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CURRENT EVENTS

The FAQs: Coronavirus Explained
by an Infectious Disease Expert
and Pastor
MARCH 11, 2020  MIGUEL NÚÑEZ | 

Editors’
note: 

Along with being pastor for preaching and vision of the International
Baptist Church in Santo Domingo, Dr. Miguel Núñez has practiced

medicine in different capacities for more than 35 years. He is board-certied in internal
medicine and in infectious diseases. He was also an assistant professor of the Mount
Sinai School of Medicine (1989-97) at Englewood Hospital and Medical Center in
Englewood, New Jersey. For this reason we contacted him for information related to
the current outbreak of coronavirus from the medical point of view and to offer some
words of pastoral wisdom.

What is the coronavirus?

Since the beginning of this year, we’ve been reading and hearing about a
family of viruses known as coronaviruses. There are 69 species of this
virus, seven of which can affect humans. The rest of the virus species are
contracted by animals—mostly pigs, bats, and other small mammals. Its
name comes from the fact that on the surface of the virus there are
protrusions that correspond to proteins that the virus uses to adhere to
other cells it wants to infect. 

What is the history of the coronavirus?

The medical community has known about these viruses since the 1960s.
However, it wasn’t until 2002 to 2003 when the general population began
to become familiar with them due to an outbreak of one of the viruses that
occurred in China, eventually called SARS (Severe Acute Respiratory
Syndrome). This epidemic was contained in China. According to the World
Health Organization, only about 8,000 cases were reported with a
mortality rate between 9.5 percent and 10 percent.

Ten years later, another strain of coronavirus emerged in Saudi Arabia,
with an extremely high mortality rate of 35 percent. Fortunately, that
epidemic was also contained. Unfortunately, 2,400 people were affected, of
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which about 800 died. This virus was called MERS (Middle East
Respiratory Syndrome).

We wouldn’t hear about a similar virus until December 2019. The rst
reports of a respiratory syndrome emerged, once again in China,
specically in Wuhan province. The virus has been referred to as SARS
Covid-2, and the disease as COVID-19 (Coronavirus disease, 2019).

There are rumors that this virus has mutated, though no mutation has been
recognized by medical officials. 

How far has this virus spread?

Since then, this virus has spread to more than 115 nations. As of March 11,
there are more than 126,300 cases reported in the infected countries. Of
these, some 68,285 patients have fully recovered, there are about 53,382
cases considered active, and more than 4,633 people have died. Of the
active cases, 89 percent seem to have minor conditions, and the rest are in
severe or critical conditions.

How deadly is the new coronavirus?

The average mortality rate is around 3.4 percent. The highest mortality
rate was reported in Italy, estimated at a little less than 6 percent. The
lowest mortality rate was reported in South Korea, calculated to be around
0.7 percent.

It’s important to note that the mortality rate of this species of coronavirus
(COVID-19) is not comparable to the two coronaviruses mentioned above.
In reality, the mortality of this new epidemic will probably end up being
much lower than reported, since up to 20 percent of patients remain
completely asymptomatic, which means they will remain undiagnosed. If
the number of cases of coronavirus increases, this increases the
denominator with the consequent reduction in the percentage of mortality.

The highest-risk patients are those older than 60 and those who suffer from
a chronic disease, either respiratory or another type such as diabetes
mellitus or renal failure.

The mortality rate may end up being 1 percent or less, according to a
published article in the New England Journal of Medicine. By way of
comparison, the common u in the United States has a mortality rate of
approximately 0.1 percent. However, the CDC (Center for Disease Control)
in Atlanta estimates that in the current u season, between 20,000 and
50,000 people will die in the United States.

How is coronavirus transmitted?

Transmission occurs through small droplets of liquid from coughs or
sneezes. It can also be transmitted by touching objects these droplets
touched. The virus enters through mucosa in the mouth, the nasal route, or
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the eyes. The incubation period is estimated to be between two and 14
days. 

Many wonder how long the coronavirus can live outside the body—
anywhere from several hours to several days. Viruses are microscopic
organisms that live inside cells. Therefore, they’re alive as long as the cell
they inhabit is alive. If the environment or surface on which the virus is
located is wet, or has a high degree of humidity, they may be able to
remain alive for several days. If the surface is dry, the virus may die within
hours.

It’s estimated that each infected patient will transmit the virus to an
average of 2.6 people. Most cases of COVID-19 have been reported in
people who’ve been in contact with others who had been infected by the
virus. However, in several communities there are cases where the disease
appeared without any contact with someone infected.

The closer you are to the affected person, the greater your risk of being
infected. It should be noted that the CDC considers “close contact” to be
about six feet (1.8 meters) away from the person.

What are the symptoms of coronavirus?

As mentioned above, 20 percent of patients will never develop any
symptoms. The observed symptoms are fever, cough, muscle aches,
headache, vomiting, and diarrhea. These symptoms are similar to those of
a u, particularly similar to inuenza.

Symptoms remain mild in 85 percent to 89 percent of cases, but 11 percent
to 15 percent of cases progress to severe and critical symptoms. These
patients will have respiratory distress, the development of pneumonia, and
even the presentation of hypotension or septic shock.

Why is the situation alarming for many?

Globally, the alarm is due mostly to the number of infected patients, not so
much by the mortality rate. The increased number of patients makes the
number of deaths due to this virus potentially very high.

Potentially, millions of people would be affected by the virus by the time
the epidemic ends. This could produce hundreds of thousands of deaths
unless we develop a vaccine or some kind of treatment soon.

Most vaccine experts say we will not have a vaccine before the next 12 to
18 months. Multiple antivirals are being tested, but there is currently no
official recommendation for any of them.

What prevention measures should we take?

We recommend frequent hand washing. For medical personnel who handle
cases of coronavirus, the use of gloves, gowns, and even glasses may be
necessary, depending on the procedure to be performed on the patient.
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It’s also recommended that, until this epidemic is considered to be under
control, we minimize physical contact with other people (examples:
shaking hands, hugging, kissing, and so on).

As for travel safety, it depends on the destination. If you plan to travel to a
country where the number of cases has increased, the recommendation is
to not travel to that nation.

For example, this week Italy has declared a total quarantine. In fact, a few
hours ago Italy closed most shops and restaurants, with the exception of
pharmacies and supermarkets. The state of California suspended all
meetings of more than a thousand people, and these measures are likely to
be tightened in the immediate future. U.S. President Donald Trump
decreed a few hours ago the suspension of all ights from Europe.

As believers, how do we need to think
about it?

Without a doubt, we must be prudent and responsible, both in observing
the recommended measures and also maintaining our health.  

The world population seems to be in panic. But for Christians, it’s
important to emphasize that there’s no reason to experience such anxiety.
Especially when we consider that the God of the heavens and the earth is
the same God who controls every microbe, atom, or molecule.

This is a good time for Christians to demonstrate sanity, peace, and hope,
recognizing that our lives do not depend on the entry of a micro-organism
into our bodies. Instead, it depends on the God who determines the
beginning and the end of our history on earth.

The apostle Paul calls us not to be anxious for anything (Phil. 4:6). We can
call Christians to peace in the worst circumstances because of God’s
sovereign control over his creation. 

Miguel Núñez (ThM, Southern Baptist School for Biblical Studies; DMin, Southern Baptist
Theological Seminary; MD, INTEC School of Medicine) is pastor for preaching and vision Iglesia
Bautista Internacional and president of Ministerios Integridad & Sabiduría in Santo Domingo,
Dominican Republic, and a Council member of The Gospel Coalition and vice president of
Coalición por el Evangelio. He has authored several books, including Enseñanzas que
transformaron el mundo.
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8 Things the Coronavirus Should
Teach Us
MARCH 11, 2020  MARK ODEN | 

I awoke this morning in Naples, Italy’s third city, to have been placed on
lockdown. Public gatherings, including church services, have been
forbidden. Weddings, funerals, and baptisms have been canceled. Schools
and cinemas, museums and gyms, have all been closed. My wife and I just
returned from a grocery-shopping trip that took two hours due to long
checkout lines. Italy currently has the highest reported number of
coronavirus cases outside of China: 9,172 cases and 463 deaths. As a
result, 60 million people have been told to remain in their homes unless
absolutely necessary.

How are we, as Christians, to respond to such a crisis? Answer: with faith
not fear. We are to look into the eye of the storm and ask, “Lord, what are
you wanting me to learn through this? How are you seeking to change
me?”

Here are eight things we’d all do well to learn, or relearn, from this
coronavirus scare.

1. Our Fragility

This global crisis is teaching us how weak we are as human beings. 

At the time of writing, 98,429 cases of coronavirus have been reported
worldwide, causing 3,387 deaths. We’re trying our best to contain its
spread. And, for the most part, I guess we’re condent of eventual success.

Now imagine a virus even more aggressive and contagious than
coronavirus. Faced with such a threat, could we prevent our own extinction
as a species? The answer is clearly no. It’s easy to forget, but humans are
weak and frail.

The words of the psalmist ring true: “The life of mortals is like grass, they
ourish like a ower of the eld; the wind [or COVID-19] blows over it
and it is gone and its place remembers it no more” (Ps. 103:15–16).

How does this lesson of our fragility hit home? Perhaps by reminding us to
not take our lives on this earth for granted. “Teach us to number our days,
that we may gain a heart of wisdom” (Ps. 90:12).

2. Our Equality

This virus doesn’t respect ethnic boundaries or national borders. It’s not a
Chinese virus; it’s our virus. It’s in Afghanistan, Belgium, Cambodia,
Denmark, France, America—77 countries and counting have been
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“In the eyes of the world,
we’re all different; in the
eyes of the virus, we’re
just the same.”
 

contaminated by the coronavirus.

We’re all members of the great human family, created in the image of God
(Gen. 1:17). The color of our skin, the language we speak, our accents, and
our cultures count for nothing in the eyes of a contagious disease. 

In our suffering, in the pain of losing a
loved one, we are completely equal—
weak and without answers.

3. Our Loss of Control

We all love to be in control. We fancy
ourselves captains of our destiny, masters
of our fate. The reality is that today, more than ever before, we can control
signicant parts of our lives. We can control our home’s heating and
security remotely; we can move money around the world with a click of an
app; we can even control our bodies through training and medicine.

But perhaps this sense of control is an illusion, a bubble that the
coronavirus has popped, revealing the reality that we’re not really in
control. 

Now, here in Italy, the authorities are trying to contain the spread of this
virus by closing, opening, and closing again our children’s schools. Do they
have the situation under control?

What about us? Armed with our disinfectant sprays, we try to lower the
risks of being infected. There is nothing wrong with this activity. But are
we in control of the situation? Hardly.

4. The Pain We Share in Being Excluded

A few days ago a member of our church traveled to northern Italy. On her
return to Naples, she was excluded from a dinner with work colleagues.
She was told it would be better for her not to come due to her recent
travels up north, even though she hadn’t been anywhere near the red zones
and wasn’t displaying any coronavirus symptoms. Obviously, this
distancing hurt her.

A 55-year-old restaurant owner from central Naples has recently been
quarantined. Having tested positive for COVID-19, he was said to have felt
relatively well physically, but was saddened by the reactions of many of his
neighbors: “The thing that has hurt him more than his positive diagnosis
for the coronavirus, is the way he and his family have been treated by the
city in which he lives” (Il Mattino newspaper, March 2, 2020).

Being excluded and isolated isn’t an easy thing, since we were created for
relationship. But many people, now, are having to deal with isolation. It’s
an experience the leper community of Jesus’s day knew all too well. Forced
to live on their own, walking the streets of their hometowns shouting,
“Unclean! Unclean!” (cf. Lev. 13:45).
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“Perhaps this crisis is
challenging us to react in
a different way—with
faith and not fear. Faith
not in the stars, or in
some unknown deity.
Rather, faith in Jesus
Christ, the good shepherd
who is also the
resurrection and the life.”
 

5. The Difference between Fear and Faith

What’s your reaction to this crisis? It’s so easy to be gripped by fear. It’s
easy to see the coronavirus everywhere I look: on the keyboard of my
computer, in the air I breathe, in every physical contact and around every
corner, waiting to infect me. Are we panicking?

Or perhaps this crisis is challenging us to
react in a different way—with faith and
not fear. Faith not in the stars or in some
unknown deity. Rather, faith in Jesus
Christ, the good shepherd who is also the
resurrection and the life.

Surely only Jesus is in control of this
situation; surely only he can guide us
through this storm. He calls us to trust
and believe, to have faith and not fear.

6. Our Need of God and
Our Need to Pray

In the midst of a global crisis, how can we
as individuals possibly make a difference? Often we feel so small and
insignicant. 

But there is something we can do. We can call out to our Father in heaven.

Pray for the authorities running our countries and cities. Pray for the
medical teams treating the sick. Pray for the men, women, and children
who have been infected, for the people afraid to leave their homes, for
those living in red zones, for those at high risk with other illnesses, and for
the elderly. Pray the Lord would protect us and keep us. Pray to him, that
he might show us his mercy. 

Pray also for the Lord Jesus to return, that he might come back to take us
to the new creation that he has prepared for us, a place with no tears, no
death, no mourning, crying or pain (Rev. 21:4).

7. The Vanity of So Much of Our Lives

“Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher, vanity of vanities. All is vanity”
(Eccles. 1:2). It’s so easy to lose perspective in the midst of the madness of
our lives. Our days are so lled with people and projects, works and wish
lists, homes and holidays, that we can struggle to distinguish the important
from the urgent. We lose ourselves in the midst our lives.

Perhaps this crisis is reminding us what we should concern our lives with.
Perhaps it’s helping us to distinguish between what’s meaningful and
meaningless. Perhaps the Premier League, or that new kitchen, or that
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“Perhaps this crisis is
showing us what to
concern our lives with.
Perhaps it’s teaching us
what’s really important in
our lives and what is
vanity.”
 

“Our species, according
to Jesus, lives in the the
grip of a pandemic
outbreak called sin. What
is your hope in the face of
that virus?”
 

Instagram post aren’t essential to my
survival. Perhaps the coronavirus is
teaching us what really matters. 

8. Our Hope

In a sense, the most important question is
not, “What hope do you have in the face
of the coronavirus?” because Jesus came
to warn us of the presence of a far more
lethal and widespread virus—one that has
struck every man, woman, and child. A
virus that ends in not only certain death, but eternal death. Our species,
according to Jesus, lives in the the grip of a pandemic outbreak called sin.
What is your hope in the face of that virus?

The story of the Bible is the story of a God
who entered a world infected with this
virus. He lived among sick people, not
wearing a chemical protective suit but
breathing the same air as we do, eating
the same food as we do. He died in
isolation, excluded from his people,
seemingly far from his Father on a cross—
all that he might provide this sick world
with an antidote to the virus, that he

might heal us and give us eternal life. Hear his words:

Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. The one who
believes in me will live, even though they die; and whoever lives by
believing in me will never die. Do you believe this?” (John 11:25–26)

Mark Oden is pastor of the Chiesa Evangelica Neapolis in Naples, Italy. A former Royal Marines
officer, he graduated with a degree in theology from Oak Hill Theological College in London. He
and his wife, Jane, have four children.
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