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The corner abortion clinic may have done
more to define contemporary evangelical
theology than has the community Bible
church down the street. After all, orthodox
Christian theology, from Pentecost onward,
has sharpened itself against the counter-
arguments of heretical movements.1 In the
first century, incipient Gnosticism forced
the apostolic church to articulate clearly the
holistic nature of creation, sin, and resur-
rection. The onslaught of heretical propos-
als on the identity of Jesus led to the clarity
of the Trinitarian ecumenical councils. The
indulgence peddling of the medieval
Catholic Church led to the forceful Refor-
mation pronouncements on justification
through faith in Christ alone. In a similar
way, the United States Supreme Court’s
landmark Roe v. Wade decision has con-
fronted global evangelicalism with a chal-
lenge that is no less daunting and no less
doctrinal—namely, the American social
theology of personal and sexual autonomy.

It is virtually beyond dispute that Roe v.

Wade energized American evangelicals
from their political isolationism, driving
them into the public square.2 But Roe did
more than prompt evangelical political
action. Against the spirit of Roe, evan-
gelicals were forced to rethink their
biblical priorities and their theological
assumptions. Thirty years after Roe v. Wade,

evangelical theology is, in many ways,
transformed. This doctrinal development,
however, remains static. The challenges of
Roe are mutating and accelerating, forcing

evangelicals to rethink further how the
Spirit would have them to live as pro-life
exiles in pro-choice America. While the past
thirty years have been pivotal in evangeli-
cal applied theology, the next thirty years
may be even more crucial to the future of
evangelical theology.

Roe and Evangelical Theology:
The Past Thirty Years

The roots of Roe v. Wade reach back to a
pastor’s study. Sarah Weddington was
more than simply the attorney who suc-
cessfully argued the landmark case before
the United States Supreme Court. She was
a driving philosophical force behind the
abortion rights movement, combing Texas
for potential litigants who could help over-
turn abortion restrictions. In her autobiog-
raphy Weddington attributes her passion
for abortion rights to the theology she
inherited from her father, a Texas Method-
ist minister. Weddington describes her
father’s ministry as “not the fire-and-brim-
stone variety;” but rather “the gospel of
‘Christian social concern’ exemplified in
the United Methodist Church’s pro-choice
stance on abortion rights.”3 After hearing
that she had won the Roe case, Weddington
writes that her father was elated since “he
was pleased that the principles he person-
ally held and which I had represented had
been approved by the Supreme Court; and
he was glad that women be no longer in
back alleys but rather in safe surroundings
under the watchful eyes of trained profes-
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sionals.”4 When later Weddington, as a
White House lawyer, attempted to con-
vince President Jimmy Carter of the moral
rightness of Medicaid funding of abortion,
she appealed to their common “religious
heritage” and to her father’s ministry.5

Weddington’s link between American
religion and abortion rights is not inciden-
tal. Indeed, before the Supreme Court she
noted American Protestantism’s support
for legalized abortion, a position noted
by Justice Harry Blackmun in the Roe

decision.6

These Protestant underpinnings of the
early abortion arguments are ironic, given
the ambivalent initial reaction of evangel-
icals to Roe v. Wade. Christianity Today maga-
zine, for example, greeted Roe by blankly
reporting that the decision “brought, as
expected, immediate response from the
nation’s Roman Catholic leaders.”7 Indeed,
the perception that pro-life concern was “a
Catholic issue” was not merely a percep-
tion, but a too seldom lamented fact.
Nearly five years before Roe, evangelical
theologian Carl F. H. Henry, then editor of
Christianity Today, arranged a symposium
on abortion and contraception with the
Christian Medical Society. The symposium
produced a document, “A Protestant Af-
firmation on the Control of Human Repro-
duction,” which was said to represent the
consensus of the twenty-five evangelical
scholars who participated in the event.
“The Bible does not expressly prohibit ei-
ther contraception or abortion but it does
set forth certain governing principles such
as the sanctity of life, the command to
multiply, and the apostolic injunction for
husband and wife to satisfy each other’s
sexual needs,” the evangelicals noted.8

With this the case, the evangelicals offered
a strikingly “pro-choice” stance on both
contraception and abortion rights.

“Whether or not the performance of an
induced abortion is sinful we are not
agreed, but about the necessity and permis-
sibility for it under certain circumstances
we are in accord,” the document states.
“The Christian physician who is asked to
perform an abortion will seek to discover
the will of God in this as in every other area
of life.” Thus, the statement affirms the
physician must exercise “great caution in
prescribing an abortion” since the fetus
is “at the least, a potential and develop-
ing human life.” The evangelical doctor
must, therefore, the document notes,
“advise induced abortion only to safeguard
greater values sanctioned by Scripture.
These values may be individual, familial
or societal.” This appeal to “greater values”
is fully in accord with the principles out-
lined later in Roe v. Wade. Furthermore, the
Christianity Today manifesto located
personhood at birth—precisely where the
Supreme Court would find it in 1973:
“From the moment of birth, the infant is a
human being with all the rights which
Holy Scripture accords to all human
beings; therefore infanticide under any
name should be condemned.”9 The mani-
festo therefore endorsed the American
College of Obstetricians and Gynecolo-
gists’ statement on therapeutic abortion—
a statement that supports legal abortion for
rape, incest, genetic deformity, and the life
or “health” of the mother—with “health”
taking into consideration “the patient’s
total environment, actual or reasonably
foreseeable.”10 With such ambiguity even
among conservative evangelicals, it is not
difficult to see why American culture
evolved to the point of accepting Roe v.

Wade without a sense of overwhelming
outrage.

Thus, for the evangelicals who lead the
crusade to awaken evangelicals to the hor-
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rors of the abortion culture, one of the fore-
most items on the agenda was a revision
to defective elements of evangelical theol-
ogy—elements that had permitted evan-
gelical Protestantism to yawn in the face
of the culture of death. Evangelical theol-
ogy was forced to reconsider a pessimistic
eschatology—driven by classical dispen-
sationalism—which saw little use for social
engagement.11 It was forced to reconsider
an ecclesiology of the “spirituality of the
church”—driven by some forms of
Reformed confessionalism—that severed
the “spiritual” concerns of the church from
the “temporal” concerns of the secular
city.12 But, perhaps even more significantly,
evangelical theology has been forced by
Roe to rethink the relationship between
creation and redemption—a relationship
that makes sense of the biblical value on
human life, especially at its most vulner-
able stages. Francis Schaeffer, an early voice
of pro-life evangelicalism, was among the
first to sound this alarm. As Schaeffer saw
it, evangelicals lagged behind Roman
Catholics in denouncing abortion rights
because of “the prison of their platonic
spirituality,” which failed to see that
imperiled human life is not at the periph-
ery of the gospel.13 Schaeffer believed that
the evangelical doctrinal consensus on
creation and salvation did not offer the
theological resources to address the ques-
tions raised by Roe.

Schaeffer was proven right by the pub-
lic scrambling of American evangelicalism
in the months following the Supreme Court
edict, as many of them seemed to ask,
“What hath the revival tent to do with the
abortion clinic?” For example, at the
announcement of Roe v. Wade, Christianity

Today quoted Southern Baptist conserva-
tive patriarch W. A. Criswell, pastor of the
First Baptist Church of Dallas, Texas, as

affirming Roe based on his theological po-
sition on the distinction between soul and
body: “I have always felt that it was only
after a child was born and had life sepa-
rate from its mother that it became an in-
dividual person, and it has always, there-
fore, seemed to me that what is best for
the mother and for the future should be
allowed.”14

While Criswell would later embrace the
pro-life cause, a younger Baptist who came
of age politically during the Roe era would
appeal to the same theological basis for
legalized abortion. Vetoing anti-abortion
legislation, President Bill Clinton pointed
to the body/soul distinction he said he
learned from a Southern Baptist pastor—
namely, that life begins with breath rather
than conception.15 Former Southern Semi-
nary ethicist Paul D. Simmons, now active
in the theologically liberal Cooperative
Baptist Fellowship, continues to make such
a soul/body distinction, arguing that the
fetus is not a “person” since he or she has
not yet received the “breath of life” spo-
ken of in Genesis 2:7.16 Simmons further
argues that a libertarian view of providence
likewise demands legalized abortion since
human beings are sometimes called “to
make godlike decisions regarding their
stewardship of their procreative powers,
as in abortion.”17 With the shift of the
Southern Baptist Convention (SBC) toward
biblical inerrancy and evangelical con-
fessionalism, Southern Baptist churches
and the agencies they fund rebuffed
Simmons’s arguments. Indeed, such
arguments have been repudiated deci-
sively by virtually the entire spectrum of
conservative evangelical theology in the
years since 1973.

 Ironically, on the abortion issue,
evangelicals have been driven to sola

scriptura by the arguments of Roman



43

Catholics. The abortion debate has sparked
an evangelical theological renaissance on
the question of human dignity and the
implications of the imago Dei. As such,
evangelical theology has stressed the
uniqueness of humanity in the created
order. The creation mandate of Genesis
grants the primeval humans as the vice-
regents of God dominion over nature in all
of its forms (Gen 1:26; Psalm 8)—but it does
not grant them “godlike” dominion over
human life. Indeed, evangelical theology
in its interface with the “theology” of abor-
tion rights has marshaled a compelling
biblical case against such views of human
autonomy in life-and-death decision-mak-
ing, views that are essential to the case of
Roe.18 Instead, evangelical theology has
reasserted the biblical concept that the
imago Dei that establishes the uniqueness
of humanity is itself that which renders the
murder of innocent human life unthinkable
(Gen 9:6).19 With such the case, evangelical
theology has countered the “culture of
death” with a view of human life that
makes better sense of the singular unique-
ness of the human being—an understand-
ing that has been essential to evangelical
evaluation of other, related issues such as
the accelerating calls for “animal rights,”
euthanasia of the disabled, and assisted
suicide for the terminally ill. Questions
such as those raised in the abortion debate
have prompted evangelical theology to
affirm—with the witness of biblical revela-
tion—that the imago Dei is not merely
functional, but is an ontological reality
inherent in every being that is human.20

A strictly “functional” view of human
personhood is the metaphysical culprit not
only in the secular theology of abortion
rights, but also in the arguments of its
apologists within the fold of mainline Prot-
estantism.21 The evangelical emphasis on

the imago Dei has further equipped evan-
gelical theology to offer biblically-informed
worldview decisions on issues much more
complicated than the abortion of an unborn
infant—“therapeutic” human cloning, for
instance, or embryonic stem cell research,
issues the first generation of post-Roe

evangelicals might never have dreamed
would become the focus of debate.22

Moreover, evangelical theology has
developed a more coherent view of the
relationship between the “soul” and the
body. Unlike the arguments of abortion
rights activists, Scripture will not allow
Christian theology to assign “personhood”
to a human being at some point subsequent
to the formation of his body. For the psalm-
ist, the fetus knit together in the womb is
“me” (Ps 139:14-16). The incarnation of the
eternal Logos does not take place with the
first breath in the Bethlehem stable, but in
the hidden depths of the Nazarene virgin’s
womb (Luke 1:31-35, 41-44). This focus,
illuminated by the abortion debate, has
returned evangelical theology to a key
tenet of Scripture. We do not “have” souls;
we are souls. We do not have bodies; we are

embodied beings.23

This affirmation stands in stark contrast
to the “gospel” of Roe, rooted as it is in
Enlightenment anthropology and in the lib-
ertarian frenzy of the sexual revolution.
Agrarian essayist Wendell Berry, while at
variance with evangelical Protestantism on
a host of issues, recognizes what is at stake
in this debate—whether we will see
humanity as one more “machine” to be
dominated by technological progress.24

Berry identifies an unbiblical dualism as
the heart of this contemporary “gospel”:

For many centuries there have been
people who looked upon the body,
as upon the natural world, as an
encumbrance of the soul, and so
have hated the body, as they have
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hated the natural world, and longed
to be free of it. They have seen the
body as intolerably imperfect by
spiritual standards. More recently,
since the beginning of the techno-
logical revolution, more and more
people have looked upon the body,
along with the rest of the natural
creation, as intolerably imperfect by
mechanical standards. They see the
body as an encumbrance of the
mind—the mind, that is, as reduced
to a set of mechanical ideas that can
be implemented in machines—and
so they hate it and long to be free
of it.25

Berry therefore recognizes the anti-
creational and anti-material bent of the
sexual revolution. The current Zeitgeist of
sexual libertarianism, Berry contends, “is
mostly an industrial phenomenon, in
which the body is used as an idea of plea-
sure or a pleasure machine with the aim of
‘freeing’ natural pleasure from natural con-
sequence.”26 The result, he warns, is that
“industrial sexuality seeks to conquer
nature by exploiting it and ignoring the
consequences, by denying any connection
between nature and spirit or body and soul,
and by evading social responsibility.”27

Nothing could be further from the creation-
affirming cultural mandate of Genesis, a
mandate seen reflected most clearly in the
New Man—Jesus the Messiah (Heb 2:5-10).

With this the case, Princeton University
law professor, Robert George, rightly iden-
tifies the “personhood” arguments of abor-
tion rights advocates as the “last refuge of
those who are bent on justifying destruc-
tive research on embryonic human beings,
but wish to avoid the collapse into utili-
tarianism.”28 George appeals to natural law
theory at this point, but he identifies an
often-neglected truth grounded in the
revealed anthropology of Scripture:

You and I are essentially human,
physical organisms. We do not

“have” organisms that we (consid-
ered as conscious and desiring
agents) possess and use; rather, we
are rational-animal organisms.
Therefore we—that is, the persons we
are—come to be precisely as and
when the animal-organisms we are
come to be. One does not become a
person only sometime after one
comes to be. The human person is a
bodily entity—not a mere conscious-
ness inhabiting and using a body—
so all human beings, including
embryonic human beings, retarded
human beings, and frail, demented,
and dying human beings, are “per-
sons” whose rights deserve respect
and protection.29

With this emphasis, evangelical theol-
ogy has reclaimed a more biblical portrait
of the holistic and cosmic nature of
redemption. Evangelicals do not have bib-
lical warrant to disengage from the life-
and-death issues of the public square in
order to pursue an “other-worldly” and
“wholly spiritual” endeavor of rescuing
souls from the created order. The Christian
doctrine of salvation is rooted in the cre-
ation purposes of God, as well as in the
eschatological telos of creation in the resto-
ration of the image of God (Rom 8:29) and
the regeneration of the entire cosmos (Eph
1:10). The two come together in the resur-
rection of Jesus from the dead, the decisive
act of redemptive history that confirms the
Kingdom purposes of God for the whole
of humanity, body and soul, as well as for
the whole of the created order. The resur-
rection of Jesus, as the righteous human
firstborn of the new creation (Col 1:18; Heb
5:7-9) along with the future resurrection of
the Messiah’s joint-heirs is a resounding
confirmation that God still deems His cos-
mos—including His justified image-bear-
ers—as “good” (Rom 8:19-23). This informs
evangelical engagement on issues such
as abortion because, as ethicist Oliver
O’Donovan observes, the resurrection does
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away with any notion that Christian the-
ology mandates a negation of the bodily
and material aspects of created reality.30

A creational understanding of the gos-
pel as revealed in the new creation begun
in the resurrection, therefore, demands that
Christians embrace a holistic concern for
humanity. By refusing to bifurcate the
body from the soul, a Kingdom-oriented
soteriology might have well served an
evangelical theology taken off-guard by
Roe. By envisioning the mission of the
Kingdom as encompassing concern for
both body and soul, and by seeing King-
dom priorities as including both the justi-
fication of the wicked and justice for the
innocent, evangelical theology might
have been better prepared for the cultural
upheaval that led to the debate over abor-
tion rights. This holistic interrelationship
between creation and salvation would also
serve as an impetus for evangelical theol-
ogy to engage vigorously other matters of
human dignity, which are mounting as
reproductive and human cloning technolo-
gies proliferate.

The theological emphases recovered by
an evangelical theology challenged by Roe

have resulted in a more biblically compre-
hensive doctrinal worldview. Moreover,
because of the populist nature of the “pro-
life” argument, this theological develop-
ment has not been relegated to the evan-
gelical academy, but has filtered through
the grassroots of evangelical church mem-
bers. This doctrinal concern has been
reinforced by “Sanctity of Human Life”
Sundays promoted by evangelical denomi-
nations and parachurch organizations to
fall around each anniversary of the Roe

decision. Evangelicals who picket abortion
clinics with signs proclaiming, “I’m a
Child, Not a Choice” do so because they,
like their Roman Catholic co-belligerents,

have a theologically informed understand-
ing of human nature. Evangelicals who
staff crisis-pregnancy centers and adoption
agencies see more clearly now the King-
dom nature of their labors. In caring for
the least of the “brothers” of the exalted
Christ (Matt 25:40), they are making a claim
about the priorities of the messianic King-
dom (James 1:27). In opposing the gospel
of Roe, evangelical theology, in many ways,
has found the face of Jesus reflected in faces
they may never see until the resurrection—
those of the vulnerable unborn. Such is
much more than cultural activism. It is all
part of contending for the faith once for all
delivered to the saints (Jude 3).

Roe and Evangelical Theology:
The Next Thirty Years

Even so, the next thirty years of post-
Roe America may offer an even more
daunting challenge for evangelical theol-
ogy. While evangelical theology has cor-
rected some of the doctrinal deficiencies
present in the mid-twentieth century, there
are other theological fissures that may
imperil a prolonged biblically informed
pro-life witness from conservative evan-
gelical Protestantism. Evangelicals first
must learn to see the abortion culture
within a biblical philosophy of history—
namely, one that takes seriously the per-
vasive effects of human sin on individuals
and social structures. While dispensa-
tionalist “pessimism” may have driven
earlier forms of conservative Protestantism
to an unbiblical despair of any success in
the public arena, the triumphalism of the
post-Roe Christian Right may lead to the
opposite—and equally unbiblical—
extreme. Some evangelicals—and others in
the pro-life coalition—believe that the abor-
tion battle is being “won” by the pro-life
movement. As evidence of this, they point
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to declining abortion rates, the stigma still
associated with abortion, incremental gains
in regulating some kinds of abortion, and
a resurgence of pro-life conviction among
the younger generation.31

The optimists are partially right. Many
of these indicators do point to genuine cul-
tural victories. Polling data does suggest
that younger citizens—especially young
women—are much more likely to identify
as “pro-life” than those of their mothers’
generation.32 It would be naı̈ve, however,
to read into this shift a wholesale cultural
rejection of the abortion culture. Could it
be that describing one’s ideology as “pro-
life” is much easier in an era in which the
abortion issue seems forever “settled” to
most of the American population? With
abortion seen less and less as a political
issue, might it be that the “pro-life” versus
“pro-choice” debate is akin to contempo-
rary debates over the relative merits of the
Union versus the Confederacy? One’s loy-
alties might reveal something about other
values and convictions, but little is at stake
in terms of the outcome of the Civil War.
Can it really be said that the pro-life side is
winning the day when almost no one in
either camp ever expects to see legal pro-
tection for the unborn in his or her lifetime?
After all, even if a more conservative
Supreme Court were finally to overturn
Roe, does anyone—on either side—expect
any state—with the possible exceptions of
Utah and Louisiana—to enact any mean-
ingful restrictions on abortion? The pro-life
movement has seen real victories, but the
culture war is far from over. Pro-family
activist James Dobson is correct to argue
that pro-life progress is endangered by a
“purism” that rejects any incremental leg-
islation short of a Human Life Amendment
to the United States Constitution.33 At the
same time, pro-life evangelicals should not

allow incremental gains to mitigate our
understanding of the enormity of the task
before us. An evangelical realism must see
therefore that the abortion battle must be
fought on two fronts—that of the culture
and that of the law. A narrow focus on
incremental progress must be joined with
a broad focus on the ultimate goal—the
legal and societal protection of the unborn.

In so doing, evangelical theology must
remind us that abortion has never been—
and never will be—a stand-alone issue. It
is part of a much larger and much more
ominous cultural downgrade. As pro-life
liberal atheist Nat Hentoff contends:
“There is more to abortion than abortion.”34

Between the two sides of the abortion
debate there is a yawning ideological
chasm—a fundamental clash over two
differing visions of reality.35 This is more
than a couple of presidential elections can
change—although presidential elections
are one place to start.

Evangelical theology can clarify a pro-
life vision by explaining the ancient, cosmic
roots of the abortion debate. The murder
of innocent human life is seen as an evil  in
Scripture spanning the thousands of years
of redemptive history. The primeval Fall is
followed immediately by human violence
against humans (Gen 4:8-16, 23-24). The
Noahic covenant begins with a warning to
the new humanity not to follow the path
of bloodshed, a path forged by Cain and
Lamech (Gen 9:6-7).36 Yahweh forbids the
Israelites from pursuing Canaanite idola-
try, and specifically denounces by name the
god Molech, who demands the violent sac-
rifice of human babies (Lev 20:1-8). Indeed,
Yahweh warns that he will cut off from the
people of God not only the one who prac-
tices such sacrifice, but also all those who
“at all close their eyes to that man when he
gives one of his children to Molech” (Lev
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20:4 ESV). This same spirit is at work at
the dawning of the new covenant when
another king seeks to destroy innocent
infant life in an assault on the messianic
prerogatives of the newly born Davidic
ruler (Matt 2:1-18).

This thread through Scripture is not
incidental, however. It is not just Herod
who is assaulting Christ through the
slaughter of the innocents. The apostle John
writes that the gospel is opposed by an
ongoing spirit of antichrist (1 John 2:18),
birthed in the very nature of Satan in op-
position to the Christ of God (1 John 3:8).
This anti-gospel rage is revealed in the
murderous spirit of Cain (1 John 3:11-15).
Indeed, John warns, the one who remains
outside of Christ “abides in death” and
becomes identified as a “murderer” (1 John
3:14-15 ESV). John likewise records Jesus’
teaching that unregenerate humanity
shares a nature with the Serpent of Eden,
the nature of one who “was a murderer
from the beginning” (John 8:44 ESV). The
ascended Christ explains this historical trail
of blood metaphorically to the exiled
apostle John as an ongoing cosmic warfare
between the Serpent and the people of the
Messiah (Rev 12:1-12). Thus, it should not
surprise the church that fallen human
appetites can turn murderous (James 4:1-
2)—especially against the most helpless
among us.

Abortion is therefore more than simply
one more issue on a voter’s scorecard—
somewhere between a Balanced Budget
Amendment and congressional term lim-
its. The contemporary clamor for “repro-
ductive freedom” is part of an ongoing
clash between the Christ and the powers
of this age. As C. S. Lewis observes:

One of the things that surprised me
when I first read the New Testament
seriously was that it talked so much

about a Dark Power in the uni-
verse—a mighty evil spirit who was
held to be the Power behind death
and disease, and sin. The difference
is that Christianity thinks this Dark
Power was created by God, and was
good when he was created, and
went wrong. Christianity agrees
with Dualism that this universe is at
war. But it does not think this is a
war between independent powers.
It thinks it is a civil war, a rebellion,
and that we are living in a part of
the universe occupied by the rebel.
Enemy-occupied territory—that is
what this world is.37

The reclamation of the “warfare world-
view” is essential for an evangelical
engagement that is consonant with the
Christological grid through which Scrip-
ture understands the present age.38 The
revolt against creation seen in the abortion
culture is at root a moral revolt against the
Creator (Rom 1:18-32). Those who rebel
against Christ, the Wisdom of God (1 Cor
1:24) will find that “all who hate me love
death” (Proverbs 8:36 ESV).

This cosmic warfare emphasis can tem-
per the utopian temptation of American
evangelicalism by distinguishing between
the “already” of the Kingdom and the “not
yet” of its final consummation. If articu-
lated through a biblical understanding of
redemptive history, this theology repudi-
ates such egregious (and almost univer-
sally condemned by pro-life Christians)
acts such as the vigilante murder of abor-
tionists. After all, in the present epoch, the
powers are not to be confronted by the
sword of the church—but by the sword of
the Spirit (Eph 6:17—the preaching of the
gospel) and the sword of the state (Rom
13:4—the responsibility of legitimate civil
authority to restrain evil and provide legal
protection for its citizenry).39

At the same time, however, an evangeli-
cal philosophy of history can fuel an even
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more sustained activism against the “cul-
ture of death” as the church sees its place
in the outworking of the ultimate triumph
of Christ. As an outpost of the Kingdom,
the Body of the ascended Messiah, the
church must share the priorities of the
Anointed One. Advocacy for the helpless
is thus a non-negotiable for a Kingdom
colony of the Christ. Solomon, for example,
sings of the justice that exemplifies the
Anointed One of Yahweh: “For he deliv-
ers the needy when he calls, the poor and
him who has no helper. He has pity on the
weak and the needy, and saves the lives of
the needy. From oppression and violence
he redeems their life, and precious is their
blood in his sight” (Ps 72:12-14 ESV). With
such the case, pro-life advocacy cannot be
left to parachurch political activist organi-
zations, as important as these are. Advo-
cacy for the unborn is an ecclesiological
issue even before it is a sociopolitical one.

The church must appeal to rulers out-
side its walls to render justice for the
unborn. But the church must also theologi-
cally shape the consciences of its members
through the preaching of the whole coun-
sel of God—proclamation that directly
impacts our understanding of the abortion
issue. The church must challenge the cry
of “reproductive freedom,” but the church
must also pay heed to the ways in which
our people are growing unconsciously
more “pro-choice” right along with the
secular culture. While some have criticized
evangelical Protestantism for concentrat-
ing too much on theological discourse
among our own constituency on this
issue—to the exclusion of “natural law”
appeals to the outside world—the church
must not forget that addressing the people
of God is part of its biblical mandate.40

When churches value the same cult of con-
sumer success as the rest of the culture, the

church has already conceded some of the
core assumptions of post-Roe America.41 As
natural law theorist J. Budziszewski notes:
“It is difficult to explain the wrong of abor-
tion to someone who thinks it is better for
Johnny to have a trip to Disney World than
a baby sister, difficult to explain the wrong
of euthanasia to one who thinks he will be
more blessed learning to take than learn-
ing to sacrifice for a lady who needs
mercy.”42 As the spirit of Roe preaches a
“gospel” of personal autonomy, the church
must respond with the only freedom that
rescues fallen humanity from the tyranny
of its own enslaving passions (2 Pet 2:19).
This means that the church must proclaim
more than existentialized appeals to inter-
nal piety or moralistic character sketches
from Scripture. The church must be called
to a warfare that began in the prehistoric
heavens and continues in the “culture
wars” all around us.43

The pro-life nature of the gospel must
also be present in the makeup and activity
of the church itself. This will necessitate the
revival of redemptive church discipline as
the Roe culture more and more democra-
tizes bioethical decision-making through
reproductive technologies, pharmacologi-
cal innovations, and the proliferation of
abortion techniques.44 Moreover, a theo-
logical counter-assault on the culture of Roe

will mean an increased evangelical passion
for the adoption of unwanted infants, both
in the United States and abroad. Even as
sexual libertarianism seeks to redefine the
family by advocating homosexual or single
parent adoption, evangelical churches
should encourage and empower Christian
families to expand through adoption.45 Not
only are such efforts consonant with the
biblical mandate to care for the fatherless
(James 1:27), but also they testify to the
gospel itself—in the glorious adoption of
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believers as the “sons of God” (Deut 32:9-
12; Hos 2:23; Rom 8:14-17; Gal 4:4-6).46 An
energetic apologetic for adoption must also
counter the (often unnoticed) theoretical
foundations of the “need” for ethically
problematic technological “solutions” for
infertility—including reproductive clon-
ing. Many are arguing that such advances
are ethically superior to adoption because
of the insights of contemporary evolution-
ary psychology. Thus, there is an innate
and biologically determined need for the
human to “complete his life cycle” through
the continuation of his DNA—a need
which only reproductive technology can
meet. Evangelical advocacy of adoption
challenges this worldview from a theologi-
cal perspective that challenges Darwinian
concepts of the family at their very core.47

In the pro-life commitment to adoption,
evangelical theology can point Christian
families to a biblical vision that sees beyond
the stilted utopianism of “designer chil-
dren” and genetic idolatry—a vision that
explains the multinational makeup of the
church itself.48

Conclusion
Evangelical theology is different after

Roe v. Wade than it was before. Because the
abortion debate is more than a social issue
or a political issue, it could not be
otherwise. Evangelical theology recog-
nized that the “pro-choice” worldview
articulated in Roe v. Wade and omnipres-
ent in American culture is, at its heart, a
theological claim that must be confronted
with a coherent, biblical theological defense
of the goodness of life. When faced with
the challenge of abortion, the evangelical
movement commendably refused to stand
silently before atrocity. In so doing, evan-
gelical theology identified and reworked
doctrinal flaws that could not withstand

the scrutiny of Scripture.
The next thirty years may offer even

more arduous challenges—this time not
just for a “movement” but instead for the
churches. With such the case, the abortion
issue will test the doctrinal fortitude of the
evangelical churches in ways not seen since
the “culture wars” of slavery and segrega-
tion—wars in which too many conserva-
tive Protestants were on the wrong side of
the Kingdom of Christ. As Walker Percy
noted of his home region during the days
of the civil rights movement: “It is surely
not too much to say that if Southern
Christendom does not soon demonstrate
the relevance of its theology to the single
great burning social issue in American life,
it runs the risk of becoming ever more what
it in fact to a degree already is, the pleas-
ant Sunday lodge of conservative South-
ern businessmen which offends no one and
which no one takes seriously.”49 What is at
stake in the “gospel” of Jane Roe is what
was at stake in the “gospel” of Jim Crow.
The next generation of evangelicals must
discern the voice of the Serpent, even as
we long for the One who will one day crush
his head.
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