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Introduction 
 
Christians argue both for and against the death penalty using secular arguments, but like other 
religious people they often make an additional case based on the tenets of their faith. 
For much of history, the Christian Churches accepted that capital punishment was a necessary 
part of the mechanisms of society. 
 
Pope Innocent III, for example, put forward the proposition: "The secular power can, without 
mortal sin, exercise judgment of blood, provided that it punishes with justice, not out of hatred, 
with prudence, not precipitation." 
 
The Roman Catechism, issued in 1566, stated that the power of life and death had been 
entrusted by God to the civil authorities. The use of this power did not embody the act of 
murder, but rather a supreme obedience to God's commandments. 
 
In the high Middle Ages and later, the Holy See authorized that heretics be turned over to the 
secular authorities for execution. 
 
The law of Vatican City from 1929 to 1969 included the death penalty for anyone who tried to 
assassinate the Pope. 
 
Research done in the 1990s in the USA found that Protestants (who interpret the Bible to be the 
literal word of God) were more likely to be in favour of the death penalty than members of other 
religious factions and denominations. 
 
Historically, the church has affirmed the right of the civil magistrate in matters of capital justice. 
Contemporary culture, in contrast, is permeated with arguments against capital punishment. 
Even among those professing Christian faith, there is widespread opposition to the death 
penalty. As a trend, the ever-increasing role of the media in manipulating public sentiment in 
the face of pressing ethical debates promises not to subside. While we may grant that the 
Christian community is divided over this issue and while we take no delight in its clarification, 
the church — in keeping with its earthly mandate — is to instruct the state in matters of justice. 
 
“To kill in the name of Christ and in order to advance the kingdom of Christ is expressly 
forbidden by Jesus (Mt 26:52, 53). Yet sometimes we have to take up the sword in order to 
preserve life, and this is permitted in the Bible but as something that pertains to the passing 
aeon, the world of sin and darkness, not to the new age of the kingdom of God. Since we belong 
to the old age as well as to the new, we act in two roles: as responsible citizens of the state, 
which can only maintain itself by force, and as ambassadors of the kingdom of Christ, which 
maintains itself solely by works of faith and love. The ethic of Jesus expressed in the so-called 
Sermon on the Mount was given to disciples, not to nations. If the radical ethic of nonresistance 
were applied directly to nations, it would mean the end of all civil government. Yet the church, 
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which is under this higher command, can be a guide to the nations. It is the moral monitor or 
the conscience of the state. In Romans 13 the power of the state to wield the sword is expressly 
acknowledged by Paul; at the same time, the sixth commandment is vigorously reaffirmed. The 
principle of nonresistance or no retaliation can be a goal or ideal in the social arena, but never a 
political strategy.” (Bloesch, Donald, Freedom for Obedience (NY: Harper and Row, 1987), 292-
293 
 
Even Wolfhardt Pannenberg, who maintains no war is ‘just,’ agrees a nation may have sufficient 
grounds to engage in war, e.g. in the instance of unprovoked attack, or even pre-emptively to 
“anticipate an attack that is certain to come.” (Wolfhardt Pannenberg, Ethics, p. 179). 
 
Augustine argued that although Christians should not defend themselves individually, they were 
required to act in defense of a defenseless neighbor. As Norman Geisler observes, “Vengeance 
does belong to the Lord and engaging in wars out of vindictive motives is wrong. But justice is, in 
part, man’s cause and the defense of the innocent is not wrong” (Geisler, Norman, The Christian 
Ethic of Love, p. 121). 
 
War must be declared and engaged in by proper authority (Rom 13:4). 
All attempts at peaceful negotiations have first failed (Rom 12:18; Heb 12:14; Deut 20:10; i.e. 
war must be undertaken only as a last resort). 
Justly waged (Deut 20:19, 20 contra “scorched earth”; avoid unnecessary destruction, especially 
of that essential to continuation of life after war; avoidance of indiscriminate killing of non-
combatants, etc.). 
Protection of the innocent is a demand of love (Gen 14:14f). 
Persons are more valuable than things (the OT represents the first time in human history this 
principle was affirmed). 
Persons who respect personhood are to be preferred over those who do not. 
Many lives are of more value than few lives. 
Realistic expectation of success. 
 
These principles notwithstanding, I cannot help but agree with the reservations expressed by 
Pannenberg and Bloesch about speaking of war as ‘just’ in the sense of something which might 
be viewed as untainted, even when it is divinely sanctioned: “… sin is always present in war. 
Indeed, sin is accentuated in war. It comes to fruition in war, even if war has God’s secret 
sanction. Because its immediate cause is sin, it brings with it the penalty of divine judgment. 
Because of blood on his hands, David was not permitted to build the temple, even though the 
wars he engaged in presumably had God’s blessing (1 Kings 5:3; 1 Chron 22:8 )” (Bloesch, op cit, 
p. 290). 
 
Clearly in favour of the Death Penalty 
 
Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed 
Genesis 9:6 
 
Old Testament 
The death penalty is consistent with Old Testament Biblical teaching, and suggests that God 
created the death penalty. 
In total, the Old Testament specifies 36 capital offences including crimes such as idolatry, magic 
and blasphemy, as well as murder. 
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But many Christians don't think that is a convincing argument - they say that there are 35 
capital offences, in addition to murder, described in the Old Testament. As these are no longer 
capital offences, Christians say it is inconsistent to preserve murder alone as a capital crime. 
New Testament 
The New Testament embodies what must be the most famous execution in history, that of Jesus 
on the cross. But paradoxically, although the tone of the whole of the New Testament is one of 
forgiveness, it seems to take the right of the state to execute offenders for granted. 

 In Matthew 7:2 we read "Whatever measure you deal out to others will be dealt back to you", 
though this is unspecific as to whether it is God who is doing the dealing, or the state. 

 In Matthew 15:4 Jesus says "He who speaks evil of father or mother, let him surely die". 
 Despite the fact that Jesus himself refrains from using violence, he at no point denies the 

state's authority to exact capital punishment. 
 At the moment that Pilate has to decide whether or not to crucify Jesus, Jesus tells him that 

the power to make this decision has been given to him by God. (John 19:11). 
 Paul has an apparent reference to the death penalty, when he writes that the magistrate who 

holds authority "does not bear the sword in vain; for he is the servant of God to execute His 
wrath on the wrongdoer" (Romans 13:4). 

 Capital punishment affirms the commandment that 'thou shalt not kill' by affirming the 
seriousness of the crime of murder. 

This argument is based on interpreting the commandment as meaning "thou shalt not murder", 
but some Christians argue that the 'Thou shalt not kill' commandment is an absolute 
prohibition on killing. 
God authorises the death penalty 
Christians who support the death penalty often do so on the ground that the state acts not on its 
own authority but as the agent of God, who does have legal power over life and death. 
This argument is well expressed by St Augustine, who wrote: 
The same divine law which forbids the killing of a human being allows certain exceptions, as when 
God authorises killing by a general law or when he gives an explicit commisiion to an individual for 
a limited time. 
Since the agent of authority is but a sword in the hand, and it is not responsible for the killing, it is 
no way contrary to the commandment ‘though should not kill’ to wage war at Gods bidding, or for 
the representatives of the state’s authority to put criminals to death, according to the law or the 
rule of rational justice 
Augustine, The City of God 
 
Capital punishment is like suicide 
This argument is that the criminal, by choosing to commit a particular crime has also chosen to 
surrender his life to the state if caught. 
Even when there is a question of the execution of a condemned man, the state does not dispose of 
the individual’s right to life. In this case it is the reserved to the public power to deprive the 
condemned of the enjoyment of life in expiation of his crime when, by his crime, he has already 
dispossessed himself of his right to life 
Pope Pius XII 
 

 


