Death: The Final Foe #9

“The Circumstances of Death” part 5

Exodus 20:13
“Thou shalt not kill.”

Sounds simple, doesn’t it? Just four words, none of which are hard to understand. In the original Hebrew this is stated in two words, and could literally be translated as “no killing.”
 Some interpret this command to prohibit all killing—man, animal, even insect.
 Based on this rationale, some are vegetarians (claiming that in God’s original creation, before sin, there was no death), some are pacifists (claiming that killing in war or in self-defense is a violation of this commandment) and some are abolitionists (claiming that the taking of any human life—whether an unborn child or a convicted criminal—is wrong).

Yet the same Mosaic Law that prohibits killing in the sixth commandment also requires capital punishment for no less than sixteen criminal offenses.
 God would instruct these same Israelites to kill everything—men, women, children, and animals—in the land of Canaan during the Conquest. In Genesis 9:3 God tells Noah, “Everything that lives and moves [defined in the previous verse as “all the beasts of the earth, all the birds of the air, every creature that moves along the ground, and all the fish of the sea”] will be food for you. Just as I gave you the green plants, I now give you everything.” 

So maybe “Thou shalt not kill” is not as simple as it sounds!

Some of this confusion can be cleared away by examining the Hebrew term that is translated “kill.” Seven distinct words in Hebrew carry the connotation of taking life. The word used here—rāṣaḥ—refers only to the killing of a person, never to killing animals.
 This term implies intent to kill, so newer versions such as the niv that translate the verse, “You shall not commit murder” are correct. We are not to put another person to death intentionally and unlawfully, with premeditated or impulsive malice.

But what about these other situations—abortion, euthanasia, capital punishment, war, or self-defense? How should the Christian view these situations from a biblical view? Rather than taking each issue individually, I would like to address them briefly under two headings: deaths that are permitted and deaths that are prohibited by God.

Before I do that, however, I want to establish the foundation on which these issues will be addressed. The Bible clearly teaches the sanctity of human life. Why? Because there is something distinctly precious and unique about human life. In God’s estimation, it is so precious and so unique He commands that it must be protected and preserved.

Genesis 9:6 states, “Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed; for in the image of God has God made man.” Humans are precious to God because we bear His image. As Walter Kaiser comments, “To kill a person was tantamount to killing God in effigy.”
 God created life; therefore throughout the Bible, God is presented as the only rightful taker of life.
 There are occasions, though, when God delegated that responsibility to other humans.

Deaths that are Permitted

Let’s begin, then, with deaths that are permitted by God. As we will see, these authorizations can be (and have been) abused, at which point the abuser becomes liable before God. But, in principle, there are times when God allows—even commands at times—that human lives be taken.

The first is capital punishment, popularly known as “the death penalty.” Even before the Mosaic Law was given outlining a number of capital crimes, God instituted this principle in Genesis 9:6, as we have previously seen. 

There are those—even within the Christian community—that argue against this form of justice. Some argue that capital punishment only adds a second murder to the first murder, that “two wrongs don’t make a right,” and that the taking of life even under the guise of justice shows disdain for human life. Others point to the inequities of our judicial system, that capital punishment falls most heavily on the poor and members of minority races while the rich, who could afford prestigious lawyers, often go free. Still others argue that capital punishment is not a deterrent to crime, thus is ineffective in bringing about its aims.

The first argument fails to see that capital punishment, according to the Bible, far from cheapening human life (by requiring the murderer’s death), demonstrates its unique value (by demanding an exact equivalent to the death of the victim).
 The second objection has its merits, particularly in our state of Illinois, where half of the nearly 300 capital cases had been reversed for retrial or re-sentencing, and where 93 condemned criminals were later set free because it was proven that they could not have committed the crime!
 My own personal belief is that, while I support the biblical mandate of taking the life of those who wantonly take the lives of others, our current judicial system is incapable of handling this responsibility, and until our legal system returns to caring about truth and justice, should not have this power. (That is my opinion, for what it is worth.) As to the objection that capital punishment is not a deterrent, one author quips that he “has still to hear of any executed murderer who committed yet another capital offense, which would indicate that capital punishment has some degree of success as a deterrent.”
 Furthermore, the objection is based upon a faulty premise. The basic biblical support for capital punishment does not rest upon deterrence; that would be a secondary consideration. The primary consideration for capital punishment is justice.
 And notice that God says in Genesis 9:5, “from each man, I will demand an accounting for the life of his fellow man.” The murderer’s life was owed to God; not to society, not to the grieving loved ones, and not even as a preventative measure for more crimes of a similar nature.

The Bible doesn’t present capital punishment as a “cure-all” for crime. It presents it as a form of punishment that shows respect for law, for life, and for humans made in the image of God. To take a pragmatic or sentimental approach to the subject is to miss the point completely.
 Capital punishment is a form of death that is permitted by God.

What about war? One major objections many unbelievers raise about the Bible is the warfare Israel waged against the Canaanites under the direct command of God. As Alan Cole puts it, “There were no pacifists in Old Testament days.”
 But can Christians support the widespread death caused by war?

During the period of the early church, Christian martyrs embraced death and life with Christ, allowing themselves to be persecuted and killed. Christian teaching until the fourth century promoted pacifism. Few Christians participated in the military prior to the year a.d. 170, and many of those who did serve after the late second century did so in a civic or administrative capacity. With the growing acceptance of Christianity by the Roman Empire, Christian teaching began to allow for participation in warfare and killing on behalf of the state in order to preserve justice and obtain peace. Augustine offered a full account of just-war reasoning in the fifth century, and this position has been the dominant one in the Christian tradition, though at various points in time some Christians have advocated for the legitimacy of holy war while others have urged a return to Christian pacifism.

This discussion continues today. Opinions are divided between pacifists (who believe that Jesus’ teaching and example prohibit all resistance to evil) and defenders of the “just war” theory (who believe that war may be permissible as the lesser of two evils if several conditions are fulfilled). They justify war as a last resort only, however, and do not believe that the use of weapons of indiscriminate destruction (nuclear, chemical or bacterial) could ever be justified.

Only extreme pacifists would argue against a nation protecting itself from an invading force, and many would claim that fighting on behalf of a weaker nation being attacked is also justified. But does this justify all military action? As Robert Kennedy stated on Face the Nation in 1966, “We’re going in there and we’re killing South Vietnamese, we’re killing children, we’re killing women, we’re killing innocent people ... because [the Communists are] 12, 000 miles away and they might get to be 11, 000 miles away. Do we have a right here in the United States to say that we’re going to kill tens of thousands, make millions of people, refugees, kill women and children? …I very seriously question whether we have that right....”
 Such questions are warranted.

What about soldiers who are expected to follow orders, even those they may not agree with? God will hold the decision makers responsible for abuses of power and unjust aggression, though soldiers who go beyond the call of duty in using unnecessary force or violence are liable for their own actions. I believe there are legitimate grounds for war, such as the preservation of a nation’s liberty or even survival, or to stop the violence of an aggressor on innocent, helpless people. However, there is room for the conscientious objector who could not in good conscience participate in a particular conflict deemed illegitimate.

Closely related to this is the issue of self-defense. Am I permitted to take a life that threatens my life (or the lives of those around me)? Exodus 22:2-3 provides biblical insight: “If a thief is caught breaking in and is struck so that he dies, the defender is not guilty of bloodshed; but if it happens after sunrise, he is guilty of bloodshed.” The Jews were allowed to defend themselves.
 But why the disclaimer in verse 3? Crimes against a person were punishable by death under the Mosaic Law, but crimes against property were not.
 When a person breaks into the house at night, the homeowner does not know if the intruder is wanting to steal or kill. In such case deadly force is permitted. But during the day it would be clear that the trespasser was attempting to steal things. Killing a potential murderer was allowed; killing a potential thief was not.

Much discussion and debate is raised over the Second Amendment to the U. S. Constitution, guaranteeing the right to bear arms. As long as this remains the law of the land, this particular form of self-defense is permitted by God, both as protection against those who wish to harm us (or our loved ones) and against tyranny itself.
 I believe the same principles permitting war (when justified) on a national scale permits self-defense on an individual level.

Deaths that are Prohibited

Let us now turn to deaths that are prohibited. I agree with Daniel Seagen’s words:

When the vertical relationships between God and His people break down, it’s only a matter of time before the horizontal relationships (people to people) are affected. When a civilization, or a nation comprising a dozen tribes, or a country with fifty states or forty provinces, begins to lose its divine sensitivity, inhumanity toward humanity follows. When this happens people tend to become less than people. They act like animals or incompetents. Their conscience takes a beating and human life no longer is sacred. Murder, unthought of before, is defended as justifiable homicide. Unwanted children are sacrificed, if not to awaiting arms of colossal idols or yawning furnaces, then to anonymous graves or unmarked crevices. Even wanted children could be sacrificed if the insensitivity were great enough. A stealing neighbor would be hunted as an animal. Revenge was a human occupation resulting in an eye for an eye, a life for a life.

The first category of deaths that are prohibited is murder. As we have seen, because we’re made in God’s image, murder is an attack against God.
 Simply speaking, it is God’s way of saying, “Life is so important no one has the right to murder it. Don’t end it. Let it live. Because all humanity represents My handiwork; it is Mine to do with as I please. My image is, in mysterious ways, stamped into human life.”

Accidental homicide or manslaughter is distinguished from premeditated murder or so-called “crimes of passion.” (This is the legal difference between first- and second-degree murder in America.) This prohibition against murder does apply, however, to self-murder (i.e., suicide), and to all accessories to murder, as when David was held liable for the killing of Uriah, though he himself did not fire the fatal shot.
 Only when acting in self-defense, law enforcement, or in war can one justifiably end the life of another.

A specific form of murder prohibited by Scripture is abortion. In our culture this issue is divided among the “pro-choice” advocates who support abortion and the “pro-life” advocates against abortion. As Hank Hanegraaff observes, “Those who continue to fight legislation restricting abortion are in reality not ‘pro-choice.’ Rather, they are singularly ‘pro-murder.’ While rhetoric has served to camouflage the carnage of abortion, it remains the painful killing of an innocent human being.”

At the heart of the issue is whether an embryo constitutes human life. The Bible is clear that the embryo is a human being in the making, and its life is to be protected.
 Exodus 21:22 protects the unborn as much as it does the mother.

We read in Job 10:8-12,

Your hands shaped me and made me… Remember that you molded me like clay… Did you not pour me out like milk and curdle me like cheese, clothe me with skin and flesh and knit me together with bones and sinews? You gave me life and showed me kindness, and in your providence watched over my spirit. 

David writes in Psalm 139:13-16,

For you created my inmost being; you knit me together in my mother's womb. I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made; your works are wonderful, I know that full well. My frame was not hidden from you when I was made in the secret place. When I was woven together in the depths of the earth, your eyes saw my unformed body.

The Lord said in Jeremiah 1:5, “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, before you were born I set you apart; I appointed you as a prophet to the nations.” We read in Luke 1:44 the words of Elisabeth regarding her son, John the Baptist, “As soon as the sound of your greeting reached my ears, the baby in my womb leaped for joy.” Truly the Bible teaches that the unborn child is, in fact, a human being!

“But what if the mother’s life is in danger?” you may ask. Former U. S. Surgeon General C. Everett Koop states that during his 35-plus years of practicing medicine, “Never once did a case come across my practice where abortion was necessary to save a mother’s life.” The percentage of such cases is so small, it is of negligible concern for the use of argument.
 In such a case, one could opt for abortion on the grounds of self-defense, though many mothers would not put their lives before the life of their baby. That would be an excruciating choice left up to the parents. In all other cases, abortion is clearly murder, unjustifiable before God.

At the other end of the spectrum is euthanasia, a term meaning “good death.”
 This sometimes goes by the name of “mercy killing” (when the patient is incapacitated) or “assisted suicide” (when the patient can choose to end their own lives). Often times this issue arises at the end of one’s life, whether through old age, injury, or illness, though in some cases individuals with profound disabilities are in view.

The Lord says in Isaiah 46:3-4,

“Listen to me, O house of Jacob, all you who remain of the house of Israel, you whom I have upheld since you were conceived, and have carried since your birth.  Even to your old age and gray hairs I am he, I am he who will sustain you. I have made you and I will carry you; I will sustain you and I will rescue you.”

Scripture extends sanctity of life through every stage of development and need. As we just saw, the unborn child is a human life in God’s eyes. Believers are commanded to defend and care for the sick, the elderly, and the poor. No one is excluded from protection and care.

Throughout history this biblical view of the sanctity of all human life has faced opposition—most notably from those who advocate a “quality of life” viewpoint, suggesting that human life must possess certain qualities and abilities before it can be considered truly valuable and worthy of life sustenance. According to this distorted humanistic view, if the unborn child, the handicapped infant, or the elderly person does not possess these qualities, that individual is not entitled to the protection which Scripture or the Law would give.

The Bible rejects this “quality of life” view. The value of human life does not depend upon the person’s functional abilities or independent viability but is assured because of the image of God which is found in every human life. God does not measure the quality of a human being before He bestows His image. God calls upon us to extend our care and compassion to every life He has created, in every stage of development and in every need.

Some see an inconsistency here. Can one consistently argue against abortion and euthanasia and espouse capital punishment? We think so on at least three grounds: a sanctity of life ethic, justice, and obedience to God’s Word. Given a sanctity of life ethic, human life is sacred and must be protected. Hence, abortion and euthanasia are ruled out. Execution of murderers underscores the sanctity of life and the seriousness of taking the life of others. As to justice, the unborn, the aged, and the infirm have done nothing deserving of death. The convicted murderer has. Justice demands rejecting abortion and euthanasia and executing murderers. Finally, God prescribes the protection of the innocent and the punishment of those who take life. If one follows those divine commands, he will have to reject abortion and euthanasia and favor capital punishment. Our conclusion is that the best biblical and non-biblical arguments favor the death penalty and oppose abortion and euthanasia.
 There is no inconsistency here.

Killing—the taking of human life—is addressed in some form from cover to cover in the Bible. Before sin entered the world, there was no death (intentional or otherwise), but shortly after sin was introduced, Cain committed the first murder. We also read that just as there was no killing in the beginning, the Bible suggests that there will be no killing at the end. The book of Revelation ends with a vision of God dwelling with humankind in the new Jerusalem, where God “will wipe every tear from their eyes. Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more” (Rev. 21:4). Yet between these “bookends” is a history littered with violence and death brought against mankind by mankind.
 

How should we approach these various subjects? Walter Kaiser concludes,

Since God is the giver of all life, he is the one who can also take it at his appointed time. Stealing infants’ lives or stealing our own lives is a crime against God. Yes, forgiveness is possible, even for murder, but the pain and the consequences that follow in many instances are all so unnecessary. Let us anchor our concepts of life in the Living God and not in ourselves.

What can we do about it? We can—and should—get involved in our nation’s decision-making process. We are one of few nations in which we the people determine our laws and lawmakers. Someone once truly said, “In a democracy you get the government you deserve.” If we do not get involved, we have no right to complain about the outcome.

On these issues, I challenge you to compare what God says in His Word to the stands of the political candidates. I am not advocating one political party over another—several years ago, the voters of Illinois had to choose between a pro-life Democrat and a pro-choice Republican for governor. Get informed. Find out where the candidates stand on these life and death issues. Get involved. Get out there and vote. Make your voice heard with your elected representatives. If you have the opportunity, run yourself! 

Obviously, the issues are not always as simple as “Thou shalt not kill.” But God has clearly spoken in His Word about the sanctity of human life and how that applies in daily living. Now that we know the truth, it is our responsibility to act upon it.
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