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I trust this message was a blessing to all that heard it and that it will continue to be a blessing to those who read it.  There is little doubt that the subject of capital punishment is one that many have struggled with.  I trust that our careful look at the Word of God has helped to ease the struggle to one degree or another.

I would be remiss to not acknowledge the individual who helped me in my study of the Bible the most on this subject.  That would be Dr. Jack Cottrell, professor of Theology and Ethics at Cincinnati Christian Seminary.  In addition to the classes I took under him, his book Tough Questions--Biblical Answers II helped in the presentation of this message.  In fact, it formed the basic framework of the message along with my thoughts on the subject.  For further study on the subject I would highly recommend any of his writings.

Sincerely,

Danny R. Gabbard, Sr.

"THE BIBLE AND CAPITAL PUNISHMENT"


Probably the most serious ethical issues we deal with as Christians are those issues that literally involve life and death, whether it be the topic of abortion, euthanasia, or today's topic.......capital punishment.  These are also the very issues that often spark intense disagreement even among people who profess themselves to be Bible believers.


Concerning the issue of capital punishment, there are sincere Christian people on both sides of the argument claiming biblical support for their position.  It is not an easy issue to resolve.  Now that being said, I want it made very clear, that careful study of the Scripture will resolve the issue.  It is my conviction that capital punishment is perfectly in accord with the teaching of both the Old Testament and the New Testament.


Now, why are we even having this discussion?  I have preacher friends who think it is just crazy to speak about controversial subjects such as capital punishment or abortion.  Many people in the pew seem to think we should just ignore the subject.  However, I do not believe that to be a responsible attitude for a couple of reasons:


First, how can the church of Jesus Christ be the conscience of society or the "salt of the earth" if we are not able to intelligently speak out on such issues?


Second, nowhere can it be shown that the prophets of old shied away from "controversial" subjects.  Nor can it be shown that Jesus or the Apostles ever did such a thing.  I believe people today consider the church to be irrelevant because it has proven itself to be irrelevant to the issues people deal with on a daily basis.


Third, we may be asked to serve on a jury at some time that involves a murder case where the possible penalty could be the death penalty.  How will we know how to vote if we have not thought enough biblically about the issue?


Fourth, as you know there has been a great deal of media attention about this subject lately.  I often times hear Christian people make comments that I am convinced have not been shaped by biblical knowledge, but by the biased media reports they have seen on T.V.  As Christians we are to shape the world, not vice versa.


And lastly, it is an election year.  I would not begin to suggest to you by name who you should vote for.  But I will tell you what kind of leader God is looking for because it's the kind of leader God has always looked for.  Namely, an individual who believes in the righteousness and justice of God and strives to have laws which uphold those attributes of God.  Woe to the Christian who votes for the individual who violates every precept of the Word of God.  Woe to the Christian who votes for a person based upon the principle, "What am I going to get out of it?"  "How's it going to better my pocket book?"


By the way, just so you know ahead of time, in October I will be preaching on the other life and death issue, namely abortion.  God's word is also very clear about this issue.


So what does the Bible say about capital punishment?  We are going to approach this subject topically and as we do we will come to see that the Bible clearly supports the concept of capital punishment.

THE SANCTITY OF HUMAN LIFE


The first topic I want us to discuss is the issue of the sanctity of human life.


From the creation narrative itself we see that man has always been a special and unique creation of God.  Genesis chapters one and two show us that God spoke all the animals into existence, but man was "formed in the image of God."  This does not mean we look like God.  God is spirit.  What it does mean is that we were created with characteristics like God.  We have emotions.  We have the ability to rationally think.  We have the potential to have a relationship with God.  God's special concern for man is seen in that God "breathed into man the breath of life."  Human life is special.


Thus we have the basis for the sixth commandment.  Often times you will see protestors at "death penalty watches" carrying posters quoting the sixth commandment......"Thou shalt not kill."  Unfortunately again, biblical ignorance enters the picture.  The Hebrew word ratsach literally translated is murder and is so defined in almost all lexicons and Hebrew dictionaries.  Thus the commandment is literally, "Thou shalt not murder."  Quite the contrary, this verse actually establishes the principle of the sanctity of life and the rightness of capital punishment.


The principle encapsulated in the law was first spoken by God in Genesis 9:5-6 right after the flood: "And surely I will require your lifeblood;  from every beast I will require it. (Note:  this is the prohibition against eating meat from animals that had not been properly drained.) And from every man, from every man's brother I will require the life of man.  Whoever sheds man's blood, by man his blood shall be shed, for in the image of God He made man."


Murder, then, is a terrible crime because it destroys that which was made in the image of God.  Human life is so sacred to God that a person who murders sacrifices their own right to live.  That is the justice of God!  Any less a punishment would be less than just and above all else the Bible teaches God is a just God!

THE PURPOSE OF GOVERNMENT


Some people who are against capital punishment would actually agree with my discussion so far.  They say that God is the one who should exact the punishment just as He did with Sodom and Gomorrah in Genesis 19 or as He did with Ananias and Sapphira in Acts chapter 5.  They argue that only God creates life, therefore, God should be the only one who takes life.


One Christian writer put it this way:  "There is one irrefutable reason against capital punishment.  Man cannot give life;  therefore, he should not take it away.  God says, 'Vengeance is mine;  I will repay," said the Lord." 


I disagree......I believe it is refutable.  This line of thinking fails to consider a very important fact.  God is in control, however, He has delegated others with the authority to carry out certain tasks.  Government is one of those entities that has been delegated with the authority of God to carry out certain tasks.  There is little doubt that God is the one who has the right to take life.  However, He has delegated the government to act as His minister in this matter of vengeance.  That is, when the government carries out an execution, knowingly or unknowingly, they are doing their delegated job to carry out the vengeance of God.  Listen to the words of Romans 13:4: "For it (i.e., the government) is a minister (i.e., a servant) to you for good.  But if you do what is evil, be afraid;  for it does not bear the sword for nothing (Note:  "the sword" was the form of capital punishment for Roman citizens.);  for it is a minister of God, an avenger who brings wrath upon the one who practices evil."  1 Peter 2:14 points out that government officials are "sent by Him (i.e., God) for the punishment of evil doers."  Punishing evil doers is a major part of justice and justice is the purpose of government.


To further underscore this, listen again to the words of God in Genesis 9:6:  "Whoever sheds man's blood, BY MAN......his blood shall be shed."


Do you still doubt that God has approved death as a means of punishment?  Then consider these Old Testament crimes that were punishable by death in the Law:  murder, kidnapping, adultery, incest, homosexuality, striking or even cursing parents, rebelling against parents, witchcraft and spiritism, cursing God, and leading people to serve false gods.  (If you would like the Scriptural reference I would be glad to provide them.)


This should be sufficient to show us that capital punishment is not inherently wrong.  In all these cases, the punishment was to be administered by the people under the supervision of the local authorities.

THE PURPOSE OF PUNISHMENT


Modern liberal thinking on this issue, which actually has it's origins in the 1960's is that punishment is basically twofold in purpose.  One view is that punishment is a deterrent.  The other view is that punishment should be to rehabilitate.  Both views are without scriptural support.


The biblical idea is that the purpose of punishment is simply this......the one guilty deserves it.  This is certainly true of capital punishment.  The verdict is still out (and can never be proven) whether or not capital punishment is a deterrent.  It certainly is not rehabilitative.  However, it does fulfill the biblical mandate of justice, i.e., the criminal gets what he or she deserves.


I want to remind you that the purpose of government is not mercy.  It is justice.  Roman 13:4 again:  "It (i.e., government) is an avenger who brings wrath on the one who practices evil."


Listen to me carefully.  If you do not believe in capital punishment as a just form of punishment for one who has taken a life.....then logically.....you cannot (or at least should not) believe in hell.  "How do you figure that Danny?"  Very simple.  Think about hell for a moment.  Is it rehabilitative?  No!!  Will it deter further sin?? No!!!.....in fact, the individual will probably curse God the rest of their time in hell.  The only purpose of hell, then, is to give the unredeemed sinner what they deserve.


Some will argue this is contrary to the nature of God because God is love.  Such attitudes are very selective in their reading of Scripture for Scripture also says that God is just....that God is holy!  The writer of Hebrews puts it this way in 12:29, "Our God is a consuming fire!"


The death penalty is perfectly consistent with the purpose of punishment taught in the Bible.  The Bible is not apologetic for the retributive nature of punishment.  The person gets it because they deserve it.


Let's consider for a moment this business of the death penalty as a deterrent to crime.  It is almost an irrelevant discussion because as we have already seen the purpose of the death penalty is retribution.  However, it does come up in any discussion of the topic today, so let's discuss it.


About ten years ago, I had a high school student tell me that their teacher said that it cost the tax payer more for the death penalty than it does for life imprisonment.  Strange as that seems folks, it is true.  The endless appeal process cost the taxpayers of America literally millions of dollar for each appeal and for each convicted murderer.


One of the reasons that the death penalty is probably not as successful as it could be for deterring crime is that it is not carried out swiftly.  Most murderers are not executed until anywhere from 15 to 25 years after the crime (which helps in getting people to forget what a terrible crime they have committed and concentrating on the "poor criminal").


Solomon was well aware of the danger of slow justice.  In Ecclesiastes 8:11 he wrote, "Because the sentence against an evil deed is not executed quickly, therefore the hearts of the sons of men among them are given fully to do evil."


The Bible does teach the ability of capital punishment to be a deterrent when administered swiftly.  Romans 13:4 says "If you do what is evil, be afraid;  for it does not bear the sword for nothing."


In God's instructions to the Israelites about the death penalty, the stoning was to take place in public so that "all Israel shall hear of it and fear."  Therefore, if someone argues that the death penalty is not a deterrent to crime, the Scripturally grounded believer should respond 1)  statistical studies are inconclusive;  2)  since retribution is the main purpose of punishment, deterrence is not really an issue;  3)  if it is ineffectual it is due to flaws in the system of justice, not the punishment itself.  The remedy is not to abandon the punishment but fix the system.

SOME MISCELLANEOUS OBJECTIONS


Allow me to answer some often put forward objections to the death penalty, many of which are still the result of faulty biblical interpretation.


One is......"Why didn't Jesus demand the death of the woman caught in adultery as the Law of Moses required?"  (See John 8:1-11)  Answer:  Because Jesus knew the intentions of those who brought her to Him.  They had no interest in justice and keeping the Law.  The simply wanted to entrap Jesus.  If they really cared about the Law of Moses, they would have brought the man as well which the Law clearly stated was to be done.


Some say, "Capital punishment rules out the possibility of repentance."  Two responses to this:  1) No it does not.  A number of convicted murderers have come to repent and know Christ as their Savior.  However, their spiritual salvation does not take away the fact that the act of murder requires the forfeiture of one's physical life;  2) By that line of thinking, God was wrong when He executed literally thousands upon thousands in the Old Testament whether it be Sodom and Gomorrah or the Canaanites.  They never received another chance to repent either.  So do you want to say God was wrong for carrying out this punishment?  I doubt it.


One of the biggest objections often put forward is that "an innocent person might be executed."  Let it be said immediately, that this is not an argument against capital punishment, but the administration of it.  In fact, God put forward safeguards in His word to insure the proper administration of it.  For instance, more than one witness was required for conviction (Deut. 17:6; 19:15).  The witness was motivated to be very careful about the accusation they brought.  In fact, the Law stated that if it was found out that you falsely accused someone, you would receive the exact same penalty they would have received if they were found guilty (Deut. 19:16, 19).  So if you falsely accused someone of murder and it was found out that you were lying, you would be put to death.  By the way, just for the record, there has not been a single documented case in American history that it can be conclusively proven that the individual executed was in fact not guilty of the crime they were charged with.  It's a smokescreen.


Probably one of the most often repeated objections is this one:  "How can you Christians be "pro-life" and yet be for capital punishment?"

It's very simple.....it is a matter of guilt.  The child in the womb is innocent and is not deserving of death.  The same, as we have biblically seen, cannot be said about the murderer.  It is a classic case of comparing apples and oranges.  In fact, I believe the contradiction to be quite the opposite.  I would say to a person that raised that objection....."How can you be against the execution of someone who has been guilty of the detestable crime of murder and yet......support the supposed right of a woman to kill her child in the womb?"  Now to me.....that is a contradiction.  And yet, the simple fact is that many that protest at these "death penalty" vigils are in fact, pro-abortion.


In conclusion then, we have seen that capital punishment is fully in accord with both the teachings of the Old Testament and the New Testament.  In fact, it is abundantly clear that capital punishment has been ordained and sanctioned by God.  It is done with His approval.  Here is something for you to chew on for a while.  If God has ordained it, is it wrong then to not use it??  I think so.  Justice is an important pillar of society.  Without justice there can be no love, no mercy, and no living together in harmony.


The Christian who sits on a jury that is deciding a death penalty case can do so with a clear conscience that this is approved of God.  When the Christian goes to the voting booth this fall, they can go with the understanding that an individual that supports a just society, and that believes that criminals should get what they deserve, is the candidate that should receive their support and it is a choice with which God would be pleased.


May we as Christians think about these tough issues clearly with our minds focused on the Word of God.  May we push away the emotions that often drive this issue and that often cloud the issue, and may we stand where God stands.  As Amos the prophet said hundreds of years before Christ, "Let justice roll down like waters."
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