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What Does the Bible Teach About Capital Punishment? 

The issue of capital punishment has been a topic of controversy for many years. Some say that 
murderers should be put to death for their crimes; others suggest that they should spend the rest 
of their lives in prison so they can think about and agonize over what they have done. Some see 
capital punishment as barbaric and even anti-Christian. Others see it as the only way to preserve 
justice and social order.  

Laws of all sorts have been proposed, and some of them passed. There has been great opposition 
to the death penalty both in our own country as well as internationally. The legal and sociologi-
cal arguments would provide an interesting study. However, our primary intent is not to inquire 
about the laws of countries or communities. It is rather to examine the laws of God in order to 
see what moral basis there is for the use of capital punishment. What does the Bible have to say 
about the issue? 

SOME FACTS ABOUT CAPITAL PUNISHMENT1 

• Worldwide, there are fifty-eight countries that retain the use of the death penalty for various 
reasons, some including sexual crimes such as adultery and sodomy. In the United States, 
thirty states as well as the federal government have death penalty statutes of some sort. Mich-
igan was the first state to abolish the death penalty in 1846. 

• 25 people were executed in the United States in 2018. The number of death sentences im-
posed was 42. 

• There were 2,738 people on death row in the United States on July 1, 2018. 
• Since 1976, when the death penalty was reinstated by the US Supreme Court, 1,493 people 

have been executed (as of March 1, 2019). 
• Since 1973, there have been 164 death row exonerations (as of March 1, 2019).  
• Between January 18, 2018, and February 28, 2019, 28 executions were carried out in eight 

states.  
• African-Americans make up 42% of death row inmates, but represent only 13% of the gen-

eral population. 
• 35% of inmates who have been executed were black. 

SECULAR ARGUMENTS USED AGAINST CAPITAL PUNISHMENT 

q It is cruel and unusual punishment. This was the basis for the 1972 Supreme Court decision 
in Furman vs. Georgia that declared the death penalty, as then practiced, to be unconstitu-
tional. (Interestingly enough, the original framers of the Constitution lived in a society that 
practiced the death penalty in a far more barbaric way than was practiced in 1972, and they 
saw no issue of cruel and unusual punishment.) 

                                                
1 From https://deathpenaltyinfo.org/50-Facts#50factsrace and https://www.cnn.com/2013/07/19/us/death-penalty-
fast-facts/index.html, accessed May 30, 2019. 
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q It does not deter crime. Some statistics are cited that in countries or states without capital 
punishment, violent crime rates including homicide are lower.  

 
q It is retribution, serving no purpose other than legalized vengeance.2  
 
q You cannot teach that killing is wrong by killing someone.  
 
q It is applied in a racially discriminatory fashion. A disproportionate number of death sentenc-

es are handed down to racial minorities. According to some studies, blacks are much more 
likely to be sentenced to die than whites are, especially when the victim is white. The least 
likely occasion for a death sentence is when a black person kills a black person.3 

WHAT DOES THE BIBLE SAY ABOUT CAPITAL PUNISHMENT 

By surveying the various passages that address capital punishment, we can see God’s view of the 
matter. 

Old Testament passages clearly command it. 

Whoever sheds man's blood, By man his blood shall be shed, For in the image of God He 
made man. (Genesis 9:6) 

Murder is wrong because it is destroying one made in God’s image. Therefore, we can see that 
capital punishment is based on the Genesis account of creation. Just after the flood, God estab-
lished the universal principle that the stamping out of the image of God requires the just penalty 
of life. It is important to note that this command of God is not a part of the Mosaic Law, but ra-
ther a universal principle. Therefore, even though we are no longer under the Mosaic Law (found 
mostly in Exodus, Leviticus, and Deuteronomy), this command for capital punishment still ap-
plies. It is applicable so long as man is in the image of God.  

Under the Mosaic Law, given to Israel, we see that capital punishment was instituted for many 
offenses besides murder. Note that in a capital case, two or three eyewitnesses of the crime were 
required for conviction (Deut 19:15). Circumstantial evidence was not sufficient grounds for 
death. While we do not practice these same standards of capital punishment today, since we are 
not under Israel’s Law, we can see that God was not opposed to capital punishment; He ordained 
that it be used in certain circumstances.  

New Testament passages clearly expect it.  

New Testament authors presuppose the same basic view on capital punishment as the Old Tes-
tament presents. 

                                                
2 Feinberg and Feinberg, Ethics for a Brave New World, p. 130. 
3 Feinberg and Feinberg, Ethics for a Brave New World, p. 128. 
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But if you do what is evil, be afraid; for it does not bear the sword for nothing; for it is a 
minister of God, an avenger who brings wrath on the one who practices evil (Romans 13:4). 

Rulers are ordained by God to carry out justice. The sword is not just an image of justice, but 
also a tool of justice to be used in the service of God by governmental authorities to punish those 
who do evil. At the time this verse was written, capital punishment was a common practice, and 
the NT doesn’t take issue with it. 

Jesus also recognized the power of governmental authorities over the lives of citizens. 

So, Pilate said to Him, “You do not speak to me? Do You not know that I have authority to 
release You, and I have authority to crucify You?” 11 Jesus answered, “You would have no 
authority over Me, unless it had been given you from above; for this reason he who deliv-
ered Me to you has the greater sin.” (John 19:10-11) 

Therefore, we see that God’s system of moral justice is the same in both testaments. While the 
Mosaic Law is no longer directly in force, the general principle given to Noah is, and it requires 
capital punishment for murder. The New Testament, including the teaching of Jesus, does not 
overturn this principle, but supposes its continuing validity for all societies. 

Note: While many argue that prison and punishment should serve the cause of rehabilitation, jus-
tice is the primary reason for capital punishment. Murder and other offenses disturb proper order 
and only the death of the murderer can restore that order. Restitution is not possible for murder, 
and reformation can at best only guarantee that the same act by the same man will not occur 
again. But nothing can satisfy justice in regard to murder except the death of the murderer. 
Whether or not capital punishment deters crime is really not the issue. 

GENERAL PRINCIPLES SUPPORTING CAPITAL PUNISHMENT 

God has the right to take human life. 

God was involved, either directly or indirectly, in the taking of life as a punishment for the na-
tion of Israel or for those who threatened or harmed Israel. In the case of Noah (Genesis 6-8), 
God destroyed all human and animal life except that which was on the ark. God destroyed the 
people of Sodom and Gomorrah (Genesis 18-19). He took the lives of the Egyptians’ first-born 
sons (Exodus 11) and destroyed the Egyptian army in the Red Sea (Exodus 14). There were also 
punishments such as the punishment at Kadesh-Barnea (Numbers 13-14, where he sentenced the 
Exodus generation to die in the wilderness wandering) or the rebellion of Korah (Numbers 16 
where 23,000 people died. The Old Testament is packed with references and examples of God 
taking life. In a sense, God used capital punishment to deal with Israel’s sins and the sins of the 
nations surrounding Israel. 

God has delegated legitimate authority to human government (Romans 13:1-8). 

One aspect of this authority is the power and right to punish evildoers. When this passage speaks 
of such authority, it uses the expression “the sword” (Rom 13:4). This is a reference to the fact 
that the government had the power to carry out capital punishment. 
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Capital punishment is based on the biblical principle of the sanctity of human life (Genesis 9:6). 

Since man is made in the image of God, man’s life has value and purpose. To end an innocent 
human life is immoral. We demonstrate the value and sanctity of human life only by just pun-
ishment.  

RELIGIOUS OBJECTIONS TO CAPITAL PUNISHMENT 

As noted previously, various objections have been raised against the death penalty, including 
some from Scripture. Let’s examine some of these arguments more closely. 

1. Jesus and the case of the woman caught in adultery (John 8:11f). 

The Old Testament requirement for adultery is death for both parties involved. Yet it seems that 
in this case Jesus did not enforce the punishment that was proper. Therefore, some argue that 
Christians should be more interested in forgiveness and mercy than in a just punishment for 
crime. 

But note the following facts: According to the Law, the death sentence could be carried out only 
if two or three witnesses testified to the crime. In this case, no one brought any charge against the 
woman (John 8:10-11). Jesus said that He did not come to abolish the Law of Moses but to fulfill 
it (Matthew 5:17). He followed it quite strictly. If the witnesses would have testified against the 
woman, the people would have had every right to stone her (and her partner). 

This scenario was a trap. Jesus’ opponents were hoping that Jesus would upset either the Romans 
or the Jewish people. If He insisted on the death penalty as required by the Law, He would be 
ignoring Rome’s authority, which reserved the right of execution for itself. If He failed to en-
force the death penalty, He would be breaking the requirements of the OT Law. Jesus’ actions in 
this case avoided both potential problems. 

2. The Bible’s teaching on forgiveness and grace. 

Some argue that capital punishment is unchristian because it ignores God’s forgiveness through 
Christ’s death. Christ fulfilled the Law for all men, and He died on the cross for all sin. There-
fore, men are no longer punishable for their sins or crimes if they seek forgiveness. 

This objection is evidence of a misunderstanding of grace and forgiveness. Forgiveness does not 
always remove the consequences of sin. God may forgive a drunk driver for his sin, but He 
won’t necessarily give him back his driver’s license or heal an injury that resulted from his 
drunkenness.  

3. The Bible’s admonition to “turn the other cheek” and not seek revenge. 

But remember, the object of capital punishment is justice, not revenge. A Christian ought always 
to have an attitude of forgiveness and never of vengeance. In this passage in the Sermon on the 
Mount (Mt 5:39ff), Jesus is speaking to individual Christians; He is not denying the power of the 
government. Rather, He calls individual Christians to love their enemies; He is not overturning 
capital punishment. 
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4. The Bible’s command that “Thou shalt not kill.” 

Some suggest that the commandment “You shall not kill” rules out capital punishment. However, 
the command is against murder, and capital punishment is not the same as murder. Government 
can put convicted criminals to death without being charged with murder. It would be contradicto-
ry for God to prohibit capital punishment in the sixth commandment, and then command capital 
punishment in later commandments. 

5. Capital punishment is prone to abuse. Some say that it’s inevitable that innocent people will 
be put to death. 

The fact that mistakes will be made is not a good argument for doing away with it completely. 
Doctors, airline pilots, army generals, and presidents all make mistakes, often with fatal results. 
Yet no one suggests getting rid of these professions. Imperfect judgment does not eliminate the 
need for men to exercise good judgment in applying moral and social justice. Further, with ad-
vances in technology like DNA testing, the justice system can be quite sure about the guilt or in-
nocence of the person in question. 

6. Capital punishment is racist. A higher percentage of ethnic minorities are on death row. 

We can and should acknowledge that discrimination does take place in the criminal justice sys-
tem. However, this is not really an argument against capital punishment. It is a compelling argu-
ment for reform of the criminal justice system. It is an argument for implementing capital pun-
ishment carefully and without respect to ethnic or financial factors. 

7. Capital punishment is barbaric, inhumane, and has no place in civilized society. We should 
be more interested in rehabilitation than in vengeance. 

God sanctions it, so the accusation is being made ultimately against God. In truth, the person 
who committed the crime was barbarous, not the justice system that makes the criminal pay for 
his crime.  

8. The death penalty does not deter crime. 

We must remember that the death penalty is not intended to deter crime. It is intended to punish 
the criminal. However, the death penalty is clearly a deterrence to crime, at least in some re-
spects. While we might argue that the possibility of the death penalty does not deter one from 
murder in the heat of the moment, we can state with absolute confidence that the death penalty 
certainly deters those whom it is carried out on from future crimes. The fact that at least some on 
death row have already committed a capital offense is clear evidence that deterrence does exist in 
the death penalty. Furthermore, were the death penalty carried out consistently, and with greater 
haste, the deterrence affect would likely increase. Today, the average time spent on death row 
between conviction and execution is fifteen years!  
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CAN YOU BE PRO-LIFE AND PRO-DEATH PENALTY? 

With the ongoing debate about abortion and the taking of the life of the unborn, many (including 
the Roman Catholic Church) have claimed that in order to be consistently pro-life, we must also 
be against the death penalty. However, as we saw in Genesis 9:6, God said that the murder of the 
image of God should result in the death of the murderer. So, in reality, capital punishment is pro-
life.  

CONCLUSION 

Capital punishment shows a very high regard for innocent human life. Man is so valuable as an 
individual that anyone who tampers with his sacred right to live faces the consequence of losing 
his own life. 

The death penalty protects society from the hardened murderer and is an appropriate and fitting 
punishment for the most heinous of crimes. As we’ve seen, the Bible as a whole supports the 
practice.  

While capital punishment must be used with great care to ensure that innocent people are not put 
to death, and while we must do all that we can to assure fairness in its application, Scripture 
makes it clear that capital punishment shows the value of human life, the image of God in man.  

 



Community Bible Church is committed to helping each member of your family live 
out the purposes for which God made us. We offer ministries and events targeted to 
every age group to help equip each person to live a life filled with meaning:

• June 8th is the annual Home Plate event at Comerica Park - on-field clinic for kids, 
testimonies from Tiger players, food coupon, souvenirs, and a Tiger game.  Cost is 
$34.  Tickets are available in the Resource Center.

• June 23rd at 6:00 is the next installment of the Oneness Marriage series. All who 
want to learn more about God’s design for marriage are welcome to attend.

• July 7th begins a 13-week series on the topic of Finances during the Discovering 
God (11:00) hour.

• July 14-18 is Vacation Bible School where each evening at 6:00, kids (K-5th) will 
have a blast with The Incredible Race.

• August 9th is our annual Mudhens game at Fifth Third field in Toledo. 

• September 13-14 is a Couple’s Retreat at the Gull Lake Conference Center (see 
www.gulllake.org) with guest speaker, Biblical counselor Rick Thomas – see Rick’s 
bio at www.rickthomas.net. 

• Pioneer Clubs and Community Institute meet each Wednesday at 7:00 from 
September – April. Pioneer Club is a Christ-centered ministry for K-5th that is 
designed to teach the truth of the Bible in a structured yet fun environment.  Teens 
meet for the High Impact Students while the adults gather for Community Institute 
which offers classes on the Bible and practical Christian living. 

• Growth Partners involves the daily study of a portion of the Bible, weekly 
memorization of Bible verses and the weekly study of a resource that 
provides insights to the biblical profile of maturity for a man or woman of God. 
Partners meet weekly or biweekly to pray, discuss the reading assignments 
and review the memory verses. This time is also an opportunity for partners 
to share the daily events and concerns of their lives in a confidential setting. 
See the Welcome Desk for more information. 

Please consider participating in these or any of our other events. We’d love to have 
your family become a part of our family!

Find all our events at www.cbctrenton.com


