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I found A Christian Perspective on Chinese Medicine to be refreshingly 
simple, helpful and clear about a daunting topic plagued by ignorance, 
fear and instinctive reactions. �is booklet provides an overview of the 
key areas of consideration, making it suitable as a standalone resource 
for rapid appreciation of the subject ma�er and provides the impetus 
for further reading. �e approach outlined is accessible and provides 
a framework for deeper theological re�ection and practice. I highly 
commend this booklet for your prayerful reading.

~ Dr Ng Liang Wei, Pastor, Mt Carmel Bible Presbyterian Church

Apart from Western medicine that dominates our healthcare system, 
can one turn to alternative medicine? In this highly engaging and 
readable booklet, Dr Lai provides a biblical and theological framework 
for understanding medicine, and carefully evaluates Traditional 
Chinese Medicine which has o�en been viewed suspiciously by Asian 
Christians. �is is one of the very rare resources available that deals with 
this subject sensitively and biblically.

~ Rev Dr Lim Kar Yong , Seminari �eologi Malaysia

Having grown up a Christian in an English congregation, I was warned 
against pursuing Chinese medicine. A prayer warrior in church even 
came to share her utmost concern about other spiritual forces behind 
its practices. �is book helpfully dissects the history and philosophy 
behind both Western and Chinese medical traditions. It not only 
provides a systematic understanding about how Chinese medicine is 
shaped by the immense complexities of Chinese culture, but also covers 
the legitimacy of Chinese medicine from a theology perspective. All 
while brilliantly leading us back to the center of healing, i.e.: our Lord 
Jesus Christ, the ultimate healer!

~ Joanna Liew, TCM Physician and Asst Director, Healthcare Division, 
Perennial Holdings Private Limited



In A Christian Perspective on Chinese Medicine, Dr Lai o�ers a clear and 
informative overview of Western and Chinese medicine, expounding 
on their origins, limits and di�erences in a systematic manner. In his 
typical engaging manner, he �lls the gaps in the readers’ understanding, 
and addresses the concerns of the Christian community with regards to 
Chinese medicine. An interesting and easy-to-read book for those who 
are keen to know more about Chinese medicine.

~ Ho Shen Yong , Principal Lecturer, Physics and Applied Physics;
 Associate Dean (Academic), College of Science, NTU

Traditional Chinese Medicine is intimately related to Chinese history 
and culture. As such, it is a topic that Christians in Asia need to take 
seriously. Recognising the value and limits of Chinese medicine, Dr 
Lai’s treatment of the subject is competent, nuanced, balanced and 
theologically informed. Besides deepening our understanding of the 
subject, it places in the hands of Christian readers signi�cant resources 
by which to build bridges with our Chinese neighbours in our multi-
cultural society.

~ Dr Edwin Tay, Principal, Trinity �eological College 

Dr Lai is not only a theologian but also someone who has done 
extensive research in the �eld of Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM). 
His earnest examination of Chinese medicine from a biblical and 
theological perspective has helped Christians overcome their doubts 
and suspicions of the subject. �is avoids the scenario where Christian 
misunderstanding about TCM causes the non-Christian Chinese to 
be biased against Christianity. �is book is very readable and a good 
reference for the subject.

~ Rev Dr Caleb Soo, Moderator, Singapore Life Church
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Ever since the publication of �e Dao of Healing : Christian 
Perspectives on Chinese Medicine in 2018, there have been 

several requests for a more popular level or simpler version of 
the book. As a result of the numerous invitations to speak on 
this subject, I have since condensed my ideas for the general 
public. It seems a right time for me to put them into writing. 
Readers should note, however, that I will not be discussing the 
scienti�c legitimacy of Chinese medicine here. While it is an 
important subject, a proper treatment of it would require a far 
more extensive discussion. �at will detract us from the aim of 
this book, which is to address the theological concerns about 
Chinese medicine. �e scienti�c concerns have already been 
dealt with in Chapters 9 and 10 of �e Dao of Healing. Readers 
are advised to consult them instead.

A book project is never a solitary endeavour. Behind a book 
is always the strong support of our families and friends. �is 
is certainly the case for me. I would like to thank, �rst of all, 
my colleagues at the Biblical Graduate School of �eology 
(BGST) for their continual support, and the churches who 
invited me over the past two years. �e la�er, in particular, have 
provided me with many opportunities to develop what I shall 
be presenting here. 

FOREWORD
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X My appreciation also goes to my editor and publisher, Bernice 
Tan, for encouraging the publication of this booklet. Much 
gratitude also goes to my wife, Rina. In November 2019, I had a 
bad cycling accident and could not use my arms for two whole 
weeks. It was the crucial period when Dr Diarra Boubachar and 
I had to deliver two lecture series on ‘Christian Perspectives 
on Chinese Medicine in Singapore’. Without Rina’s logistics 
support, we would not have been able to deliver these talks 
successfully. 

Finally, both old and new friends have helped us along the way 
too. Many thanks to Chai Chin-Loon and Chor-Tiang, who 
kindly hosted Diarra during his visits. I am grateful also for the 
partnership of Joanna Liew, Li Hai-Feng, David Huang and 
Wendy Wong. �e �rst three are Chinese medical physicians 
whom I’ve go�en to known since the launch of �e Dao of 
Healing. �ey have also become fellow organisers of the �rst 
Mandarin conference on ‘Christian Perspectives on Chinese 
Medicine’ in November 2019, hosted by Bukit Panjang 
Methodist Church. Wendy has been BGST’s ‘resident visual 
recorder’ since 2019 and is a joy to work with. She is also the 
illustrator of the beautiful graphics in this booklet.

It is my prayer that this booklet will be a blessing for fellow 
Christians and provide fresh impetus for them to engage the 
Chinese community. 



INTRODUCTION



Whenever the name Huang Fei Hong is mentioned              
(黄飞鸿, 1847–1925), fans of Hong Kong movies 

would immediately recognise him as a grandmaster in Chinese 
martial arts. Huang is not just a martial arts expert, however. 
A�er a stint training sailors from the Guangzhou navy, Huang 
went on to set up Bao Zhi Lin (宝芝林), a medical hall, where 
he practised Chinese medicine for several years. �is aspect of 
Huang’s life is well expressed in Jet Li’s Huang Fei Hong movie, 
where he apparently demonstrated the use of acupuncture 
needles before a class of Western medical doctors.

However, Chinese medicine did not originate in the Qing 
Dynasty. Its historical roots run much deeper and may be 
traced to as early as 400 BC (the Warring States era). It is for 
this reason that acupuncture and moxibustion were both 
recognised by UNESCO as forms of Intangible Cultural 
Heritage of Humanity in 2010.1



�is being said, there are many Christians who are suspicious 
of the Chinese medical tradition and actively discourage 
Christians from using it, let alone practise it as Chinese 
medical physicians. �eir concern is not just the scienti�c 
legitimacy of Chinese medicine, but whether the discipline has 
been tainted by Daoist roots. Some argue that Chinese medical 
theories (particularly the concepts of yinyang and qi) are 
not only unscienti�c and 
una�ested to by biblical 
teachings, but are also 
hindered by Daoist 
philosophy. For these 
reasons, Christians 
should not consult 
nor practise Chinese 
medicine.2  
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04 Not all Christians agree with this assessment, however. 
Many Chinese-speaking Christians consult Chinese medical 
physicians regularly. Their diet is also often informed by 
Chinese medical principles. And there are a growing number 
of Christian Chinese medicine practitioners. Some even use 
it as a form of medical service in their churches’ outreach 
to their communities. Pastor Moses Pi, for example, is not 
only a pastor of Bethel AOG’s Mandarin service but 

also holds a doctorate in Chinese medicine. 
Twice a week, he offers free Chinese 

medical consultations as part of the 
church’s service to its community.3   

Such disagreements then beg the question, “Can Christians use 
Chinese medicine?” It is crucial for us to answer this question 
carefully for the following reasons.

1. �e non-Christian Chinese community o�en regards 
Christianity as a Western religion that undermines and 
looks down on Chinese culture, Chinese medicine being 
a signi�cant aspect of it.  If our dismissal or rejection of 
Chinese medicine is not based on robust theological 
and medical grounds, we alienate the non-Christian 
community and create an unnecessary stumbling block 
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to the Gospel. What is at stake, therefore, is the love of 
our neighbour: that we seek to understand their culture 
correctly, and to remove any possible opposition to the 
Gospel.

2. If Chinese medicine is a legitimate form of medicine, it 
becomes another viable therapeutic option for Christians. 
�is can only improve the health and well-being of the 
Christian community.

3. Finally, a study of Chinese medicine requires us to have a 
be�er grasp of Chinese philosophy and culture. Which will 
be helpful when we seek to contextualise the Gospel for 
the Chinese. 

 How should we proceed then? 

1. Medicine is but a means to an end  — the cure or 
alleviation of human illness. Our study must thus begin 
with an exploration of how illness became prevalent and 
whether the use of medicine is endorsed by Scripture. 

2.  As we shall see, the Bible does a�rm the use of medicine 
but does not prescribe any speci�c medical 
theories or principles. Nonetheless, 
we can construct a theology of 
medicine, which will allow us to 
assess the theological basis of a 
medical theory and its practice.
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06 3. Having established this ‘theology of medicine’, we shall 
turn to the histories and philosophies of the Western and 
Chinese medical traditions, and examine how they fare 
against this theological benchmark.



BIBLICAL 
AND 

THEOLOGICAL 
PERSPECTIVES 

ON 
MEDICINE



Biblical Origins and 
Reasons for Illness

So, what does the Bible have to say 
about medicine in general? More 

importantly, how did illness and 
death arise in humankind? 

Our study must begin with Genesis 3, where we �nd the 
serpent misleading Adam and Eve to partake of the fruit 

from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. �e net result 
is that they were banished from the Garden of Eden, con-
demned to su�er and eventually die. As Romans 5:12 puts it, 

�erefore, just as sin entered the world through one man, and 
death through sin, and in this way death came to all people, 
because all sinned.

Since then, every civilisation that we know — from the 
Babylonians and Egyptians to the Greeks — has developed 
forms of medicine to treat the sick among them. When we 
turn to the Bible, we �nd instances where the use 
of medicine is a�rmed, particularly in the New 
Testament. �e apostle Paul hints at this when 
he describes Luke, his fellow evangelist, as not 
only his “dear friend” but also a “doctor.” Later, in 1 
Timothy 5:23, Paul even provides Timothy some 
rudimentary medical advice:



Stop drinking only water, and use a li�le wine because of 
your stomach and your �equent illnesses.

While most Roman cities had access to water, not all had clean, 
potable water (if at all!). If one had a weak stomach, he may not 
have been able to adapt to the local water resources. �is is why 
Paul recommended Timothy add a li�le wine to his water, so as 
to disinfect it. 

When we turn to the Christians living in the �rst few centuries 
(known otherwise as the church fathers), we �nd them 
likewise a�rming medicine as a gi� of God — His 
providential means of  relieving human 
su�ering. Nevertheless, they also recognised 
that medicine can never be an elixir of 
immortality. On the contrary, 
sickness and death are 
inevitable facts of 
life and will only 
be eradicated 
at the general 
resurrection.4  

�e fourth century is the earliest period where we �nd 
Christians discussing medical theories. Time and again, what 
they propound is not some form of unique Christian medical 
theory. Rather, it is the mainstream medicine used by everyone 
(Christian and non-Christian) during their day: Galenic- 09
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10 Hippocratic medicine. More 
will be said later about this 
Greek medical tradition. What 
is noteworthy is the fact that 
these church fathers did spend 
much time discussing the 
di�erent reasons for illnesses.

Illness, of course, will arise 
when one ages, and ‘wear and 
tear’ occurs. However, there are 
also theological reasons for sicknesses. 

1. An illness can be meted out upon us because of our sins. 
�is is well illustrated in Exodus 9:8–12, where we �nd 
the Egyptians in�icted with boils because the Pharaoh 
refused to acknowledge Yahweh as the true and living 
God. A similar case also occurred in 2 Kings 5:25–27, 
where leprosy broke out on Gehazi’s skin because he was 
disobedient to God.

2. An illness can also come upon us, not because of any sin 
on our part, but for the sake of our spiritual training and 
maturity. �e best example for this is Paul’s thorn in the 
�esh in 2 Corinthians 12. Time and again, Paul pleaded 
with God to remove this thorn. Yet, the response he got 
from God was this: “My grace is su�cient for you, for 
my power is made perfect in weakness” (2 Cor 12:9). In 
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Can Christians use Chinese Medicine?

� is is one of the most common questions asked about Chinese 
culture. Some Christians esteem it as a 2,000-year-old medical 
heritage that is still useful in our everyday lives. Others regard it 
as tainted by non-Christian religious ideas and should be avoided. 
How then should we understand Chinese medicine?

 To answer this question, Dr Lai will bring Chinese medicine into 
dialogue with modern medicine, and evaluate both traditions 
from biblical, theological and philosophical perspectives.

Dr Pak-Wah Lai is Principal and Lecturer in Church History 
& Historical � eology at the Biblical Graduate School of 
� eology. A graduate from NTU (B.Bus Honors), BGST (Grad 
Dip CS) and Regent College (MCS, � M), Pak-Wah completed 
his PhD at Durham University. He has authored � e Dao of 
Healing: Christian Perspectives on Chinese Medicine and 
several journal articles. Married to Rina, the Mandarin translator 
of this book, they have two children and are based in Singapore.




