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Capital Punishment 9/21/14 Gen. 9:5-6; Num. 35:9-15; Matt. 5:38-

48;Romans 12:14-21 
 
 A few weeks ago, Bonnie and I were on vacation at the beach in 

North Carolina.  The big news down there was the release of two North 

Carolina men, one of them on death row, after thirty years in prison.  Henry 

McCollum and his half-brother, Leon Brown, were teenagers when Sabrina 

Buie was brutally murdered.  The two teenagers, who had very low IQ’s, 

signed a confession after hours of police questioning.  One of the teens 

believed he would be released if he just signed the paper.  There was no 

physical evidence linking them to the crime, and although they have 

steadfastly denied any involvement in the killing, they were convicted and 

sentenced to death by a jury.  Recent DNA and fingerprint evidence lifted 

from cigarette butts and beer cans collected near the murder site 30 years 

ago was found to be from another man, who had committed other similar 

crimes and lived near the victim.  Police knew about this man, but didn’t 

follow up because of the confessions.  And, the District Attorney did not 

inform the defense about this other suspect as required by law. 

 Stories like this one about exonerated death row inmates, as well as 

the recent botched executions in Oklahoma and Arizona are reigniting 

debates about the use of the death penalty. 

 Christians of good conscience are divided on this issue.  All of the 
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mainline churches (like our own denomination) have called for an end to 

capital punishment.  But many conservative churches and many members 

of all churches favor its continuation.  So, let’s look at the arguments made 

by Christians on both sides. 

 Those who favor capital punishment present a rather straightforward 

rationale.  They begin by stating that there are times that justice demands 

the execution of the person who commits certain kinds of crimes.  That 

sometimes the offense to society is simply too great for any other 

punishment to be just.  They point to extreme cases like the serial killers 

who committed the sniper killings in the Mid-Atlantic, terrorists like Timothy 

McVeigh and the 9-11 planners, as well as the Boston Marathon bombers.  

They note that most Americans support the death penalty in cases like 

these.  

And, they note, there is biblical support for the death penalty.  Unlike 

last Sunday’s topic of abortion, which is not mentioned anywhere in the 

Bible, there are a number of passages of Scripture which bear directly as 

well as indirectly on capital punishment.  In Genesis 9:5-6, we find 

instructions given to Noah after the flood which make it clear that those 

who shed human blood, will have their own blood shed.  Later, in the book 

of Numbers, we read “...if anyone strikes another with an iron object, and 

death ensues, (he) is a murderer; the murderer shall be put to death.  Or 
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anyone who strikes another with a stone in hand that could cause death, 

and death ensues, is a murderer; the murderer shall be put to death.” 

(Numbers 35:16,17)  The ancient principle of “an eye for an eye, a tooth for 

a tooth, a life for a life” is clearly at work here.  Death penalty advocates 

also point to Romans 13 in the New Testament, where Paul talks about the 

government wielding the sword of justice on behalf of God.  (Romans 13:4) 

This is most likely a reference to capital punishment.  So, those who favor 

the death penalty point to the demands of justice as well as support for the 

death penalty in the Bible. 

 They also believe that the death penalty acts as a deterrent against 

more violent crime.  If there is no death penalty, what deters a prisoner 

already sentenced to life from killing other prisoners or prison guards? 

 Death penalty advocates also believe that executing the offender 

provides a sense of comfort and closure to the families of victims.  In 

seeing this criminal executed they are assured that society takes the killing 

of their loved one as seriously as they do.  And they are assured that this 

person will never kill again. 

 Finally, those who favor execution believe that it is a waste of 

taxpayer money to house and feed a murderer for life.  They say it is 

cheaper and less offensive to society to put such a person to death.   

 Capital punishment proponents cite justice, Biblical support, 
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deterrence, closure for the family of the victim, and economic reasons to 

support their position.  They make a strong case and at this point in time 

have the edge in public opinion.  But, of course, there is another side to this 

argument.  Otherwise, we wouldn’t be talking about it, would we? 

 Those who are opposed to the death penalty have a more complex 

argument which is a little more subtle at times.  First, they believe that 

capital punishment is not a means of justice, but a means of revenge.  

Justice demands a harsh punishment for horrible crimes.  It demands that 

the public be kept safe from predators.  But justice does not demand blood; 

that, they say, is revenge.  They point to these words from Jesus in Matt. 5. 

You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’  

But I say to you, Do not resist an evildoer.  But if anyone strikes you on the 

right cheek, turn the other also... You have heard that it was said, ‘You 

shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy; But I say to you, Love your 

enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be 

children of your Father in heaven.”  (Matt. 5:38-40, 43-45) Here, Jesus 

explicitly overturns the “eye for an eye” teaching of the Old Testament.  It is 

interesting that those who cite the biblical support for capital punishment 

rarely propose that we include all the capital offenses found in the Old 

Testament, including adultery and being disrespectful to parents!  Or 

consider these words from Paul in Romans 12: Do not repay anyone evil 
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for evil, but take thought for what is noble in the sight of all... Beloved, 

never avenge yourselves but leave room for the wrath of God; for as it is 

written, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.”  (Romans 12:17, 

19)  Paul and Jesus both remind us that revenge is God’s business, not 

ours.  Our job is to learn to forgive and have mercy.  That doesn’t mean we 

release dangerous criminals into society, but it does mean we reserve the 

ultimate penalty for God. 

 Second, opponents of the death penalty argue that capital 

punishment is not a deterrent.  Many studies show that states and nations 

that use the death penalty do not have a lower murder rate.  Nor are 

assaults on fellow prisoners or prison guards greater in non-death penalty 

states. So death penalty opponents reject the argument of deterrence as 

unsupported by the evidence. 

 Third, they point to the unfair, capricious, and discriminatory use of 

the death penalty in this country.  The greatest predictor of who gets the 

death penalty in the U.S. is not who commits the most horrendous crime.  

The greatest predictor is your race, economic status, and where you live.  

82% of those we have executed were convicted of killing a white person, 

while over 50% of murder victims are people of color.  90% of those 

accused of murder cannot afford an attorney, so they rely on court-

appointed attorneys, many of whom are not experienced in defending 



 6
capital cases.  Opponents of the death penalty argue that our system 

applies that penalty in random and unfair ways. 

 Fourth, death penalty opponents argue that since all human 

judgments are subject to error, an irrevocable penalty like death inevitably 

results in innocent people being executed.  They note that the advent of 

DNA evidence has resulted in a good number of death row inmates being 

released.  They point to some defendants who were tortured or tricked into 

falsely confessing to a crime they did not commit.  To eyewitnesses who 

were later proven wrong.  To police who doctored or manufactured 

evidence.  Such occurrences are unavoidable in any human system.  

Therefore, a decision to have the death penalty is a decision to execute 

innocent men and women.  It’s simply inevitable. 

 So, death penalty opponents cite concerns for justice instead of 

vengeance, the lack of a deterrent effect, the unfair way in which the 

penalty is applied, and the probability that we will execute innocent people.  

 So what do you think?  Which view is more in line with your 

understanding of Christian faith?  Which is better for society?  I have gone 

back and forth on this one during my life.  But right now, I find the 

arguments against capital punishment to be more persuasive.  Here’s why. 

 My first reason is a theological one- after all, I am a pastor!  Capital 

punishment assumes that some people are not redeemable- that they are 
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so far gone that even God cannot touch their hearts and change them.  In 

many cases, it is true that violent criminals never show remorse or 

repentance.  They remain untouched by God’s love or human love.  But 

there are exceptions.  Consider the nationally-prominent case of Karla 

Faye Tucker, a young Texas woman who participated in two gruesome 

killings while under the influence of drugs.  In prison, she got clean, 

responded to the gospel message and by all accounts, her life was 

transformed.  She expressed remorse and asked forgiveness for her 

horrible crimes.  She participated in ministries that helped others.  In her 

final words she repeated her apology to the families of the victims and 

thanked the warden and guards for their kindness to her.  I don’t think 

anyone believed that this woman was any longer a threat to society or had 

nothing positive to contribute to it.  But she was executed at the age of 38.   

 A central assumption of Christian faith is that people can be changed 

and redeemed no matter how far they have strayed from God.  That is the 

whole point of parables like the prodigal son.   

A number of years back a religious zealot took his rage out on 

innocent Christians, even supervising the execution of one of them.  

Fortunately, he was not executed for his crimes.  For he later became the 

Apostle Paul, a self-labeled violent man who was transformed by the grace 

of Jesus Christ, and whose contributions influenced all of Western 
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civilization. 

 The death penalty reduces a person to their criminal acts and  

measures them entirely by those acts.  I think Christians must continue to 

believe in the possibility of redemption and transformation of each person.  

The death penalty denies that possibility. 

 Second, I am concerned that the death penalty degrades our 

society’s view of life.  Just note the wild celebrations which sometimes 

accompany executions.  It is almost like a carnival.  If we throw a party at 

the ending of someone’s life, what does that say about the ultimate value of 

our lives?  Doesn’t capital punishment  contribute to the same callousness 

toward human life that underlies murders in the first place?  By supporting 

death penalty laws, we all participate in the death of our fellow citizens.  

How can that not affect us? 

 Third, the death penalty does not really provide comfort and closure 

to the families of victims.  I think for some it may- at least for a short time.  

But others have expressed their horror at having another family have to 

lose a son or father, daughter or mother.  They do not believe that the 

wrong done by the offender is put right by society committing another 

violent act.   

The brother of one of Karla Faye Tucker’s victims visited her on 

death row.  On learning who he was, Karla broke down and began to cry.  
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He said, “Karla, whatever comes out of all this, I want you to know that I 

forgive you, and that I don’t hold anything against you.”  Now I’m pretty 

sure I would have trouble being that forgiving in a situation like that, but I 

do believe that forgiveness- not revenge- is where healing is ultimately 

found. 

 Finally, I would suggest that if we must have the death penalty, we 

should declare a moratorium on it for now so that we can fix it.  I believe we 

need a different standard of proof in order to put someone to death.  “Guilty 

beyond a reasonable doubt” is probably fine for most crimes and 

sentences, but I think a higher standard should apply in order to impose the 

death penalty- something like, “guilty beyond all doubt.”  We must take 

every measure to make certain we are not executing innocent people.  

That is consistent with the biblical demand for real justice.  

 We must also find a way to be sure that the death penalty is applied 

fairly.  That is clearly not the case right now.  Poor people and people of 

color are given the death penalty far more often than others for the exact 

same crimes.  If we are going to execute our fellow citizens, we must at 

least make sure we do so even-handedly.   

 You may totally disagree with my conclusions here.  That’s fine!  It’s a 

difficult and emotionally-charged issue.  I’m glad to talk further with any of 

you who would like to do so!  But, in all our thinking and discussion, let’s be 
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sure we deal with both the theological as well as the practical issues of this 

practice. 


