
countries have signed very good human rights documents which
must now be followed; someone must call on government to
follow the standards they have publicly affirmed.

4. A written constitution which is carefully followed usually
helps protect the rights of people in that country or state. In
times of national transition, we should encourage the careful
writing of constitutions which include human rights protections.

5. Strong families and strong churches will, with time, tend to
hold governments and military/police forces in some restraint
and to prevent some serious abuses. In some circumstances,
courageous churches can serve as a balance of power when a
government starts moving in an inhumane or unjust direction.

6. Chaos and massive corruption can easily threaten the lives of
people as much as inhumane totalitarian governments. Just
government that protects the lives and rights of people is the
antidote to both chaos and inhumane government.
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7. Christians should always be willing to consider public protests
and even non-violent civil disobedience to protect the rights of
people, but these actions must be very carefully and cautiously
considered. We should be very cautious about ever doing any-
thing that might cause the collapse of public order, since the
resulting chaos could easily be worse than a harsh government.

8. Caring for the victims of human rights abuses is one of the
most effective public rebukes of those who committed the crimes.
We must become leaders in caring for the victims of crimes
against humanity.

4. This Is My Personal Plea.

I would appeal to you, my fellow evangelical Christians, to make
the protection of human rights an important part of your under-
standing of Christian ethics, an important part of your response
to God’s undeserved grace in Christ. There have been far too
many holocausts in our world. But courageous, God-fearing
people can make a difference. Many millions of people today call
themselves Christians. If even a small number of us do what we
can to protect the rights of our neighbors, the world will be a
much better place. And God will be glorified.

Of course, my plea is very big. It will require learning to speak
the language of human rights, an important contemporary lan-
guage about public justice, a language which has sometimes been
used to communicate foolish ideas. But as believers we should
think big for the glory of God, while we also learn and work
diligently at the immediately possible steps. As a good friend has
said,

Where would our world be if no one had ever demanded changes

that seemed, at the moment, to be totally unimaginable? But

also: Where would our world be, if we only talked about the big

matters that we cannot change right now and did not make use
of the possibilities that appear right now?68

I would like us to try to change our world for Jesus.

68 Thomas Schirrmacher, Ethik, Volume 3, p. 553.
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