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Capital Punishment
Chapter 18

I.      Arguments against capital punishment.

        A.      The “proverb” argument:

                  1.      Genesis 9:5-6 is “good advice” not an actual command from God.

Why is this weak?
What is the danger of interpreting this passage such?

Genesis 9:5-6

5 I certainly will require [a]your lifeblood; [b]from every animal I will require it. And 
[c]from every person, [d]from every man as his brother I will require the life of a person.

6 Whoever sheds human blood,

By man his blood shall be shed,

For in the image of God

He made mankind.

        B.      Specific passages prohibit the death penalty.

                 1.      Exodus 20:13 (Ten Commandments).

Exodus 20:13

13 “You shall not murder.

If the government kills a criminal for punishment, it is murder. 

Hebrew word ratsakh (rate-sak) means to murder, does not refer to all killing of human life. 

                  2.      Matthew 5:38-39 (Sermon in the Mount).

Matthew 5:38-39

38 “You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.’ 39 But I say to you, 
do not show opposition against an evil person; but whoever slaps you on your right cheek, 
turn the other toward him also.

Individual instruction not corporate.

                   3.      Matthew 22:39.

Matthew 22:39

39 The second is like it, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ ????
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                    4.      Matthew 26:52.

Matthew 26:52

52 Then Jesus *said to him, “Put your sword back into its place; for all those who take up 
the sword will perish by the sword.

                    5.      John 8:2-11.

John 8:2-11

2 And early in the morning He came again into the temple area, and all the people were 
coming to Him; and He sat down and began teaching them. 3 Now the scribes and the 
Pharisees *brought a woman caught in the act of adultery, and after placing her in the 
center of the courtyard, 4 they *said to Him, “Teacher, this woman has been caught in the 
very act of committing adultery. 5 Now in the Law, Moses commanded us to stone such 
women; what then do You say?” 6 Now they were saying this to test Him, so that they 
might have grounds for accusing Him. But Jesus stooped down and with His finger wrote 
on the ground. 7 When they persisted in asking Him, He straightened up and said to them, 
“He who is without sin among you, let him be the first to throw a stone at her.” 8 And 
again He stooped down and wrote on the ground. 9 Now when they heard this, they began 
leaving, one by one, beginning with the older ones, and He was left alone, and the woman 
where she was, in the center of the courtyard. 10 And straightening up, Jesus said to her, 
“Woman, where are they? Did no one condemn you?” 11 She said, “No one, [a]Lord.” And 
Jesus said, “I do not condemn you, either. Go. From now on do not sin any longer.”]]

 Not about murder or killing, about adultery.
 It wouldn’t have been about the death penalty because the Jews were not allowed to carry 

out a death penalty, only the Romans.

        C.      Objections based on results and fairness.

                 1.      It does not deter crime.

                 2.      Innocent victims might be put to death.

                 3.      Violence by government provokes violence in society.

                 4.      It is unfairly administered:

                          a.      To race.

                          b.      To the poor.

                 5.      Historically it has been administered in cruel ways (even by Christians).

II.     Meaning of the commandment: Exodus 20:13: "You shall not murder.”

        A.      This command does not forbid all taking of life. 

                  1.      A common misunderstanding based on King James Version: “You shall not
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                           kill.”

        B.       Meaning of the Hebrew verb ratsach: meaning: “murder, slay”: examples of this
                   word:

                 1.      Used of premeditated murder, or murder out of hatred: Num. 35:16, 20

Numbers 35:16-21

16 ‘But if he struck him with an iron object, so that he died, he is a murderer; the 
murderer must be put to death. 17 And if he struck him with a stone in the hand, by which 
he would die, and as a result he did die, he is a murderer; the murderer must be put to 
death. 18 Or if he struck him with a wooden object in the hand, by which he would die, and 
as a result he did die, he is a murderer; the murderer must be put to death. 19 The blood 
avenger himself shall put the murderer to death; he himself shall put him to death when he 
meets him. 20 Now if he pushed him in hatred, or he threw something at him [a]with 
malicious intent, and as a result he died,

                 2.      Also used of accidentally causing another person’s death: Num 35:22; Deut. 
                          19:4

Deuteronomy 19:4

4 “Now this is the case of the one who commits manslaughter, who may flee there and live: 
when he [a]kills his friend [b]unintentionally, [c]not hating him previously—

                 3.      The Hebrew word ratsach in the OT (49 occurrences) is never applied to 
                           killing in war. 

                 4.       It is only one time applied to judicial execution, and that in an axiomatic or 
                           proverbial saying that does not represent the ordinary use of the word, even in
                           that context: (Num 35:30) .

Numbers 35:20

20 Now if he pushed him in hatred, or he threw something at him [a]with malicious intent, 
and as a result he died,

                 5.      Conclusion: see ESV marginal note to the word “murder” in Exod 20:13:
                          “The Hebrew word also covers causing human death through carelessness or
                           negligence.”

                           a.      Another definition: “the taking of a life outside of the parameters (as in
                                    the case of war or capital punishment laid down by God”.

                           b.      Always applied to murder of human beings, not of animals.

                  6.      Modern translations of Exod 20:13: all use “murder,” not “kill” 

                  7.      Therefore this verse should not be used to oppose: capital punishment, or
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                            killing in war (if just war), or killing of animals (for food, to prevent disease,
                            or in hunting) 

II.     Explanations of 6th commandment in the New Testament. 

         A.      Jesus: It includes wanting to murder or harm others (!!): Matt. 5:21-26; also see 1
                   John 3:15

Matthew 5:21-26

21 “You have heard that [a]the ancients were told, ‘You shall not murder,’ and ‘Whoever 
commits murder shall be answerable to the court.’ 22 But I say to you that everyone who is 
angry with his brother shall be answerable to the court; and whoever says to his brother, 
‘[b]You good-for-nothing,’ shall be answerable to [c]the supreme court; and whoever says, 
‘You fool,’ shall be guilty enough to go into the [d]fiery hell. 23 Therefore, if you are 
presenting your [e]offering at the altar, and there you remember that your brother has 
something against you, 24 leave your [f]offering there before the altar and go; first be 
reconciled to your brother, and then come and present your [g]offering. 25 [h]Come to 
good terms with your accuser quickly, while you are with him on the way to court, so that 
your accuser will not hand you over to the judge, and the judge to the officer, and you will 
not be thrown into prison. 26 Truly I say to you, you will not come out of there until you 
have paid up the last [i]quadrans.

Read full chapter

         B.       Paul: It is summarized in love for neighbor: Rom. 13:9

Romans 13:9

9 For this, “You shall not commit adultery, You shall not murder, You shall not steal, You 
shall not covet,” and if there is any other commandment, it is summed up in this saying, 
“You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”

         C.       James: connects it with not showing partiality: James 2:8-11 

James 2:8-11

8 If, however, you are fulfilling the [a]royal law according to the Scripture, “You shall love 
your neighbor as yourself,” you are doing well. 9 But if you show partiality, you are 
committing sin and are convicted by the Law as violators. 10 For whoever keeps the whole 
Law, yet stumbles in one point, has become guilty of all. 11 For He who said, “Do not 
commit adultery,” also said, “Do not murder.” Now if you do not commit adultery, but do 
murder, you have become a violator of the Law.

         D.       God’s reason for giving this command: 

                    1.      Murder is the complete opposite of love for neighbor.
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                    2.      Murder is the opposite of God’s attribute of love. 

                    3.      Murder is a key characteristic of Satan, who opposes God’s purposes in the
                             world: Jn 8:44.

 John 8:44

44 You are of your father the devil, and you want to do the desires of your father. He was a 
murderer from the beginning, and does not stand in the truth because there is no truth in 
him. Whenever he tells [a]a lie, he speaks from his own nature, because he is a liar and the 
father of [b]lies.

                    4.      Since other people are created in God’s image, how we act toward other
                             people is often a good indication of our attitude toward God himself: see James
                             3:8-10;1 John 4:20.

James 3:8-10

8 But no one among mankind can tame the tongue; it is a restless evil, full of deadly poison. 
9 With it we bless our Lord and Father, and with it we curse people, who have been made 
in the likeness of God; 10 from the same mouth come both blessing and cursing. My 
brothers and sisters, these things should not be this way.

III.     Summary: We should not harm, but always seek to help, the lives of other. 

          A.      This commandment is the basis for all the good that we seek to do for others – 

          B.      God puts in our hearts a love for others, and we seek to bring benefit, not harm, to
                    their lives. Our heart attitude toward others is a key indication of our true heart
                    attitude toward God.

 


