La Porte Sermon Confronting the Controversies # 3 the Death Penalty
Pastor Bob Vale  April 22, 2018  
Sermon Quote: It is interesting how some people are pro-life on abortion and pro-death on capital punishment.  It is equally interesting how some people are pro-choice / death on aborting the innocent infant, yet against the death penalty of the murderer.  (Pastor Bob Vale)
Liturgy: Common Reading:  Psalm 23: The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.  2 He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters. 3 He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name's sake.  4 Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.  5 Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies: thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over.  6 Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the house of the Lord for ever.
Scripture Lesson: Genesis 9:5-6 “5And for your lifeblood I will surely demand an accounting. I will demand an accounting from every animal. And from each human being, too, I will demand an accounting for the life of another human being. 6"Whoever sheds human blood, by humans shall their blood be shed; for in the image of God has God made mankind.”
Matthew 5:38-41 “38"You have heard that it was said, 'Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.' 39But I tell you, do not resist an evil person. If anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to them the other cheek also. 40And if anyone wants to sue you and take your shirt, hand over your coat as well. 41If anyone forces you to go one mile, go with them two miles.”
Rose Marie and Mary Kay Steele will choose the songs for the appropriate Sunday services. 
Opening Illustration: Three men were going to be executed back in the days of the old west.  The mode of their execution was the firing squad.   As the three men were together before the execution, they tried to come up with a plan to get out of this situation they found themselves.   One of the prisoners came up with an idea.   He said to the other two men, when the firing squad raises their rifles and the captain of the guard shouts out, “Ready Aim”… that is when you point behind them and shout out a natural disaster of some kind.  The men will run for cover and then we can jump over the wall and escape. 

The first prisoner was ready to be executed.  The captain of the guard had the firing squad of men lined up and raised their rifles.  He then shouted ready, aim…Just then the man to be executed pointed behind them and shouted, tornado, tornado!   The men of the firing squad ran for cover, just as the first prisoner jumped over the wall to escape just as he had planned. 

The second prisoner was ready to be executed and saw what his friend had done to escape.  The captain of the guard had the firing squad of men lined up and raised their rifles.  He then shouted ready, aim…Just then the second man to be executed pointed behind them and shouted, hurricane, hurricane!   The men of the firing squad ran for cover, just as the second prisoner jumped over the wall to escape just as he had planned. 

Finally, the third prisoner was ready to be executed.  The captain of the guard had the firing squad of men lined up and raised their rifles.  He then shouted ready, aim…Just then the third man to be executed pointed behind them and shouted, Fire, Fire!  (Sometimes you win and sometimes you lose!)

I know I am making light of a very serious situation, but over the next 15 minutes I will be very serious on the topic, and I needed a bit of brevity to start out our sermon for the morning. 

Capital punishment is legal in a majority of U.S. States, However, public support for the death penalty has fallen in recent years, as has the number of executions.

The death penalty has been back in the news recently as Arkansas carried out its first execution since 2005 – one of eight inmates the state originally planned to put to death over the course of 11 days. The Courts have since intervened and temporarily halted some of the executions.

As the debate over the death penalty continues in the U.S. and worldwide, here are some key facts about the issue:

First, the annual number of U.S. executions peaked at 98 in 1999 and has fallen sharply in the years since. In 2016, only 20 were executed in America, according to the Death Penalty Information Center.  Just five states – Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Missouri and Texas – accounted for all executions in 2016, compared with 20 states in 1999.

For the first time in a decade, the U.S. was not among the top five countries in executions in 2016, according to Amnesty International, a human rights organization that opposes the practice. The U.S. ranked seventh internationally, behind China, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Pakistan and Egypt. Overall, there were at least 1,032 executions in 23 nations in 2016, with just four countries – Iran, Saudi Arabia, Iraq and Pakistan – accounting for 87% of the total. China does not report all its executions.  The Cornell University Law School estimated that the Chinese government executed 2,400 people in 2015.
Support for the death penalty in the U.S. has fallen dramatically in the past two decades, but more Americans still favor than oppose it. A Pew Research Center poll in August and September of 2016, found that 49% of Americans favor the death penalty for people convicted of murder, while 42% of Americans oppose it.
Americans struggle with issue of the death penalty for the following reasons:
1. The death penalty is not morally justified. 

2. There is a risk of putting innocent people to death. 

3. In the end the death penalty is not a deterrent to crime. 

4. Minorities are more likely to be put to death.  Although the statistics say that the proportions of whites and other minorities are in line with the general population.  57% of whites, 29% of African Americans and 36% of Hispanics fall under the death penalty. 
Let’s see what the Bible says.   

Scripture Lesson: Genesis 9:5-6 “5And for your lifeblood I will surely demand an accounting. I will demand an accounting from every animal. And from each human being, too, I will demand an accounting for the life of another human being. 6"Whoever sheds human blood, by humans shall their blood be shed; for in the image of God has God made mankind.”
No Prison System:  Let’s not forget in the Old Testament Jewish culture at the time of Moses, they were a nomadic shepherd people for the most part, and did not have any type of prison system.  For them, the death penalty was a way to deal with the crime quickly and move on with life.  
Avenger of blood.  In the Old Testament justice system, a family member was appointed to seek justice and have the offender killed.  This person was called an Avenger of Blood.  
Cities of Refuge:  Also in the Old Testament; if you killed a person through self-defense or accidental death (Manslaughter), you could go to one of six regional “Cities of Refuge” for protection against the Family Avenger of Blood and have a fair trial with the 24-member Sanhedrin of the city.  Once the High Priest of that city died, the person could leave and go back home, but until that time, they had to stay within the City of Refuge. (Numbers 35)
Jesus Thoughts: Matthew 5:38-41 “38"You have heard that it was said, 'Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.' 39But I tell you, do not resist an evil person. If anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to them the other cheek also. 40And if anyone wants to sue you and take your shirt, hand over your coat as well. 41If anyone forces you to go one mile, go with them two miles.”
As we can see from these two scriptures, it seems there is Biblical support for both sides of the debate. 

However, is this passage a good reference for Capital Punishment?  The question one might ask about Jesus word are: Is this passage talking about personal relationships and maintaining a love for neighbor…or is Jesus also applying this turn the other cheek in the realm of Murder?  Certainly, there is a significant difference between slapping someone on the cheek and killing someone.  We all would say comparing mass murder to asking someone to walk an extra mile is not a fair comparison. 

Is Jesus applying this personal relationship between two people to the government / state’s ability to execute the punishment of death to the harshest of murderers in our culture?  Some would say this is not an appropriate passage for defending against capital punishment.   
Why are we talking about the Death Penalty?  Some of you may ask the question, why are we talking about the death penalty in church?   Most of my sermons deal with overtly spiritual topics that deal with the Old Testament or the life of Jesus in the New Testament.  However, as we live in the real world, shouldn’t we have an opinion on this subject using our Christian faith to formulate a sound decision on these matters?  If we are to be the salt and light of the world, should we not have a voice in the conversation?
There are currently 2,800 people on death row in America today.  Our culture and the courts look to the church for moral guidance on this topic. 
Our responsibility is to look to the Bible, our Christian tradition, our experience of the Holy Spirit, and our God given reason to discern God’s will concerning our country’s laws regarding the death penalty.  

However, it is not that easy.  You can find bible verses to support both sides of this debate.  I struggle myself with the death penalty debate as a pastor and theologian.  On the one hand I want biblical justice from the Old Testament, but on the other hand, I regard the mercy, grace and forgiveness of the New Testament.  I have found myself on both sides of this debate at different times of my life.  Which tells me this is a difficult subject to deal with.  
According to the Old Testament there are five reasons to support the death penalty: 

1. Retribution. When we think of mass murders in our culture, we wonder what is an appropriate penalty for such heinous crimes?  (Jeffery Dalhmer)   If one of my children were murdered, I would probably seek retribution. It is only natural to have those feelings. 
2. Deterrent. The data is not really clear if having the death penalty is truly a deterrent or not.   Some feel keeping a person in a tiny cell for 40 years or more is harsher than a quick execution. 
3. Safety. Some would say that to execute the murderer, assures the community that he or she would not be able to kill again. 
4. Healing & Closure for the victim’s family. Most believe that to end the life of a person who has taken the life of a loved one brings closure and justice to the family.  For most this is true, but there are some who still cannot find closure, even after the execution of the murderer.  
5. Economics.  Some would ask should we keep a person in prison at a cost of $40,000 per year for the next 30 years of their life, or should we save that money and end their life.   Money in our American culture does not weigh too much into the conversation, because of our wealth.  However, in countries like China, it does, which is perhaps why they execute 2,400 people a year.  They cannot afford to keep them in prison for life like we do.  However, some argue that the lengthy execution process in America is more expensive that life in prison, because of the many expensive appeals that are guaranteed in our justice system, both court and lawyer cost as well as the cost of 30 years in prison are added to the state.   
The appeals process is also cruel and extremely difficult for the victims family who has to relive the emotions of the murder of their loved one each time there is an appeals trial. 

Let’s not forget the number of Christian leaders in the Bible who were killed legally.   (John the Baptist was beheaded by Herod, Stephen was stoned by Jewish Law because they did not like his theology, James the brother of John was killed for heresy, Peter was crucified upside down for his missionary efforts.  According to tradition nearly all the disciples were killed because of their faith, except for John. 

The Apostle Paul, who wrote most of the New Testament was killed in Rome because of his faith.  

Finally, let’s not forget Jesus went through a mock trial by both the Romans and the Jewish Religious leaders and was ultimately crucified by legal means according to the laws of the day.  

I find it amazing how nearly 20 of our bible hero’s of the faith found the end of their life, at the hands of a state sponsored legal Justice system, that was against the Christian faith at the time.  

Jesus calls us to love our neighbor and even to love our enemy.  I find it difficult to look the prisoner on death row in the eye and say, “In Jesus name I love you…but now I got to kill you.” 

I am sympathetic on both sides of this issue and do not hold a clear view one way or the other.  I believe the Bible in many ways teaches both sides of the death penalty question.  I probably lean a bit more towards the life in prison side than the execution side.   I believe God will have His justice for the murderer when this life is through. 
I believe life is sacred in the womb against abortion or against the death row inmate.  I believe both are precious and sacred in God’s sight. 
As a follower of Jesus Christ, I ask the question: What would Jesus do?  How would he respond?  

Example of Jesus: There are not a lot of examples of Jesus dealing with the death penalty.  However, there is one.
John 8:1-11 Do you remember Jesus being confronted with a crowd of men dragging a woman in front of him who was caught in adultery?   She was facing the death penalty and these men wanted Jesus to agree with their brand of justice.  Do you remember Jesus’ response to the men who were asking Jesus to approve of stoning her to death?  Jesus said, “He that is without sin, let him cast the first stone.”   The scriptures say, “that beginning with the oldest, they began to drop their rocks and walk away.”
It seems Jesus was defusing a possible capital punishment scenario.    

Perhaps this is Jesus way of saying he is not a big fan of the death penalty.  Certainly, if she was guilty, according to the Jewish Law, she should have been killed, but Jesus found another way out.   One that gave her a pardon.  One that ultimately asked the question, “Lady, where are your accusers?  Neither do I accuse you…now go and sin no more.”

This is our story in a way.  Romans 3:23 says that all of us have sinned in our lives and the wages of sin is death.   (This is our future without God.)

However, Jesus is also offering us a spiritual pardon, when we actually deserve spiritual death.  Jesus offers us a way out of our sinful situation.  After we seek forgiveness from the Lord…Jesus is asking us…”where are your accusers?  Neither do I accuse you…now go and sin no more.”
How about you?     Have you been Pardoned by Jesus?  Seek God’s offer of forgiveness.  Today could be the day of salvation for you!

Let’s pray:  Lord, on this issue we pray for families who have been hurt and victimized by a murderer.   We do pray for Justice and healing in their lives.   We also pray for our enemy the murderer who takes innocent life.   We pray they would seek forgiveness of their awful crimes.  May God have mercy on their souls.   Amen. 
Words of Wisdom: Coretta Scott King, the wife of Dr. Martin Luther King once said, “As one whose husband and mother-in-law have died the victims of murder and assassination, I stand firmly and unequivocally opposed to the death penalty for those convicted of capital offenses... An evil deed is not redeemed by an evil deed of retaliation.”
Benediction: “The Lord bless you and keep you; the Lord make his face shine on you and be gracious to you; the Lord turn his face toward you and give you peace. ”  (Numbers 6:24-26)
