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Flexibility is the willingness to change my plans or ideas

according to the direction of my authorities.
SIR JAMES YOUNG SIMPSON, Physician

By Steve Withrow

Pastor, Editor – Charlotte, NC
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Sir James Young Simpson (1811-1870) was an obstetrician who practiced medicine in Scotland.  His brilliance was such that he became Senior President of the Royal Medical Society of Edinburgh when only 24.

These were the days before anesthesia when, because of the incredible pain involved, patients facing surgery had to be tightly strapped down while the surgeon cut and sawed through tissue and bone.  Women in labor received no anesthetic

Simpson dreamed of finding a way to put patients to sleep during surgery.  He experimented with ether and other agents, and on Monday evenings, he would periodically invite small groups of physicians to his home to experiment with chemicals, crystals, and powders which were placed over a burning brazier while the doctors inhaled the fumes.  On November 4th, 1847 they inhaled chloroform crystals that one of the men had purchased in Paris, and one by one all the men collapsed to the floor.

Simpson had seemingly found his answer, but little did he realize the inflexibility and resistance he would face from a misinformed faith community.  He was attacked by Christians who objected to anesthesia on moral grounds.  They felt that pain was a vital part of life and that any attempt to diminish the “sorrow” of childbirth worked against the predestined plans of God revealed to Eve in Genesis.  Freedom from pain comes only in heaven, and it was viewed as immoral to devise dangerous ways of escaping it on earth.

Stephen, a Christian, countered their inflexibility with solid Bible teaching.  He discovered two key points that enabled him to blunt his opponents.  First, the word translated “sorrow” in Genesis 3:16 (“In sorrow shall you bring forth children”) should be properly translated to be “toil” or “physical exertion” rather than “pain,” and second, the fact that God had caused Adam to fall into a coma-like sleep when he formed Eve out of Adam’s side certainly made the use of sleep-inducing anesthesia appropriate and morally acceptable according to the Scriptures.  God was the first surgeon and had induced Adam to sleep to accomplish His will.  He published his results in an article entitled Answer to the Religious Objections Advanced Against the Employment of Anesthetic Agents in Midwifery and Surgery.  His resistant and falsely-principled critics were silenced by the flexibility of the Biblical teaching.  Simpson ended his treatise saying, “We must rest fully assured that whatever is true on point of fact, or humane and merciful in point of practice, will find no condemnation in the Word of God.”  When several years later Queen Victoria gave birth to Prince Leopold under the influence of anesthesia, all moral criticism effectively ceased.

Dr. Simpson had uncovered a profound principle.  The Bible, our source for moral absolutes, was also the source and justification for principled flexibility in the alleviation of the human condition.  “Whatever is humane and merciful… will find no condemnation in the Word of God.”






Flexibility is not setting my affections on plans or places that could be changed by those whom I am serving.


