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The Story That Makes Sense of our Stories 
“Human Rights” 

Genesis 1:26-27; Micah 6:8 
Delivered at Central Baptist Church on February 20, 2022 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 (SHOW SLIDE 01) One of the most important documents of the last century is The 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights.  It has been signed by just about every country 
in the world.  It grew out of the Nuremberg trials after WW2.   

o At the end of the war many of the SS Officers and Third Reich officers were put 
on trial in the city of Nuremberg for their crimes in killing the Jews and many 
other things.  But they all argued that they were just following the laws of their 
country.   

 The judges refused to accept the idea that you can slaughter 6 million 
Jews and just say you were following the orders of your country.  The 
judges argued that there are laws that stand above and beyond all 
countries and all laws.    

 Out of all this came The Universal Declaration of Human Rights.  Here is how it starts.  
o (SHOW SLIDE 02) 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. . .  

o (SHOW SLIDE 03) 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.” 

 This document has paved the way for more than 70 other human rights 
treaties that are applied all around the world.   

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 04) When we talk about human rights, we mean that all people 
deserve to be treated with equality and respect simply because they are human.   

o To make this clearer, we do not believe that our human rights are based on 
achievements or abilities or skills.  We don’t believe that strong people should be 
treated better than those with physical disabilities or that rich people should be 
treated better than poor people.   

 Human rights have nothing to do with abilities, achievements, or skills.  
Rather, we say that all people must be treated with value and dignity 
simply because they are human. 

o And we believe this applies to all human beings – to girls and women (not just 
boys and men), to people of all skin colours, and to people of all ethnic 
backgrounds.   

 We would go so far as to say that human life is sacred.   
o This is why we condemn any physical violence against people because of their 

religion or because they are gay or because they are black.   
 In short, all people deserve to be treated with respect simply because 

they are human.   
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 Do you believe this?  I assume you do.  But I want to ask why you believe it?  Why do 
you think human beings are so special that we have these rights? In this series we have 
talked about how we all have a story that we believe makes the best sense of who we 
are as human beings in this universe.    

o For instance, some people believe the story that there is no God and that we 
evolved to become who we are.  Others believe the story that there are millions 
of gods and we have become human through many cycles of reincarnation.  Still 
others believe there is a God who created human beings in his image. 

 Of course, all these stories cannot be true.  So we’re comparing and 
contrasting stories people believe with the Judeo-Christian story, 
particularly in Genesis 1-3.  Today I want to ask, “What story makes the 
best sense of our deeply held belief that all human beings have value 
and so deserve to be treated with respect?” 

 Today I want to contrast what are probably the two biggest stories in our society on this 
topic, which are the Christian story of human rights and the secular story of human 
rights.   

 
THE CHRISTIAN STORY OF HUMAN RIGHTS 

 So, let’s start by listening to (SHOW SLIDE 05) the Christian story of human rights. 
o It is a historical fact that our contemporary beliefs about human rights, including 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, arose directly from the Judeo-
Christian story. 

 I’m not saying Christians have always followed their own story in treating 
people properly.  They haven’t!  But even secular historians who care 
nothing of Christianity trace our beliefs about human dignity to the 
influence of the Christian story on our western world. 

 For instance, historian Tom Holland (who is not a Christian), just put a very popular 
booked entitled, (SHOW SLIDE 06) “Dominion: How the Christian revolution changed 
the world.”  He documents how before the time of Christ, all ancient societies outside of 
the Jews, viewed human life as cheap and expendable.  He specifically points out that 
babies and women were treated very poorly.  

o (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 07) Abortion was common in the ancient world, but so was 
infanticide.  Infanticide is the practice of killing a baby shortly after birth because 
it is weak, deformed, or it is inconvenient to have a child.   

 But the single most common reason in history for practicing infanticide is 
because the newborn baby is female.  It is a gender bias that views 
females as inferior to males. 

 For instance, archeologists found a letter written by a man named Hilarion to his wife 
Alisa who is raising their baby son and is pregnant with a second child. After warmly 
greeting his wife he writes, (SHOW SLIDE 08) “I ask and beg you to take good care of 
our baby son, and as soon as I receive payment I shall send it to you.  If you are 
delivered of a child [before I come home], if it is boy keep it, if a girl discard it.”1 

                                                      
1 Rodney Stark, The Rise of Christianity, 97-98. 
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o Dr. Susan Scrimshaw has shown that infanticide was common in India, China, 
Japan, Brazil, Africa, and among the Eskimos and Indigenous peoples of North 
and South America.  Historian W.E.H. Lecky writes that, (SHOW SLIDE 09) 
“Infanticide was one of the deepest stains on the ancient civilizations.”2 

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 10) And yet the early Christians not only rejected this common and 
accepted practice, they also would collect abandoned babies and raised them as their 
own.   

o What did Christians believe that changed their entire views on infanticide and 
shaped how we view it today?   

 Luc Ferry is another famous historian and philosopher, and is not a Christian.  (SHOW 
SLIDE 11) Like Tom Holland he also writes about how the Judeo-Christian story changed 
the ancient world and formed our contemporary views on human rights. 

o He shows how the ancient societies did not believe that all people are equal.  Far 
from it!  Just as there is no equality in the animal kingdom, some humans (like 
men) are born to rule while others (like slaves and women) are born to obey.   

 Christians went entirely against this, saying that all humans are of equal 
value and that what you are born with has nothing to do with your value.  
Ferry says, (SHOW SLIDE 12) “This [idea of equality] may seem self-
evident, but it was literally unheard-of at the time, and it turned an 
entire world-order upside down.”3 

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 13) We could give many more examples like this, but what these 
historians are saying is that our contemporary beliefs about human rights are the direct 
result of the Christian story about what it means to be a human being.   

o So what is this Judeo-Christian story that brought about this revolution in history 
that we still embrace today? 

 
WHAT IS A HUMAN BEING? 

 The Judeo-Christian story about human rights starts on the first page of the first book of 
the Bible, that we call “Genesis.”  Genesis 1:1 begins by declaring that God exists and 
that he created everything that exists, including human beings.  

o This creation story is very different from other ancient creation stories that said 
the gods created human beings as slaves to work for them or that women were 
created as a punishment against men. 

 If those are the stories you believe about human beings then of course 
you don’t believe that all people are equal.  Of course you will believe 
slavery is fine and will have no problems with men using their strength 
over women.  It makes perfect sense within that story of the universe. 

 But the Genesis story teaches something very different about what it means to be 
human.  It gives a very high view of humanity.   

o Genesis 1 says that human beings are not created as slaves for God.  Rather, we 
are the very crown of God’s creation.  While Genesis 1 clearly teaches that God 

                                                      
2 W.E.H. Lecky, History of European Morals: From Augusts to Charlemagne, 2:24. 
3 Luc Ferry, A Brief History of Thought: A Philosophical Guide to Living, 73. 
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created the universe, but it gives very little space to talking about this.  Verse 16 
contains one of the most understated phrases ever written.  It refers to God 
creating the sun and moon and then it says, “and the stars.”  That’s all it says.   

 Yet, when it comes to human beings there is a lot to be said.  You can see 
how important human beings are even from the number of words used 
to describe each day of creation. Look at this graph. (SHOW SLIDE 14) 
Day 1 for instance has 30 words.  Day 2 has 38 words.  But you can see 
that day six, when God creates humanity, stands out from all the other 
days.  There are 150 words describing this day. 

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 15) Genesis 1 says God made human beings to be the kings and 
queens over the earth, to care for the earth and steward it.  But it’s not just that we are 
the highest form of life.  There is something about us that separates us from all other 
living things: it is the fact that God makes human beings in his own image.   Look at 
verses 26-27. 

o (SHOW SLIDE 16) 26 Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our 
likeness. And let them have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the 
birds of the heavens and over the livestock and over all the earth and over 
every creeping thing that creeps on the earth.”  

o (SHOW SLIDE 17) 27 So God created man in his own image,  
in the image of God he created him;  
male and female he created them. 

 Animals are a good part of God’s creation.  But no animal is said to be like 
the Creator.  Human beings are part of the creation but we are separate 
from the creation in that we alone are created to be like God.  And please 
note that it is both males and females.  There is an equality here. 

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 18) So, the Judeo-Christian story says that human beings have value 
and worth simply by being human.  There are no ordinary people.  Every person you 
meet is a king or queen of creation.  Every person you work with bears the royal image 
of God himself.  They may not reflect that image very well, but they are image bearers 
nevertheless. 

o It follows then that since God has created human beings in his image, every 
human being has the right to be treated well.  Human life truly is sacred.  To 
murder someone is not just to end the life of a creature, but is to end the life of a 
living breathing image of the Creator himself 

 This is why in the days of Noah God said, (SHOW SLIDE 19) 
 Whoever sheds the blood of man,  

by man shall his blood be shed,  
for God made man in his own image.  (Gen 9:6) 

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 20) The Christian story about human beings reaches an even higher 
level in Jesus Christ.  The eternal Son of God put on human flesh and became a man in 
order to rescue human beings from sin, judgment, and death. 

o Jesus said he was a king who was bringing a new kingdom to the world.  This 
kingdom placed a great emphasis on human rights.  Jesus treated people with 
equality.  He welcomed women, he cherished children, he touched the outcast 
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lepers, he taught that in his kingdom we are to love all people, even our 
enemies.   

 And then he gave his very life on the cross, that anyone who comes to 
him might be made into God’s child, and eventually perfected into the 
human beings we were always meant to be. 

 So, we can see that the Christian story provides a solid foundation for human rights. This 
story says that God exists, God created humanity in his image, and because of this all 
people are equal and human life is sacred.   

 
THE SECULAR STORY OF HUMAN RIGHTS 

 Let’s turn now to contrast the Christian story of human rights with (SHOW SLIDE 21) the 
secular story of human rights. 

o As a society we have rejected the Christian story, but we have not rejected its 
teaching on human rights.  Far from it!  As a society we still deeply believe that 
all people in all countries have worth and therefore have human rights.  We 
believe it so strongly that we condemn other countries who commit human 
rights violations and impose sanctions on them. 

 Yet, it is right here that many secular thinkers point out that we have a 
big problem as a society.  Our problem is that human rights only make 
sense within the Christian story.  The secular story does not provide a 
basis for human rights because it has a very different idea of what a 
human being is.   

 Think about this: what does the secular story say a human being is?  It is the story of 
Darwinianism.  In this secular story human beings are not the special creation of God.  
Rather we evolved over time and, like the animals that have survived to this day, we are 
here today because our forefathers were strong enough to kill the weak. We are not 
image bearers of God; we are highly evolved animals.   

o So, if this is the story that explains what a human being is, then it is very hard to 
see how we can believe in human rights?  In this story there is nothing about 
human beings that make us special or sacred.   

 That is why an atheist like James Rachels writes this:  
o (SHOW SLIDE 22) “Any adequate defense of human dignity would require some 

conception of human beings as radically different from other animals.  But that 
is precisely what evolutionary theory calls into question.  It makes us 
suspicious of any doctrine that sees large gaps of any sort between humans 
and all other creatures.  This being so, a Darwinian may conclude that a 
successful defense of human dignity is most unlikely.” 

 If the secular story is true, there really isn’t any reason to believe that 
human beings have dignity and so should be treated well. 

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 23) Let’s work this out a bit more.  We brought up the Nuremberg 
trials from WW2.  Hitler’s personal secretary wrote a book about her interactions with 
him. She writes this: 

o (SHOW SLIDE 24) Sometimes we also had interesting discussions about the 
church and the development of the human race. Perhaps it's going too far to 
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call them discussions, because he would begin explaining his ideas when some 
question or remark from one of us had set them off, and we just listened.  

o (SHOW SLIDE 25) He was not a member of any church, and thought the 
Christian religions were outdated, hypocritical institutions that lured people 
into them. The laws of nature were his religion. He could reconcile his dogma 
of violence better with nature than with the Christian doctrine of loving your 
neighbour and your enemy.  

o (SHOW SLIDE 26) ‘Science isn't yet clear about the origins of humanity,’ he 
once said. ‘We are probably the highest stage of development of some 
mammal which developed from reptiles and moved on to human beings, 
perhaps by way of the apes. We are a part of creation and children of nature, 
and the same laws apply to us as to all living creatures.  

o (SHOW SLIDE 27) And in nature the law of the struggle for survival has reigned 
from the first. Everything incapable of life, everything weak is eliminated. Only 
mankind and above all the church have made it their aim to keep alive the 
weak, those unfit to live, and people of an inferior kind.4   

 I assume that every secular Canadian would disagree with Hitler.  That’s great! But how 
would you argue with him from within the secular story?   

o (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 28) If you try to argue that we need to protect the weak, he 
would say, “Where do you get that idea?  It’s always been survival of the 
fittest.  Food and resources are limited.  The only way to survive is for the 
strong to remove those who are a drain on society’s resources so we don’t 
overpopulate and destroy ourselves.” 

o If you try to argue that we should move beyond our evolutionary background in 
order to build a society for everyone then he would say, “You’re free to build 
your society on your beliefs, but our society has different beliefs.  Who you are 
to impose your beliefs on us?” 

o You might then try to argue that they are not just your beliefs.  You might say all 
people have value and so all people deserve to be treated well.  He would just 
say, “You’re infected with Christian thinking.  There is no God and no laws that 
all people must follow.  It’s just your personal beliefs.  Why should anyone 
follow them? 

 So, this is why secular thinkers say we are in trouble as a society.  On the one hand we 
want to hold to the Christian belief that human beings are special and so deserve to be 
treated with respect and yet as a society we have rejected the Christian story that gives 
the foundation for our beliefs in human rights.    

o Listen to Richard Rorty.  He is a famous ethicist, postmodern liberal theorist, and 
an atheist.  He writes, (SHOW SLIDE 29) “Secular liberals like myself are 
effectively freeloading atheists.  We continue to rely on the Judeo-Christian 
legacy of human dignity despite the fact that we reject the revealed truth that 
could support that concern.” 

                                                      
4 Traudl Jung, Until the Final Hour: Hitler’s Last Secretary (Weidenfel & Nicolson, 2003), 108. 
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 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 30) So at this present moment we are still living off the Christian 
heritage of our western world.  But the foundations upon which we believe in human 
rights have been removed.   

o What will happen to our society in the future?  Only time will tell, but these 
secular authors are warning that the great skyscraper of human rights cannot 
keep standing once the foundations have been removed.  

 
CONCLUSION 

 But let’s bring this back to the personal level.  Do you believe that all people have value?  
Do you believe human life is sacred?  Do you believe that all people regardless of skin 
colour, religion, gender, or background deserve to be treated with equality and respect? 

o Then I ask you, “What story of the universe makes the best sense of that deep 
inner belief that you have about human beings?”  Is it not the Christian story?  
And if the Christian story makes the best sense of your beliefs then is that not 
one reason to believe that the whole story is true? 

 And if it is true then shouldn’t you embrace the whole story and live your 
life in line with it?   

 The Christian story says you were created by God.  You are not an accident.  Your life is 
sacred.  You have a purpose and that purpose is to reflect your Creator – to know him, 
love him, and reflect him to other people. 

o The story goes on to say that we have all rejected our purpose.  We live for 
ourselves rather than to reflect our Creator.  This is the root cause of all our 
problems.  But just because we reject our Creator, it does not mean that our 
Creator rejects us.  In this love and mercy, God sent Jesus to die for our sins that 
we might be forgiven and be made new.  God’s purpose in sending Jesus was to 
rescue us from judgment and death but also to shape us to become perfect 
reflections of himself, to be like the perfect human being Jesus, and to bring us 
to live with him forever.   

 So the larger story calls you to bow the knee to King Jesus.  To ask his 
forgiveness.  To give him your life.  Once you have experienced his 
forgiving love, then you get up and start learning how to love God by 
loving other people. 

 Since all people are made in God’s image, Christians are called to love all people. Since 
Christ came for all types of people, Christians are called to love all types of people.   

o This is why Christians travel all over the globe to help start schools in 3rd world 
countries, bring fresh water to villages, and provide medical services. 

o It’s because we believe every human being is made in God’s image that we care 
for the weak, involve ourselves in foster care, adopt children, care for the 
elderly, the sick, and the dying.   

o It’s why here at Central we run Neighbourhood Market, which is a free 
supermarket for anyone, even if they disagree with our Christian beliefs. 

o It’s why we sponsor children through Compassion and partner with International 
Justice Mission to help free people from modern day slavery.   
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o It’s why we oppose racism, sexism, and aborting unborn children who are made 
in God’s image.   

o It’s why we love the boy with down syndrome, the widow who lost her husband, 
and seek to help the blind and the deaf who struggle in a world that sees and 
hears. 

 We’re not perfect, but we believe the Christian story makes the best 
sense of our belief in human rights and that to be a follower of Christ 
means to treat all people with value, dignity, and respect. 

 
 
 
 
 
 


