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Many prominent and historic documents throughout history have affirmed the right to life. Most 
notably to an American audience is the Declaration of Independence, yet in the aftermath of 
World War II, a conflict responsible for approximately 60 million deaths globally, the United 
Nations issued the “Universal Declaration of Human Rights.” This document proclaimed that 
“recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the 
human family is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world.” Among those rights 
recognized was the “right to life.” Soon thereafter, the European Convention on Human Rights 
declared “the right to life” as the first fundamental human right, similarly arguing it is “the 
foundation of justice and peace in the world.”  
 
These global principles have root in basic moral intuition. Life is not a right merely because 
humans are “living” or “sentient” creatures. Such justifications would extend a moral right to life 
to animals or plants, lives which are routinely ended to satisfy mankind’s natural inclination to 
sustain itself. Rather, the right to life exists because of inherent human dignity, a right that 
must be protected by law.  
 
Scripture teaches us that human life is sacred beginning at the moment of conception. We are 
made in the image and likeness of our Creator, a grace that elevates our inherent value and 
personal relationship with God above all other creatures (Genesis 1:27). God knows our 
individual personalities before we are “formed” in the womb, a feature of personhood that God 
recognizes as distinct even when humans are incapable of knowing themselves (Psalm 139:13-
16). In forming us, God gives us a uniquely divine purpose of serving him for the flourishing of 
this world in his will (Isaiah 49:1-5). These attributes of human life are intrinsically possessed by 
all men and women upon their conception. Thus, God explicitly forbids the practice of murder 
(Exodus 20:13).1 
 
Murder, however, is not merely defined as “killing another person.” Such a definition would be 
overinclusive, wrongly equating killing in self-defense or killing enemy combatants in the heat 
of a just war with an unjust, premeditated killing of another who committed no wrong. Moreover, 
practices like capital punishment, which God orders as a general rule of punishment for murder 
in Genesis 9:5-6 and Exodus 21, would be misconstrued as inexcusable in the eyes of God. Killing 
another person qualifies as murder when it is (i) intentional, (ii) unjustified, and (iii) performed 
by someone without authority to do so.2  
 
In the canon of scripture, the first act of murder is recorded in Genesis 4. After Adam and Eve 
were cast out from the Garden of Eden, they bore two sons: Cain and Abel. Both made offerings 
to the Lord, but each brought distinct items. Abel offered the “firstborn of his flock and of their 

 
1 The King James Bible translates this verse from Hebrew to Old English as “thou shall not kill.” 
However, most biblical scholars agree that this translation is flawed, failing to capture the contextual 
meaning of the original Hebrew text.  
2 This definition exclusively applies to murder as punishable by law and does not define other sinful, 
punishable forms of killing, such as manslaughter. Moreover, Jesus teaches in Matthew 5 that a person 
can commit “murder” in their hearts by hating their brother. This definition, however, is correct for the 
purpose of addressing issues of public faith discussed in these policy papers through cultural and policy 
engagement. 

https://www.nationalww2museum.org/students-teachers/student-resources/research-starters/research-starters-worldwide-deaths-world-war
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/2021/03/udhr.pdf
https://www.echr.coe.int/documents/d/echr/convention_ENG
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis+4&version=ESV
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fat portions,” which pleased the Lord, and Cain brought “an offering of the fruit of the ground,” 
for which God had “no regard.” Cain became enraged, but God nonetheless encouraged him. 
“Why are you angry, and why has your face fallen? If you do well, will you not be accepted? And 
if you do not do well, sin is crouching at the door. Its desire is contrary to you, but you must rule 
over it,” God said.  
 
Notably, God assured Cain that his failure to present an acceptable offering in that instance did 
not prevent him from presenting an offering later. But God makes clear that Cain’s offering must 
be presented out of love for Him, not out of hatred for his brother Abel. Otherwise, hatred would 
dictate his will and conduct. Cain ignored God’s words and let hatred for his brother dictate his 
actions. Cain brought Abel to a field, “rose up against his brother,” and killed him, expressing a 
clear intent to indulge his wrath through violence. Because Cain’s decision was purely driven by 
sin, his conduct was unjustified.  
 
Cain also tacitly admitted his lack of authority to kill another human being in his subsequent 
conversation with God. After God asks Cain about the whereabouts of his brother, Cain replies: 
“I do not know; am I my brother’s keeper?” In his unrepentant attitude, Cain disavows any 
guardianship role over his brother and tacitly admits his lack of authority to control Abel. For his 
actions and refusal to repent, God severely punished Cain by casting him out of the land of his 
family. Though intent, justification, and authority are only intuitively observed in the story of Cain 
and Abel, other biblical passages explicitly elucidate them as necessary elements.  
 
For instance, the Mosaic law differentiated murder and manslaughter on the basis of intent. In the 
book of Numbers, the Lord allowed Israelites who “kill[ed] any person without intent” to flee to 
“cities of refuge” in order to avoid the death penalty enacted by “avenger of blood.” Moreover, 
the Lord also provides several examples of intentional killings, such as striking another with an 
iron or stone tool, and unintentional killings, such as “push[ing]” someone “suddenly without 
enmity.”  
 
Justification, whether one lacks moral reason to take another life, is also clearly expressed in 
scripture and a core component of modern American law. In Exodus 22, the Lord says, “If a thief 
is found breaking in and is struck so that he dies, there shall be no bloodguilt for him, but if the 
sun has risen on him, there shall be bloodguilt for him.” Here, modern readers can identify a 
principle of lethal self-defense, but may be puzzled by the distinction between day and night. 
They may even be more surprised that it serves as a pillar of American law.  
 
When the U.S. Constitution was ratified, every state in the Union, except Louisiana, inherited and 
adopted the English common law. The common law of England enshrined a custom known as 
the “Castle Doctrine,” which permitted the use of deadly, defensive force only in the sanctity of 
one’s home. Otherwise, the English law imposed a duty to retreat from a violent situation before 
using self-defense. Sir Edward Coke, the English jurist, summarized the rationale for this 
distinction in the 1604 Semayne’s Case: “the house of everyone is to him as his castle and fortress, 
as well for his defence against injury and violence, as for his repose … the reason of all this is 
because domus sua cuique est tutissimum refugium [his own house is the safest place of refuge].” 
 

https://www.biblestudytools.com/esv/numbers/35.html
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Exodus%2022&version=ESV
https://scholarship.law.upenn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=&httpsredir=1&article=3029&context=penn_law_review
https://www.britannica.com/topic/stand-your-ground-laws#ref1309533
https://www.cjcj.org/media/import/documents/wallace_castle_doctrine.pdf
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Both the English common law and Mosaic law emphasize the inviolability of one’s home, 
particularly in the darkness of night. If a burglar were to attempt violence or burglarize another 
in this setting, a situation ancient people would recognize as shocking and grossly offensive, then 
deadly self-defense was justified. That said, the English common law and Mosaic law do not bind 
Christians to these exact standards. Other moral and legal justifications exist for killing, such as 
the defense of others in life threatening situations, and “self-defense” can apply in places outside 
one’s home. Nonetheless, this passage emphasizes how a person may be justified in taking the life 
of another in certain circumstances, and thus not guilty of murder.  
 
The third element of murder, authority, is hotly debated today with respect to capital punishment, 
even among Christians. In fact, approximately 66% of Protestants and 58% of Catholics support 
the death penalty for those convicted of murder according to a 2021 Pew Research Survey. In 
other words, just over one-third of Protestants and 40% of Catholics believe the death penalty is 
unwarranted even in the most severe cases. Scripture does, however, emphasize authority as a 
factor separating “murder” from lawful killing.  
 
In Genesis 9, God established capital punishment for the crime of murder in His covenant with 
Noah: “Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed, for God made man in 
his image.” Put another way, humans cannot take the life of another except as a just 
punishment for the crime of murder administered by a party sanctioned by God to do so. The 
Mosaic law continued the tradition of capital punishment as the maximum punishment for a 
variety of crimes. However, it was not a mandatory punishment for any crime except for murder 
and could only be administered by the “avenger of blood.”  
 
The apostle Paul alludes to this Old Testament “avenger” title in Romans 13, but identifies a new 
authority authorized to carry out punishment: the civil authority. “For [government] is the servant 
of God, an avenger who carries out God's wrath on the wrongdoer. Therefore one must be in 
subjection, not only to avoid God's wrath but also for the sake of conscience.” 
 
However, this doesn’t mean that capital punishment is always good. Just as any tool for good can 
be corrupted in our fallen world, so too can the death penalty be abused, even to the point where 
the practice should be banned. But it is also possible that political entities can dedicate the tool 
toward its permissible, lawful end by ensuring it is not used against innocent parties.  
 
Nonetheless, scripture is clear that governments are ordained by God, divinely imbued with the 
authority to bear the sword to punish evil and promote what is good (Romans 13:1-7). Life itself 
is one such basic good. In the words of Saint Thomas Aquinas, “inasmuch as every substance 
seeks the preservation of its own being, according to its nature: and by reason of this inclination, 
whatever is a means of preserving human life, and of warding off its obstacles, belongs to the 
natural law.” If the government takes no action to secure this basic good, it becomes guilty of 
dereliction of duty. That duty includes protecting the sanctity of unborn human life from 
abortion, an intentional, unjustified killing of an innocent child. Life belongs to God. Only 
He, or those He so sanctions, may take the life of another according to his Perfect will.  
 
The Christian desires God’s perfect will, a world where a culture of life and respect for human 
dignity triumphs and where abortion is completely and permanently nonexistent. In light of this, 

https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2021/06/15/unlike-other-u-s-religious-groups-most-atheists-and-agnostics-oppose-the-death-penalty/
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis%209&version=ESV
https://theopolisinstitute.com/the-death-penalty-in-the-mosaic-law/
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans%2013:3-5&version=ESV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans%2013:3-5&version=ESV
https://www.newadvent.org/summa/2094.htm
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any policy framework designed to advance or promote abortion, whether as an end in and of 
itself or as the means for selfish political ambition, contravenes God’s moral law. It is not 
acceptable under any Christian framework to argue that the government has no business in 
prohibiting the practice of abortion, whether that argument stems from political self-interest, 
modern libertarian sensibilities, or sheer apathy toward the unborn.  
 
 


