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What is the scope of authority that the government has to carry out punishment to those who 
break laws and, in doing so, violate the rights of others in society?  It is unfortunate that in many cases, 
the human system which was purposed to carry out justice has in many cases itself become unjust or 
has been inadequate in achieving the desired results of such a system.  These situations are what comes 
to mind when the issue of capital punishment is discussed.  While there are many variables that affect a 
persons viewpoint on this issue, I will focus on what the purpose of punishment enacted by the 
government should serve and will examine different views of the value of humanity as it relates to the 
justice system through CS Lewis' essay, The Humanitarian View of Punishment  1   and Samuel K 
Roberts' chapter on The Pursuit of Justice in Courts, Markets, and Electoral Precincts  2  .  I will then 
examine the rationale and biblical justification for these views.  Because of the complexity of this issue, 
my focus on this issue will be two-part:  capital punishment as a part of an ideal justice system, and 
capital punishment as it is currently instituted in the United States.

Defining the variables

There are three viewpoints to which the authors use as a basis for identifying the role of the 
justice system.  CS Lewis takes a retributivist position, which emphasizes that punishment is a direct 
reaction to the committing of a crime itself.  Lewis defines that an appropriate punishment should fit 
the crime, including the death penalty.  Roberts take a curative position and sees punishment as an 
opportunity to restore the relationship between the criminal and society.  Both Lewis and Roberts see 
punishment as a means of removing a person from their place in society in this regard (a concept Lewis 
calls “Desert”), but the difference is in purpose.  Both identify a third view that they both reject, being a 
deterrence view, holding that punishment should be done in a way to deter others from committing 
crimes.  Roberts rejects this view due to it's ineffectiveness in deterring crime.  Lewis rejects this view 
as unjust to the criminal as a person is punished to be an example to others and not on the basis of his 
own crime.

At the heart of the authors stances is also their position on the value of humanity.  Roberts sees 
the value of humanity as the person as a part of the greater society and refers to dignity being where a 
person in society “might seek their full share of self-actualization”3 and views capital punishment as an 
ultimate violation of this, in that it “precludes all future hope for redemption of human life and 
restoration of that life to community with other persons”4.  Lewis, in contrast, views the value of 
humanity as an individual in the image of God and claims the curative position creates a “dangerous 
illusion and disguises the possibility of cruelty and injustice without end”5.  Lewis therefore focuses on 
value of humanity as it relates to the one who committed the crime, stating that “it is only as deserved 
or undeserved that a sentence can be just or unjust”6.  In our interview, Tad7 suggested that one problem 
with the argument that capital punishment ends a person's life and is therefore a violation of the 
person's humanity, in that, life without parole effectively does this as it removes a person's freedom and 
place in society from him indefinitely.  These variables are somewhat intertwined, but important.  The 

1 CS Lewis, God in the Dock (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdman's, 2001), 287-300
2 Samuel K. Roberts, African American Christian Ethics (Cleveland, OH: The Pilgrim Press, 2001), 257-275
3 Roberts, 258
4 Roberts, 275
5 Lewis, 287
6 Lewis, 288
7 I would like to thank Tad Kline, whom I interviewed on 12/2/2009.
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purpose of the justice system is in part the result of a person's view about the role of government and 
their current social context, while the variable of the value of humanity may determine for someone 
where the government is to draw the line in enacting punishment.  The first variable determines why 
(the purpose) we ought to punish criminals, the second determines more about how we ought to punish 
them, although to some extent the variables bleed over in this regard.

Threats

The threats, as identified by the authors center around justice, not in the sense of the justice 
system, but around the concept of justice itself, and both identify different situations of injustice, giving 
situations where punishment is carried out improperly by the government in being too harsh.  CS Lewis 
identifies a threat in that, in England, when “actual punishments conflicted with the moral sense of the 
community, juries refused to convict and reform was finally brought about”8.  Therefore, Lewis 
identifies a threat where the punishment is unfairly disproportionate to the crime and argues that 
without a view that punishment should boil down to the punishment fitting the crime, and instead a 
focus on curing a person, that a person may end up receiving a much harsher punishment than his crime 
deserves. 

Roberts is coming from a different perspective, in that convictions, as well as capital 
punishment, have been carried out disproportionate to the crime, noting that in some states, “crimes for 
which the death sentence is carried out are murder, rape, armed robbery, kidnapping, espionage, 
burglary, and assault by a life-term prisoner”9.  Roberts' two biggest criticisms of capital punishment 
are the certainty of the crime and the inconsistency by which the sentence is carried out, for both citing 
statistics and examples where African Americans have been convicted of crimes they did not commit 
and the inconsistency by which the death penalty is enacted based on race, citing a survey of capital 
punishment in Georgia, current as of 1999, which showed “defendants who killed white victims were 
eleven times more likely to receive the death sentence than those who killed black victims”10.  In that 
context, it is no wonder that Roberts does not trust a justice system which is left to a jury to decide 
what punishment fits a crime in a culture which has a history of racism, and as a result would then seek 
a new paradigm entirely.  The disturbing trend, as indicated by Roberts and Stassen11, on finding that 
the United States has executed people to whom we have now found through forensic or other evidence 
to be innocent, indicates a severe problem with the way the United States specifically handles 
convictions, and also the government's ability to carry out an execution.  For these reasons, in our 
interview, David12 seemed to agree with the biblical justification for capital punishment but was 
opposed to it in practice today.

Another threat I wish to identify is protection to society.  Neither author really addressed this, 
with the exception of Lewis, in his response to criticism, stating “I am ready to make both the 
protection of society and the 'cure' of the criminal as important as you please in punishment, but only 
on a certain condition: namely, that the initial act of thus interfering with a man's liberty be justified on 
the grounds of desert”13.  I hold this threat in high regard, due to cases where a highly violent criminal 
has either escaped prison or had a sentence commuted or lessened and, as a result, violated more 

8 Lewis, 289
9 Roberts, 271
10 Roberts, 272
11 Dr. Glen Stassen's lecture on 11/1/2009
12 I would like to thank David Derus, whom I interviewed on 12/7/2009.
13 Lewis, 298
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victims.  Even though this may be a rare exception, it is also unjust that some offenders, in lieu of the 
death sentence, have gone to prison and murdered prison inmates, thus causing someone in prison to 
effectively receive the death sentence for something disproportionate to his crime.  

Rationale

Lewis and Roberts organize their arguments very differently.  Both are Christians and both have 
rooted their explanations in their view of justice, humanity (sin and redemption), authority of 
government, and their current culture. 

Their views of justice are tied closely to their view of value of humanity.  Roberts identifies a 
struggle between a person's free will and their context in society, noting that society itself is partly to 
blame for setting up the series of events that lead to an incident, that each incident has a series of 
incidents leading up to it, and concludes that “regardless of how we solve the problem of free will 
versus determinism, it is doubtlessly true that all human beings have limited control over the conditions 
which lead inexorably to the actions that they commit.  But a problem arises as soon as we assert that 
there is a definable, discrete person, a 'he' or 'she' who has committed a crime or infraction”14  Realizing 
that there may be a structural problem behind a person's crime, and the fallen nature of humanity, 
Roberts offers that Christian mercy and forgiveness should offset this, and that our response to a crime 
out to be one of redemption into society.

Lewis passionately rejects this position.  Lewis' view of justice is simple: the punishment should 
fit the crime.  According to Lewis, the curative position robs a person of his basic human rights, by 
substituting a sentence he deserves for one based on something else. This directly bears on our two 
variables, as punishing a person by means other than what he deserves violates the scope and purpose 
of the government's role in carrying out justice and violates a person's humanity as it removes him from 
his human rights on a basis other than what he directly deserves.  Lewis criticizes the curative position, 
stating it “removes from Punishment the concept of Desert.  But the concept of Desert is the only link 
between punishment and justice.  It is only as deserved or undeserved that a sentence can be just or 
unjust”15.

Both authors have a view that removal from society and suspension of rights are valid 
punishments in themselves, which Roberts has in part of his restorative process, and Lewis in his 
concept of Desert, but both have real differences in the justification for it.  While both have a deep 
Christian worldview, and a deep view of human sin and the need for redemption, their arguments for 
supporting their view do not necessarily reflect their greater worldview.  CS Lewis takes a very 
deontological approach in his arguments, and principled position regarding his view on capital 
punishment itself.  Because the principle that the crime should be fitting the punishment to be carried 
out, it should then apply to capital punishment if it is in fact deserved for the crime.  Lewis derives his 
principles from his views on the value of humanity and, as a result of his principle then, justifies capital 
punishment.  Roberts has very teliological arguments.  Capital punishment for Roberts is rejected in 
part because it does not achieve desirable ends.  Roberts cites that it fails as a deterrent and it fails to 
cure a person and restore them to society, and therefore, because it does not meet these consequences, it 
should be rejected.  Roberts sees the injustices in the practice of capital punishment in the United States 
as a violation of the value of humanity and and outside of the scope of government, and believes a 
curative position will achieve a better end.

14 Roberts, 262
15 Lewis, 288
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Both Lewis and Roberts are skeptical of the authority of government, both citing abuses on the 
part of the government in carrying out punishment.  For this reason, Lewis rejects the deterrence 
position for fear the government may convict and punish an innocent for a crime, citing “every modern 
State has powers which make it easy to fake a trial”16.  Lewis therefore rejects a deterrence view and 
appeals to a jury system that provides checks based on the conscience of the people.  Roberts has good 
reason to distrust the government.  As stated above, Roberts cites plenty of examples where the United 
States government has miscarried justice due to race, and as a result distrusts the government's ability 
to carry out capital punishment.  Both view government as playing a necessary role, but have severe 
concerns about it violating a person's value.

Biblical Reasoning

Lewis does not cite any explicit Scripture references for his position.  Roberts cites Leviticus 25 
regarding the year of Jubilee and the forgiveness of debts as a step in defining his curative position, but 
neither gives Scripture explicitly on capital punishment.  Therefore, I focused heavily on biblical 
justifications for or against it in my student interviews, specifically on the role of government and 
punishment through Romans 1317, whether Jesus' imperative to turn the other cheek18 applies to 
government, the purpose of 'eye for an eye' in the Old Testament19, and the incident in Acts with 
Ananias and Sapphira20.  

Surprisingly, both Tad and David, although taking very different positions on capital 
punishment agree, almost completely on the interpretation of these passages.  Both interpreted Romans 
13 as meaning the government is purposed to carry out punishment up to death.  Both also contrasted 
between eye for an eye in Deuteronomy and Jesus' imperative to turn the other cheek as eye for an eye 
being the role for government and to turn the other cheek to be a personal imperative.  David 
expounded upon this further saying that the system in Deuteronomy ends a blood feud cycle as the 
government punishes the offender instead of the victim or family of the victim.  Therefore it is the 
government's place to punish and the individual's place to get out of the way for God and the 
government to punish an offender.  He also made a distinction that the United States is not a blood feud 
culture as the context of the passage was set in. 

During our break in class, one student21 mentioned Ananias and Sapphira as justification for 
capital punishment. I asked David and Tad about this and both were hesitant to apply this passage to 
capital punishment for fear it would be used to justify the church in carrying out death sentences.  John 
Wesley, in his commentary, seems to interpret it as an example of capital punishment, saying “For none 
can imagine that Peter would have had the assurance to pronounce, and much less the power to execute 
such a sentence, if he had been guilty himself of a fraud of the same kind”22.   

While they both agreed on biblical interpretation neither wanted to apply it directly to the 
United States today because of the the threats that Roberts has identified (the threats themselves, not 
Roberts' writing).  But the distinction is that Tad was cautious about capital punishment here, but 
ideally supportive where it fits the crime.  David cited that its current abuses are so deep that we should 

16 Lewis, 291
17 Romans 13 sets the context, but specifically Romans 13:4 - “But if you do wrong, be in fear, for it does not bear the 

sword in vain. It is God's servant to administer retribution on the wrongdoer.”, (NET)
18 Matthew 8:38-39
19 Deuteronomy 19:21
20 Acts 5:1-11
21 While I did not interview him, this insight was helpful and I would like to thank Thaddeus Hopkins.
22 John Wesley, John Wesley's Notes on the Bible, Sword module 1.1, Acts 5:5
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no longer have the death sentence.
From a purely biblical perspective, the bible appears to justify that capital punishment is within 

the scope of the government's ability to carry out justice, however this should be set in the 
government's role in punishment.  Biblically, the government is to carry out punishment as an agent of 
justice on behalf of God.  When the government carries out the death penalty outside of the scope of 
justice, it is then outside of the scope of biblical justification.

Conclusion

As stated in my introduction, the result here will be two-part, identifying the issue generally, 
and as it applies currently in the United States.  Generally, I agree with CS Lewis.  While I appreciate 
Roberts' passion, Lewis generally has a stronger argument on capital punishment as it relates to justice 
by carefully identifying the purpose of the government in carrying out punishment, and in the context 
of identifying how the value of human life relates to the death sentence.  However, CS Lewis is was not 
writing in the context of the United States, either then nor now, and the threats Roberts identifies are 
very serious.  In keeping with the biblical view of capital punishment, when the government has 
enacted the death sentence on an innocent person or dealt a harsher sentence on the basis of race and 
not the criminal act itself, it has moved beyond it's biblical justification for capital punishment, and the 
scars of this run deep.

There is one other argument here that was mentioned in threats that the authors did not properly 
expound upon, and that being protectionism.  While protectionism as a model for justice is not a good 
one as it separates the punishment from crime itself, it identifies another real problem in that when the 
government fails to punish the criminal enough, it also does an injustice.  This part is personal for me 
as a distant cousin in my family, John Justice, murdered his parents, sibling, and a neighbor over a 
dispute about the timing of his going to college23.  He showed no remorse for murdering his family. 
This incident hit my family very closely as we were both victims of the crime and family of the 
murderer.  At the time, New York did not allow capital punishment and John is likely to get out of 
prison very soon.  There have generally been two feelings about this in my family: John deserved the 
death sentence, and there is some fear that if he were to return to society, he would cause our tragedy to 
someone else.  Therefore, the government has a responsibility to carry out punishment fitting to the 
crime, not exceeding it and violating the inherent human rights of the offender, and not neglecting to 
carry out justice and violating it's role in carrying out justice in society.

Therefore, I would urge for an overhaul and major reform in our justice system in America.  The 
death sentence need not be enacted for cases of robbery, rape, and other crimes unequal to the act of 
removing all hope for restoration of the victim back into society.  In every case, the punishment needs 
to be carefully weighed against the crime and also the evidence in the case against the criminal.  Our 
methods for conviction need to be overhauled with a close look at our jury system. A trial where a 
black man is accused of murdering a white man, given our history in the United States, should not be 
tried by an all-white jury.  The role of the church should then be to push for the kind of reform that 
punishes fairly and ends the pattern of unfair sentences due to racism.  The church should also be 
willing to play the redemptive role in offering the criminal a better way of life when returning to 
society.  But until true systematic reform can take place, the death sentence needs to be withheld to 
only the extreme cases, meaning that our system needs more internal checks and balances to ensure that 
we are not executing the innocent, and at the same time that we are not failing to do our part to carry 

23 http://www.people.com/people/archive/article/0,,20092208,00.html   – Rachel Justice, quoted in this article,  is my 
grandfather's sister.
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out punishments worthy of their crimes.
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