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A Christian’s Perspective on Personhood 

Undeniably, human embryonic stem cell research is a sensitive issue. It is contested by 

opponents on the grounds that the embryo is life, and as such, to destroy it would be tantamount 

to murder, while proponents say that the embryo is little more than a ball of cells and thus has no 

moral status as a person; further, the potential benefits of curing currently incurable diseases 

outweighs any of the issues with destroying an embryo. The American legal code currently states 

that an embryo does not constitute a human being (Pickering); however, to rely on the legal 

definition of personhood is ethically irresponsible. The legal definition is not permanent or 

constant, which means that it is subject to change at any time. An amendment to the code would 

add or remove the status of personhood from many individuals. Yet it seems odd that the moral 

status of an individual should be dictated by something as arbitrary as the law. Rarely does an 

individual’s moral status change, and if it does, it is not due to the addition or subtraction of 

words from an official document. Rather, the law does its best to reflect moral theories and 

judgments on the conferment of personhood. These theories and judgments are not grounded in 

such arbitrary definitions as the law, but in intrinsic features of the individual in question, as well 

as absolute external assessments of said individual. One such way to assess the moral status of a 

human embryo is through religious dictates. According to the Christian Bible, the human embryo 

is created by God and recognized by him as life, and this relationship between Creator and 

created bestows the unborn form with full moral status. 
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The Bible very strongly implies that life begins at conception. The psalmist worships God 

with the following regarding his creation: 

13 For you formed my inward parts; 

    you knitted me together in my mother's womb. 

14 I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made. . . . 

15 My frame was not hidden from you, 

when I was being made in secret, 

    intricately woven in the depths of the earth. 

16 Your eyes saw my unformed substance; 

in your book were written, every one of them, 

    the days that were formed for me, 

    when as yet there was none of them. (The Holy Bible, English Standard 

Version®, Ps. 139:13-16) 

Verse 13 clearly indicates that God is responsible for the creation of human beings; he “formed” 

the psalmist in “[his] mother’s womb.” This implies that moral status is gained somewhere 

during the 40 weeks of gestation. While opponents may note that this verse should only apply to 

implanted embryos because of the reference to the womb, it is important to note that the idea of 

in vitro fertilization would have been inconceivable to the writers of this manuscript, as it was 

developed hundreds of years after the completion of the Bible. Furthermore, God saw the 

psalmist even before his formation in the womb, while he was still “unformed substance.” The 

psalmist states that God saw his days “when as yet there was none of them.” Clearly, God 

recognizes an embryo even before it is fertilized and before it is implanted. 
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Relationships is one of the moral theories of when an individual gains moral status. The 

theory states that, because relationships bring value to lives, they are the means by which moral 

status is gained (Lee). This is one of the arguments a Christian makes with regard to the moral 

status of an embryo. Psalm 139:13-16 demonstrates that God has a relationship with a human for 

the entirety of its physical existence, from fertilization to death; furthermore, God has a 

relationship with the human even before its fertilization. If God, creator of the universe and 

creator of the persons who aim to judge the moral status of an embryo, deems that the embryo 

has moral status because it is “wonderfully made,” the Christian is in no place to contest an 

embryo’s personhood. The fact that God recognizes the psalmist’s former embryo is the 

Christian’s basis for believing that an embryo has full moral status as a person. 

One of the possible objections to this view is that the Christians who adopt this particular 

view are fundamentalists, who interpret the Bible literally and may not take into consideration 

the artistic intent of the psalmist (Jafari et al. 92). A psalm is, after all, a song, and as a work of 

art should have leeway in its interpretation. However, even with a less literal approach to this 

psalm, the logic still holds. The Bible declares that God is “perfect in knowledge” (ESV, Job 

37:16b) and that “he knows everything” (ESV, 1 John 3:20b). Since God is omniscient, He 

would still know each embryo before it is formed. God would still have created every embryo, 

knitting and weaving it together with care. Even if this psalm is only figurative, inference from 

other parts of the Bible demands that Christians recognize the full moral status of a human 

embryo, since God is omniscient and therefore recognizes each embryo before it is formed. 

Objectors may also purport that if God recognizes human embryos, then He must also 

recognize embryos of all other organisms; and if this is the case, Christians also ought to argue 

for the full moral status of all embryos, regardless of species. Here, a Christian holds to the moral 
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theory of human properties, which says that conception by human parents and a human genetic 

code confers moral status on an individual (Lee). Genesis 1:27 (ESV) states, “So God created 

man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them.” 

No other organism has the privilege of being created in “the image of God.” This distinction 

between humans and other organisms is clearly evident in the fact that, generally and universally, 

humans have higher level mental capabilities than other organisms. The fact that humans are 

created in the image of God accounts for the fact that humans have cognitive properties and 

moral reasoning, two other moral theories on personhood (Lee). This is what leads Helen Watts 

to conclude, “The interests of a rational kind of being - a being fulfilled by rationality - would 

appear to have a distinctive moral importance as compared with the interests of non-rational 

beings. This distinctive moral importance is a subject of enormous complexity; however, it 

seems undeniable that the interests of a human being are more important, in the demands they 

make on us, than the interests of a cow” (225-226). While the embryo itself does not possess the 

same cognitive and moral reasoning abilities as older humans do, this does not exclude the 

embryo from full moral status because it is created in God’s image and He recognizes it in full. 

The Christian believes, then, that life and personhood begins at conception for two 

reasons: first, the definition of personhood ought to be extended to as early as possible to prevent 

the destruction of any individual that God recognizes as a person; and second, the fertilized egg 

is the first stage at which a single entity will progress into a human being. If God recognizes the 

future potential of an embryo being “formed” in the “mother’s womb” (ESV, Psalm 139:13), 

then the Christian should do everything possible to ensure that future potential. Jeremy Brown 

notes that “the argument from potential entails the moral imperative 'give the same moral respect 

to all potential persons that you give to actualised persons'. Now unfertilised eggs and sperms are 
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biologically active and are also - considered jointly - potential persons” (203). Although he 

astutely notes that extending the logic of potientiality should then include sperm and unfertilized 

eggs, this does not address the fact that the psalmist also astutely notes that a mother’s womb is 

required for the embryo to develop, which points to the importance of fertilization and 

implantation to life. A sperm and an egg held separately do not have the same potential as a 

sperm and an egg held together jointly in the right conditions, and thus the fertilized egg ought to 

mark the beginning of life and personhood. Operating on this individual at any point thereafter 

constitutes not only a violation of the right to life, but the murder of God-recognized person. 

Admittedly, the Christian’s entire philosophy rests on the a priori premise that God exists 

and that the Bible is His words, from which it follows that His recognition of the embryo before 

it is even conceived grants it full moral status. Without this assumption, the embryo is nothing 

more than a ball of cells. Neural function begins at the formation of the primitive streak at 14 

days, and neural tube closure at 40 days marks the beginning of sentience (Cameron and 

Williamson 216). The very characteristics that differentiate humans from animals, “the 

neurological basis of consciousness, memory, logical thinking, and all the higher functions 

which are commonly associated with the special characteristics distinguishing people from 

animals” are not acquired until “some time after birth” (Brown 202, 203). The moral theories of 

cognition, moral agency, and sentience (Lee) are not fulfilled until, at the very earliest, 40 days. 

The blastocyst contains undifferentiated cells, which means that the embryo cannot respond to 

any stimuli. Given these facts and the elimination of the Christian’s premises, it is hard to deny 

that the blastocyst should be used for human embryonic stem cell research, especially in light of 

the fact that the potential for alleviating currently uncurable diseases is huge. The Christian’s 

main defense here is to argue that personhood should not be dependent on changeable factors, 
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those that can be added or removed, for the same reason that it should not be subject solely to 

legal definition: changeable factors make personhood arbitrary. To say that moral status can be 

gained at 40 days, or months after birth, is to say that moral status can also be lost, and moral 

status should not be contingent on the actions of another human being. One should not be able to 

lose moral status simply because another human forces him or her into a vegetative state. 

The question must be asked: Why does the Christian cling so tenaciously to the belief 

that personhood begins at fertilization? Though many argue the embryo is nothing more than a 

ball of cells—which it is—and thus merits no special attention, why does the Christian insist that 

it deserves protection, on the basis of something so seemingly arbitrary as a few verses from the 

Bible? It is simply this: if there is a God, and He exists according to the Bible, then salvation is 

the turning point on which Christians base their actions. God created human beings with the 

command to be perfect, as He is perfect, which He could do because He created mankind. But 

each and every person has failed this command, such as through lying or stealing or disobedience 

to parents, and in doing so, deserves punishment. God, in absolute perfection, cannot tolerate sin 

at all, and thus sentences every human being to eternal punishment in hell for disobedience. But 

God, in His incredible mercy, sent His Son, Jesus Christ, to earth to live a perfect life. Jesus was 

crucified on the cross, though He committed no sins, so that His perfection would be credited to 

those who believe in his sacrifice, and they will not suffer punishment in hell. This incredible 

grace and love, in that God did not have to send Jesus to die in the place of believers, is what 

drives Christians to insist, in the face of scientific arguments, that personhood begins at 

fertilization. The Christian argues from a biblical basis so that, born of thankfulness for His 

mercy as demonstrated at the cross, God receives due glory in obedience to His word. 
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