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The Christian and Capital Punishment

An Examination of the Death Penalty and Christian Ethics

Since the beginning of recorded history, capital punishment has been practiced,
 and for many centuries its use has been debated and questioned by Christians and non-Christians alike.  Issues of justice, the sanctity of life, wrongful punishment, the role of the state, and Biblical interpretation have all played a major role in this debate.  This paper will analyze the ethical issues surrounding capital punishment from a Christian perspective, looking into the nature of the dilemma, presenting various viewpoints, and offering an analysis of how the church can address the issue.

   Capital punishment is defined as “the execution of a criminal under a death sentence imposed by competent public authority.”
 To understand the nature of the issue, it is important to build a historic framework.  In Genesis 9:6, God makes a covenant with Noah which includes a mandate about punishing murder.  As the Old Testament narrative continues, the death penalty is prescribed for 18 different offenses under Mosaic Law from murder and adultery to cursing God and sorcery. Even early gentile governments instituted the practice from Hammurabi’s code, to ancient Athens, and even in Rome where the death penalty was considered a deterrent.
 Throughout history, capital punishment has been widely considered a normal, although controversial, practice for the state.  From 1930-2008 in the United States, nearly 5000 people were executed, ranging from 199 people executed in 1938 to 37 executed in 2008.
  
Despite the historical context, the practice of capital punishment has been surrounded by numerous ethical considerations. Is murder ever justified, even if it is administered by the state? Is the practice consistent with the Biblical ethic of love and forgiveness, and how can Christians come to terms with various Biblical ideals that may appear to be at odds? Can imperfect people and societies fairly administer such an irreversible judgment with racism and class consciousness to consider? Is the death penalty a deterrent for future crime, and is that question even relevant when debating its necessity? Is capital punishment inherently “cruel and unusual” and based on revenge?
  Finally, how should the church address these issues and deal with the convicted as well as the victims?

VARYING ETHICAL POSITIONS

With so many ethical questions surrounding an issue such as capital punishment, the Christian viewpoints of it can be essentially separated into three categories: Some claim that the Bible prohibits it; some hold that the Bible mandates it; a third view is that scripture permits but does not require capital punishment.

The perspective of those who believe that capital punishment is permitted and necessary will be detailed in the next section of this paper. Those in the two latter categories will often argue from a prescriptive motif, utilizing scripture for direct guidance. However, for many Christians who oppose the practice of capital punishment, there is significant space to employ a prescriptive motif. Particularly, there is use of the principle form of the prescriptive motif, whereby opponents of the death penalty utilize generic examples of Christ to supersede other portions of scripture that may be more direct (the code form of the prescriptive motif). For such advocates of abolition, the nature of Christ himself and his “turn the other cheek” message takes first priority.  There is a high priority placed on Jesus’ example set forth in the case of the woman caught in adultery (John 8:3-11), where Jesus calls for the religious leaders to look beyond the law that would have executed the woman.  This is considered a case where Jesus rejects capital punishment in a situation where the Old Testament explicitly called for it.
  Proponents of abolition also utilize the relational motif of Christian ethics by placing less priority on the specific portions of scripture that advocate capital punishment, and focusing more on general outlines and examples that Christ gave. 
In his book, The Scandal of Evangelical Politics, Ronald Sider points to God’s treatment of Cain, the first murderer.  He writes, “It is most intriguing that in the case of the first murderer, God himself punished the murderer – but did not execute him.  In fact, God placed a special mark on Cain precisely so that other people would not kill Cain (Gen. 4:9-16).”  For Christians such as Sider who believe that capital punishment should be abolished, the following issues often weigh heaviest: 1) The sanctity of all life. 2) The possibility of killing an innocent person. 3) The removal of a chance for future redemption.    

Many Catholic theologians, Sider, and others, directly connect the sanctity of life argument found in the abortion and euthanasia debate with the convicted on death row.  If all life is sacred, and taking it is prohibited, then how is taking life justified in the case of capital punishment? Using the deliberative motif here, this viewpoint is fueled by reason, which argues that it is more respectful of the image of God in even very evil persons to say that society will pay the costs of imprisoning them for a lifetime rather than killing them.
    
Many hold anti-death penalty views primarily out of a concern for fairness. According to one frequently cited study by researchers Hugo Bedau and Michael Radelet, 23 people have been executed in the United States this century whose guilt was later either clearly disproven or cast in doubt. Others have been able to prove their innocence while still on death row, establishing the possibility of receiving the death penalty despite what many would consider reasonable doubt.
 For many Christians within this view, the possibility of executing an innocent person stands in direct opposition to God’s ideals of justice.  The fairness argument also extends to racial and class considerations, where Sider argues that poor people and minorities who cannot afford to have good lawyers face the death penalty in far higher numbers than others.

Finally, there is the argument pointing to future redemption.  Many Christian advocates of abolishing capital punishment believe that the state ending a prisoner’s life, also means the state ends that person’s chance of possibly finding redemption through Christ later on.  These are a few of the major positions held by opponents of capital punishment.  
Those who maintain that Scripture neither mandates nor prohibits capital punishment are most likely to focus on the question of whether the administration of the death penalty is consistent with biblical principles and practices. Among these concerns is the requirement that witnesses participate in the execution, that the intent of the offender be taken into consideration, and that justice be administered without regard to social or economic status.


PERSONAL POSITION


While those who oppose capital punishment present valid arguments, there appears to be a stronger defense of the practice based on scripture and reason.  However, as with any complex ethical issue with multiple Biblical paradigms, the issue of capital punishment requires one to assess which paradigm takes precedence.
  That defense begins with the concept of justice.  Retributive justice, specifically, focuses on what is due a person when that person has perpetrated wrong by violating a societal contract, as in the case of murder.
  Retribution is a satisfaction of the requirements of justice, a restoration of a disturbed moral balance.
 
Retributive justice is seen throughout scripture, and even serves as a basis for the plan of salvation. The necessity of the death of Christ on the cross is grounded on the moral fundamental fact that in the sight of God certain actions are inherently worthy of punishment, and the moral scales of the universe must be righted.
 Jesus died for our salvation based on this premise of justice.  The issue is not about deterrence of future crime, but focuses on whether or not capital punishment is justified when compared to the type of suffering that a murderer has caused.  Often, opponents of capital punishment will present justice from the offender’s perspective, neatly connecting it with God’s love, and rarely considering it from the perspective of the victim, his/her family, or society at large.  There is a difference between love and justice, though they can supplement one another, with justice being the operating virtue of the state.
  According to Emil Brunner, love is personal in nature but “justice makes no free gift; it gives precisely what is due to the other, no more and no less.  Its basis is strictly realistic, sober, and rational.”

Principle ethics declares that certain things are intrinsically right or wrong. Since Christian ethics is more than a principle ethic, there are issues apart from the single principle of justice that must be considered, for government has the authority to carry out capital punishment based on the larger foundation of God’s image and scripture.  While many opponents will use creation in “the image of God” to argue against the state taking a life, Genesis 9:5-6 helps to explain how the image of God requires an answering for life.  “I will demand an accounting for the life of his fellow man.  Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed; for in the image of God has God made man.” Some say that the “image of God” is the very reason one man can not take away another man’s life. However, this scripture makes it evident that the image of God is so valuable in man, that only the highest penalty (death) can ever suit the sin of murder. During his commands to Noah in this chapter, God specifically declares that He will demand an accounting for man’s life, and He will require the authority of the state (man) to balance the scales by shedding blood. God absolutely cares about justice, whether it is distributive or retributive. In a Biblical perspective, the main reason for capital punishment is that justice demands it, for a just order is disturbed by murder.

Of course, with hermeneutical issues there is the issue of ‘particularity vs. universality’ which questions whether certain texts are related to a specific place and time.
  Opponents of capital punishment believe in the defense that this Old Testament scripture does not relate to the present day issue. However, the New Testament further strengthens the OT portions.  In Romans 13:4, Paul admonishes believers in a pagan Rome to submit to government authorities, “For he is God’s servant to do you good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword for nothing. He is God’s servant, an agent of wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer.”  The word “sword” holds significance. Opponents of capital punishment believe this is a symbolic term referring to police powers that does not necessarily imply approval of capital punishment.
 However, in his commentary on the book of Romans, F. Godet notes that the term “sword” (machaira) which Paul uses here is not the weapon the emperor carried as the symbol of the authority of his office, but rather the one worn in the provinces by the superior magistrates, who had the authority to inflict capital punishment.


Fairness and future redemption are also key points in the debate.  There is always a small chance of punishing the innocent whether that punishment is imprisonment or death. However, that is only a fair argument to make the system stronger, not to abolish the practice altogether. While issues of race and class are raised, they may be more perception than reality. Of the 63 men and 3 women executed in 2001, 48 were white, 17 were black, and 1 was a Native American.
 In 2008, less than 9% of the nearly 3000 people on death row were actually executed.
 Those numbers speak to the ability of the legal system of appeals that is currently in place.  

In terms of future redemption, the death penalty forces the one convicted to think about his eternal destiny and consequently can even be seen as beneficial.
 Where life imprisonment allows one to put off thinking about eternity, capital punishment requires immediate attention to the future. Unfortunately, this argument would make it seem as though each person can accept Christ at his leisure, when the Bible is clear about the uncertainty of life and the need to find Christ while he may be found.
  In the end, there are several popular arguments against capital punishment, however each of them is clearly addressed through scripture and reason. Ultimately, justice needs to be carried out, and I personally believe that God instituted capital punishment as a means to justice. The Bible supports its practice, and reason argues that the removal of life requires an appropriate penalty.


THE CHURCH’S ROLE 

With regard to this ethical issue, the church has several responsibilities among believers and society at large.  Within the church, the prescriptive motif should be utilized to encourage believers about the need for distributive and retributive justice. Apart from formulating the views of church goers themselves, the responsibilities can be divided to reach three separate audiences: 1) The victim’s family 2) The convicted and his/her family 3) Legislators. 
The church has an obligation to pastorally care for victim’s families, and stand up for their rights in the public square.  Too often, this debate centers around the murderer and tends to ignore the effect on victim’s families.  The church has been placed in a prime location to counsel the grieving, provide fellowship, and deliver hope through the word. There is an opportunity to provide financial help to families who are robbed of loved ones. 

At the same time, the church has been given an opportunity through prison and other ministries to reach the convicted with the redemptive power of Christ.  All have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God, and the Bible is clear that grace extends to everyone.  The church has access to inmates that many others do not have.  This access must be used to empathize, evangelize, and deliver hope.  Even the worst murderer can be redeemed through Christ, and it is up to the church to make that promise known.

The church has an opportunity to utilize reason in a deliberative motif to help educate lawmakers and the public about the needs for retributive and distributive justice, for the church needs to stand up for both.  In this pluralistic society, there is a need for Christians to be bilingual, speaking the Biblical language and the broader language of our society.
  Many in the public may not understand the covenant with Noah or Paul’s use of the word “sword,” but they can understand concepts of justice, victim’s rights, punishment fitting a crime, and the reduction of repeat offences. There is a real opportunity here to utilize outside special interest lobbying to educate constituencies regarding the whole issue and to influence legislators and public policy.
 
In order to build a strong ethical foundation within the church on this issue, an appropriate Christ-culture position must be declared.  With a Christ the transformer of culture approach, God is at work in all parts of culture and society and Christians should not fear engaging those dimensions and seeking to bring them into conformity with the ways of God.
  The church can help influence the world about justice and the amazing uniqueness of being created in God’s image.  By influencing believers, society, and laws about capital punishment, the church can make it clear that human life is intrinsically sacred no matter what stage of life, and that taking such a sacred life requires the highest possible repayment. 
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