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There are county jails in at least 37 of the 39 Washington State counties. King County, the 14th largest county in America with a population over 1.9 million (28% of the state’s population), has two county jails, one in the county seat, Seattle, and another facility in Kent. There are city jails across the state of Washington. The State has 13 Department of Corrections prisons (11 men’s, 2 women’s). City, County, and State budgets include millions upon millions of dollars for facilities and staff as well as for food, medical services, counseling, and other general services. Overcrowding is a constant issue. The damage to families who are separated is incalculable. Further, crime victims are not left whole, either emotionally or financially. Does the Bible have an answer to this? Yes.
Charles Colson, founder of Prison Fellowship, once addressed the Texas legislature and outlined the Bible’s view on how to deal with non-violent criminals. He told them that the only answer to the crime problem is to take non-violent criminals out of our prisons and make them pay back their victims through restitution. This is how we can solve the prison crowding problem, said Colson.  Afterwards the law-makers came up to him and said things like, “That’s a tremendous idea. Why hasn’t anyone thought of that?” Charles Colson said to them, “Read Exodus 22. It is only what God said to Moses on Mount Sinai thousands of years ago.”

I’ve always maintained that the Bible has the answer to every conceivable question important to people. One of those questions is “what do we do about persons who break the law?” This we know, God is a God of Love and Forgiveness. We also know that there are consequences to sin. We also know that God is in touch with the human experience. In many Eastern religious systems the focus is on the individual’s well-being, on chanting, on escaping, on finding some mindset wherein the individual is self-centered, introspective, and self-actualized. In Orthodox Biblical Christianity the focus is on being conformed into the image of Christ Jesus, to prefer others above ourselves, to live in peace, to bear one another’s burdens, to build the individual, the family, the local church, and society. 
Let us consider Biblical Restitution. Restitution includes compensating someone else for stolen or damaged property or physical harm done to others. Consider restitution laws from the Old Testament:

· Assault  Exodus 21:18-19 And if men strive together, and one smite another with a stone, or with his fist, and he die not, but keepeth his bed: 19 If he rise again, and walk abroad upon his staff, then shall he that smote him be quit (aquitted): only he shall pay for the loss of his time, and shall cause him to be thoroughly healed. If a fight results in injury, and the injured recovers, the one who caused the injury is not punished, but must compensate the injured for time lost until he fully recovers and can support himself again.
· Bodily Injury Exodus 21:26–27 And if a man smite the eye of his servant, or the eye of his maid, that it perish; he shall let him go free for his eye's sake. 27 And if he smite out his manservant's tooth, or his maidservant's tooth; he shall let him go free for his tooth's sake. If a servant suffered bodily injury, the master of the servant was to let them go free as compensation for the injury.

· Liability Exodus 21:33–36 And if a man shall open a pit, or if a man shall dig a pit, and not cover it, and an ox or an ass fall therein; 34 The owner of the pit shall make it good, and give money unto the owner of them; and the dead beast shall be his. 35 And if one man's ox hurt another's, that he die; then they shall sell the live ox, and divide the money of it; and the dead ox also they shall divide. 36 Or if it be known that the ox hath used to push in time past, and his owner hath not kept him in; he shall surely pay ox for ox; and the dead shall be his own. If someone suffers loss due to the neglect of another, the other person is liable and has to make an in-kind payment. If the loss comes when the responsible one knew better but didn’t make proper accommodations, then the payment required is even more. 
· Theft Exodus 22:1–4 If a man shall steal an ox, or a sheep, and kill it, or sell it; he shall restore five oxen for an ox, and four sheep for a sheep. 2 If a thief be found breaking up, and be smitten that he die, there shall no blood be shed for him. 3 If the sun be risen upon him, there shall be blood shed for him; for he should make full restitution; if he have nothing, then he shall be sold for his theft. 4 If the theft be certainly found in his hand alive, whether it be ox, or ass, or sheep; he shall restore double. If you stole something, or were found with stolen property, then you had to replay double, four times, even five times. If the thief was killed during a theft at night, no one is accountable. If killed in the daytime, then the one who killed is accountable. 
· Property Damage Exodus 22:5–6 If a man shall cause a field or vineyard to be eaten, and shall put in his beast, and shall feed in another man's field; of the best of his own field, and of the best of his own vineyard, shall he make restitution. 6 If fire break out, and catch in thorns, so that the stacks of corn, or the standing corn, or the field, be consumed therewith; he that kindled the fire shall surely make restitution. Damage to property requires restitution, period. One had to repay with the best of what he had when property was involved, his property for what he damaged.

· Irresponsibility Exodus 22:7–13  If a man shall deliver unto his neighbor money or stuff to keep, and it be stolen out of the man's house; if the thief be found, let him pay double. 8 If the thief be not found, then the master of the house shall be brought unto the judges, to see whether he have put his hand unto his neighbor's goods. 9 For all manner of trespass, whether it be for ox, for ass, for sheep, for raiment, or for any manner of lost thing which another challengeth to be his, the cause of both parties shall come before the judges; and whom the judges shall condemn, he shall pay double unto his neighbor. 10 If a man deliver unto his neighbor an ass, or an ox, or a sheep, or any beast, to keep; and it die, or be hurt, or driven away, no man seeing it: 11 Then shall an oath of the LORD be between them both, that he hath not put his hand unto his neighbor's goods; and the owner of it shall accept thereof, and he shall not make it good. 12 And if it be stolen from him, he shall make restitution unto the owner thereof. 13 If it be torn in pieces, then let him bring it for witness, and he shall not make good that which was torn. Irresponsible behavior comes at a cost, and that cost is restitution, sometimes double. If however the property was lost and it was not the direct fault of the holder of the property, then no payment is required. 
· Loss/Damage of Borrowed Items Exodus 22:14–15 And if a man borrow ought of his neighbor, and it be hurt, or die, the owner thereof being not with it, he shall surely make it good. 15 But if the owner thereof be with it, he shall not make it good: if it be an hired thing, it came for his hire. If the owner is with the property and there is a loss, then the user is not liable, but if the owner is not with it, then it’s the responsibility of the borrower to make it right.

The Almighty is mindful of fairness. 

· Deuteronomy 25:35-37 Ye shall do no unrighteousness in judgment, in measurements, in weight, or in measure. 36 Just balances, just weights, a just ephah (basket), and a just hin (jar), shall ye have: I am the LORD your God, which brought you out of the land of Egypt. 37 Therefore shall ye observe all my statutes, and all my judgments, and do them: I am the LORD.

· Proverbs 11:1 A false balance is abomination to the LORD: but a just weight is his delight.

Voluntary restitution required the return of the item plus “one-fifth more.” Leviticus 6:1–7. And the LORD spake unto Moses, saying, 2 If a soul sin, and commit a trespass against the LORD, and lie unto his neighbor in that which was delivered him to keep, or in fellowship, or in a thing taken away by violence, or hath deceived his neighbor; 3 Or have found that which was lost, and lieth concerning it, and sweareth falsely; in any of all these that a man doeth, sinning therein: 4 Then it shall be, because he hath sinned, and is guilty, that he shall restore that which he took violently away, or the thing which he hath deceitfully gotten, or that which was delivered him to keep, or the lost thing which he found, 5 Or all that about which he hath sworn falsely; he shall even restore it in the principal, and shall add the fifth part more thereto, and give it unto him to whom it appertaineth, in the day of his trespass offering. 6 And he shall bring his trespass offering unto the LORD, a ram without blemish out of the flock, with thy estimation, for a trespass offering, unto the priest: 7 And the priest shall make an atonement for him before the LORD: and it shall be forgiven him for any thing of all that he hath done in trespassing therein. 

In most cases double restitution is required, as noted above in Exodus 22:4, 7–9. Some crimes required payment of four or five times the loss or injury, as read above in Exodus 22:1. This multiple restitution for crime is also found in 2 Samuel 12:6 And he shall restore the lamb fourfold, because he did this thing, and because he had no pity.
Multiple restitution was usually mandated for items that had extended value. Sheep reproduce at a high rate and their wool can be made into clothing. To steal a sheep is to rob its owner of present and future productivity. An ox has similar value plus the added ability to pull plows and carts, clearly essential functions in an agrarian society.

In all cases, laws of restitution placed a limit on revenge and a burden on the lawbreaker. Roger Campbell writes in his book Justice Through Restitution, that in each of the biblical cases, the “result was that the victim was restored to a better position than before his loss and the lawbreaker was punished by having to make right his wrongs in a manner that cost more than his potential gain.”

Many Christians believe that laws governing restitution are relics of Old Testament law that no longer apply. The New Testament tells a different story. Zacchaeus promised to make four-fold restitution because of his abuse of power as a chief tax-gatherer and being an oppressor of the poor, as recorded in Luke 19:8 And Zacchaeus stood, and said unto the Lord: Behold, Lord, the half of my goods I give to the poor; and if I have taken any thing from any man by false accusation, I restore him fourfold. While restitution did not save him, it was evidence that he had truly repented in the way he abused his power. For this Jesus could say, “Today salvation has come to this house” (Luke19:9). There it is. The practice founded in the Old Testament is affirmed in the New Testament. This is God’s way. Zacchaeus didn’t go to jail, but he restored what he took and he did it fourfold.
The Apostle Paul instructs those who would take that which belongs to another in Ephesians 4:28 Let him that stole steal no more: but rather let him labor, working with his hands the thing which is good, that he may have to give to him that needeth. Laws of restitution have been abandoned by the courts largely because crimes are perceived as ultimately against the State. It has been written that as the power of government increased, crimes were considered not so much as injury to the victim but as violations of the king’s peace. Laws were enacted that made it a misdemeanor for a victim to settle with an offender without bringing him to court. Instead of restoring the injured party to his condition before being wronged, fines now went into the government coffers and the attention of society turned to ingenious punishments for lawbreakers.
Contrary to the humanistic theory of punishment, laws of restitution remind the criminal that he ultimately is responsible to God for his actions. King David wrote, after committing adultery and murder, in Psalms 51:4 Against thee, thee only, have I sinned, and done this evil in thy sight: that thou mightest be justified when thou speakest, and be clear when thou judgest.  Being responsible to God reminds the lawbreaker that his victims, created in God’s image, must be compensated in the manner prescribed by the “Judge of all the earth” (Genesis 18:25).

While in India one of our local missionaries shared with me that in outlying areas the village elders pronounce the judgment for many crimes, right on up to murder. Restitution is required at an amount set by the leaders of the village, within the ability of the guilty to pay, and acceptable to the one, or the family of the one, who was wronged. This is foreign to us in the United States; to even consider such a thing would be considered a gross miscarriage of equal justice. But what is the best thing to do? The best thing is to follow the Scriptures, where the Creator set the standards for a society to follow, since that is what is best for the offender, the victim, and society.

Often in my ministry I’m asked about my views on capital punishment, which is, of course, for violent crimes. My position has been consistent for over 30 years. Unlike non-violent crimes where restitution is preferred, capital crimes involve actions that cannot be restored. Those who attack and rape, kidnap, maim, or murder – cause deep trauma to the victim and the victim’s family. This is an emotional handicap that has figuratively and literally disabled persons – victims and the families of victims – for years and years. The scriptures provide for the State for the meting out of capital punishment. Romans 13:1-4 Let every soul be subject unto the higher powers. For there is no power but of God: the powers that be are ordained of God. 2 Whosoever therefore resisteth the power, resisteth the ordinance of God: and they that resist shall receive to themselves damnation. 3 For rulers are not a terror to good works, but to the evil. Wilt thou then not be afraid of the power? do that which is good, and thou shalt have praise of the same: 4 For he is the minister of God to thee for good. But if thou do that which is evil, be afraid; for he beareth not the sword in vain: for he is the minister of God, a revenger to execute wrath upon him that doeth evil.  Refering back to the Old Testament, a sobering statement is made in Numbers 35:35-31 Whoso killeth any person, the murderer shall be put to death by the mouth of witnesses: but one witness shall not testify against any person to cause him to die. 31 Moreover ye shall take no satisfaction (payment; ransom; restitution) for the life of a murderer, which is guilty of death: but he shall be surely put to death. 

The dispensing of capital punishment assumes the State got it right, that the real offender is in custody, that honorable, descent, law-conscious men and women are judging the matter properly, that proper boundaries and safeguards are in place, and that law and order are established in the land. But let me add this – the scriptures without a doubt speak far, far, far, far more of mercy, the value of any person, and the redemption that is in Christ Jesus the Lord than any number of the few scriptures that can be properly used to support capital punishment.
In short, my position on capital punishment is that the Scriptures support the State meting out capital punishment. A murderer murders no more when his life is taken by the State. The family of the victim has closure, or the opportunity of closure, not at their hands, but at the hands of the State that is given authority by God Almighty to dispense such punishment. Of course, the hand of God on one’s life provides more closure than anything else ever could. 
My position that the State has the authority to carry out capital punishment is Part One of my position on capital punishment. Part Two of my position is that the carrying out of capital punishment is not a cause for rejoicing. Rather, it is a time for society to reflect on a life lost due to choices, due to sin, due to iniquity. It should stand as a sober reminder that sin is real and has real consequences. It should be a time of reflection on our own lives and our own commitment to live right, to live honorably, and to live righteously. A life has been taken. That person had a family. The victim of the crime had family. All are affected, permanently. Capital punishment allows society to be made aware once again that the wages of sin is death. That said, if capital punishment never took place again it wouldn’t bother me in the least. Life in prison without the ability for parole is a serious sentence, yet this person can come to a saving knowledge of Christ the Lord. Through knowing the Savior, while forfeiting their freedom in this world, they can make a positive difference behind bars with other inmates, and make heaven their home.
Paul the apostle, considered far and wide as the greatest example for Christ that ever lived, was himself a violent man and one who was an accomplice to murder (Acts 8, 9). He could have easily been imprisoned for his crime (as it was he saw the inside of many prisons for preaching the gospel). Paul said in 1 Timothy 1:15 This is a faithful saying, and worthy of all acceptation, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners; of whom I am chief. Paul knew he was guilty of murder. Going back to the book of Genesis, another murderer, Cain, was not given the death penalty, rather, he was given a mark so he would not be attacked. This mark came from God Almighty, and became a punishment in and of itself, as recorded in Genesis 4:15 And the LORD said unto him, Therefore whosoever slayeth Cain, vengeance shall be taken on him sevenfold. And the LORD set a mark upon Cain, lest any finding him should kill him.
Using the Bible and other perspectives (chiefly economics) as one researches the theme of Capital Punishment, good arguments can be made for each side of the issue, as well as for the theme of Restitution. A lot of energy is put into debating the subject of capital punishment, yet very little energy is put into considering Restitution. The nation with the most executions last year was China, with an estimated 1700 to 6000 persons executed. Second was Iran with almost 400. Third was Iraq at 120. Fourth was Saudi Arabia with 70. Fifth was the United States at 52. Numerous sites were reviewed and these numbers are judged the best available, understanding that precise data from some countries is hard to obtain. Yet it can be concluded that capital punishment is not an issue that involves a lot of people, not nearly so much as does non-violent crime, where restitution to the victim is a preferred method of meting out justice.
When I stand and look upon the cemetery at the Washington State Penitentiary where small, nameless markers cite the grave of many a forgotten prisoner, I am reminded that the wages of sin is death. When I walk past the visiting rooms in prisons, which I have done countless times, and see mothers, fathers, wives, children, all separated from their son, husband, or father, I am reminded again that the wages of sin is death. When I see someone who has suffered loss, and is unrecompensed, I am reminded that the wages of sin is death. Death to hopes, death to dreams, death to futures, death to relationships, death to memories, death to happiness. The wages of sin is death; always has been and always will be. And when I read my Bible, I am reminded that the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord, and that it’s a bright day in the kingdom of Heaven. There really is an answer, and there really is hope.
Let me say again, the good news is that there is an answer. There is an answer to the wages of sin. There is an answer to shattered hopes and dreams. There is an answer to human heartache and heartbreak. There is an answer to the treadmill of despair and despondency. The answer is Jesus Christ the Lord. The Righteous savior of man. The God-Man. The one who atoned for the sin of the world, and the one who sent the Holy Spirit of God to live in us and allow us the victory over sin. Let us call upon Him who is able to save to the uttermost. Let us look to Him to rebuild and restore unto us what sin has taken. Let us be reminded too that in Christ the Lord there is grace and mercy. There are also consequences. The worst consequence is that we go though this life with no thought or care for the things of God, and we have never repented of our sin, and we have never take Christ as Savior, and we miss heaven, we miss God’s forgiveness, we miss His grace, and we enter into a Christless eternity because our sins had no savior. This is the greatest loss, hands-down. There is no restitution there, only eternal punishment, far worse than capital punishment. Let us receive Christ and live for Christ. Amen.
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