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To Marilyn,

My friend and companion in a twenty-four-year 

adventure of raising children. You have taken this book 

on hermeneutics and lived out its concepts with far more 

grace and beauty than the world of academic theory.
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FOREWORD

Fairly early on in my school experience we had a teacher named 

Mr. Macdonald (known behind his back as “Dornieboy”), who was 
notorious for his use of the tawse (Scots for the “belt”) administered on 
the palm of the hand for every misdemeanor, including in particular 
the scoring of a lower grade than his arbitrarily chosen pass mark in 
every class exercise and assignment. I never thought that it was wrong 
to punish pupils for disobedience and bad behavior, but I could not see 
how it was just for pupils to be punished for not reaching grades that 
were inherently beyond their capabilities. Fortunately I never fell into 
his clutches, but I was absolutely scared stiff lest I ever should do so (I 
was a coward regarding suffering and enduring pain), and he figured in 
my nightmares from time to time. Other people’s recollections of early 
education in Scotland indicate that my Dumfries experience of inhu
mane teachers was far from exceptional.

Today the situation in Scotland is radically different, and a teacher 
can be dismissed for anything that remotely resembles physical action 
against unruly pupils even if they are acting violently and need to be 
restrained, and we may well wonder whether the sanctions against such 
behavior are realistic and adequate.

But what about the situation in the home, where parents may also be 
in danger of prosecution if they physically chastise their children? Par
ticularly in North America there are Christians who affirm strongly
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the duty of parents to use physical chastisement on the basis of Scrip
ture. Are those who differ from them to be regarded as disobeying 
biblical teaching and succumbing to secular liberalism?

This is the issue taken up in this book by Bill Webb, who makes a 
number of points. First, he demonstrates that those who claim to be 
following Scripture by advocating and practicing corporal punish
ment within the family in fact go “beyond Scripture” by making a 
number of corrections of Scriptural practice that make such chastise
ment significantly different with respect to its severity and general 
character. He applauds this shift. Second, he argues that in fact Scrip
ture shows a redemptive trajectory when compared with the practices 
of other ancient people, and that all of those who reduce the severity 
of corporal punishment are taking further that trajectory which began 
in Scripture and has not yet reached its zenith. Third, he argues for 
the nonuse of corporal punishment and describes in helpful detail 
other strategies that have been tried and tested in his wife’s and his 
own experience with their own family (including the care of a son 
with severe learning difficulties), so that the same scriptural aim of 
teaching children to practice good behavior is attainable by other 
sanctions that are free from the criticisms that can rightly be made of 
corporal punishment.

The argument is thus a specific example of the kind of biblical 
hermeneutics advocated in the author’s earlier writings, especially his 
Slaves. Women and Homosexuals but also as summarized in his contribu
tion to Four Views on Moving Beyond the Bible to Theology, edited by 
Gary Meadors. But where these other works tend to be more academic 
in their approach, this book has added a nonacademic postscript writ
ten at a more down-to-earth level, with an abundance of personal in
sight and experience as well as practical application that parents will 
find helpful. (I could have profited much from it if it had been pub
lished when Joyce and I were bringing up our four children.) Moreover, 
the approach is conciliatory and gracious toward those who are gently 
but firmly corrected for not realizing that their approach to Scripture 
does in fact lead them to move beyond what Scripture says while hold
ing to the supreme authority of Scripture. Thus the book offers a com-
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pelling example of the basic rightness of Bill’s approach to the problem 
of applying Scripture to such issues as “slavery, women and homosexu
als,” and so it will help to commend this hermeneutical key to those 
who may have been suspicious of it in the past. And that in its turn will 
forward what matters most to the author: the development and practice 
of behavior that is truly biblical and Christian, and so pleasing and 
glorifying to God as well as commending the gospel to the people.

In short, I enjoyed the book and could not put it down once I started 
to read it.

I. Howard Marshall
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INTRODUCTION

A TROUBLED CHRISTIAN SOUL

Within the Bible we encounter three very stark instruments of corpo

ral punishment: the rod, the whip and the heavy knife. By far the rod 
and whip are mentioned most frequently. In one particular case, how
ever, Scripture infers the use of a heavy knife or perhaps an ax for the 
cutting off of a woman’s hand (Deut 25:11-12). As contemporary Chris
tians read and ponder the biblical instructions pertaining to the rod, 
the whip and the heavy knife, they are likely to struggle with what they 
find.

If I am the only person in the world who is troubled by the corporal 
punishment texts in the Bible, then I might as well climb into a sound
proof room and from the depths of my lamenting heart read these pages 
to myself and to God. However, I know from speaking with other 
Christians that many share the feeling of a troubled soul, and thus my 
attempt here is to speak to a wider audience about the issues that cause 
this spiritual disquiet. After hearing two contemporary stories, we will 
turn to Scripture and encounter a difficult reality—an unsettling jux
taposition of values.

TWO STORIES
The first story is about a six-year-old boy whom I have never met. 
Roughly a month before I finished this book, I came across a news ar
ticle that described a man in Fredericton, New Brunswick (Canada), 
being given a forty-five-day jail sentence for spanking his son. As I read
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the article more closely, it became clear that the man was not being 
jailed simply for spanking his six-year-old child but for doing so in a 
manner that left behind bruising marks.1 Here in Canada, if a parent 
spanks and leaves bruising welts and marks, Family and Child Services 
(a government agency) can and often do take children away from the 
parents. “Leaving marks” corporal punishment is viewed as abusive 
treatment. The situation is essentially no different in the United States, 
Europe and other Western countries. While Christians today might 
debate the length of the jail sentence or other particulars in this case, 
one conclusion is broadly shared among present-day believers. Almost 
all Christians—even pro-spankers today—view the leaving of marks as 
an abusive parenting action. We are saddened when we read about a 
six-year-old having been beaten by his father in this fashion.

The second story is a lot closer to home for me. It is a story about a 
young man named Fanosie—a former Ethiopian student of mine who 
is extremely bright and possesses a warm and inspiring pastoral heart.2 
Over his time as an M.Div. student we became very good friends, and 
Marilyn and I enjoyed getting to know Fanosie and his wife in various 
contexts—our home, their home, local Ethiopian restaurants and cam
pus discussions. After gentle arm twisting by Fanosie, a couple of sum
mers ago I went to teach for a month in two Ethiopian evangelical 
seminaries—one seminary right in the capital city of Addis Ababa and 
one seminary just to the south of Addis, about one hour’s travel, with 
the wildest highway driving I have ever experienced.

As I was preparing for the Ethiopia trip, I gave Fanosie several chap
ters of this book on corporal punishment, asking for his feedback. More 
specifically, I asked if I should take this material to Addis and teach 
some of it there. About a week or two later, I bumped into Fanosie in 
the foyer of our seminary and asked him what he thought about the 
chapters. I still remember his vivid answer. He said nothing, nothing at 
all. Instead, Fanosie bent down his head and showed me a series of 
welts, scars and ugly disfigurations. He is tall man and his dark curly

1"N.B. Man Jailed for Spanking Son,” CBC News, February 2, 2010. The article can be accessed at 
<www.cbc.ca/news/canada/new-brunswick/story/2010/02/02/nb-spanking-sentencing.html>.

2This story has been cited with Fanosie’s written consent.

http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/new-brunswick/story/2010/02/02/nb-spanking-sentencing.html
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hair hid these marks fairly well. He explained to me that he could take 
off his clothes and show me more marks from beatings he had as a 
child. He described being raised in a typical Christian home, and how, 
not infrequently, his father beat him with a stick. In fact, Fanosie told 
how it was still acceptable for many Christian husbands in Ethiopia to 
beat their wives as an act of corrective discipline. I stood there shocked 
and unable to speak. When I found my voice again, I said to Fanosie, 
“I am not sure I know exactly what you are telling me. Are you saying 
this topic is going to be too explosive and I should not take these chap
ters?” He looked at me and said, “No. You must teach this in Ethiopia!” 
In addition to the seminary classes on biblical interpretation that I had 
lined up for weekdays, Fanosie arranged a three-hour Saturday morn
ing session for Ethiopian pastors and church leaders along with semi
nary students and local professors. The topic he chose for this widest 
audience was from the pages contained in this book. I will never forget 
that Saturday morning.3 Suffice it to say that the topic addressed a 
keenly felt need as Fanosie had anticipated.

But there is something far more important for us to focus on. We 
must now connect these two stories to the Bible. We need to relate 
the marks and bruises left from physical beatings of the Fredericton 
child and of Fanosie to what is taught in Scripture about corporal 
punishment.

TURNING TO SCRIPTURE
Here is how a troubled soul arises. On the one hand, I feel angry and 
upset about what happened to the young Fredericton boy. And I feel 
outraged about what my friend Fanosie experienced in his home. I ask 
myself, What sort of parents would discipline their kids so that they leave these

3After the closing prayer, my son (Joel) and I were literally mobbed for a few handouts that I left 
up front for those who might be interested in further reading. Due to the audience pressing for 
this pile of handouts and some wanting to talk with us, we virtually could not move for several 
m inutes. At the moment I stood there and thought, “Well, of course photocopying is expensive 
in Ethiopia and maybe there are other cultural components that I do not understand.” How
ever, several people later explained that this response was not typical for such a Christian 
leadership gathering held in a seminary campus setting. As Fanosie had anticipated, the topic 
had clearly hit a nerve. The audience was eager to think through a different approach to apply
ing the Bible in this area of corporal punishment.
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kinds of bruises and markings? This sort of corporal punishment is wrong 
and abusive. But then I turn to the pages of Scripture and discover 
something that greatly troubles my Christian soul. It leaves me shaking 
my head and confused about the God I believe in and cherish. Rather 
than being strengthened in my faith, I am puzzled and disturbed.

I discover that the Bible does not view the leaving of marks and 
bruises from a beating as abusive. Instead of seeing them as deplorable, 
the Bible regards them as a virtue in that they signify a good and effec
tive beating. In the first chapter on “seven ways” we will look at one 
biblical proverb (Prov 20:30) that teaches this perspective on physical 
beatings. Since the recipient of the beating in Proverbs 20:30 is not 
explicitly described (whether adult or child), I would like to think that 
this biblical text is talking about adult beatings and not about the beat
ing of children. This would alleviate at least some of the ethical tension. 
Alas, I fear that such a limited, adult-only understanding of the biblical 
proverb is wishful thinking on my part. I will explain why in the first 
chapter.

Although I am taught within Scripture that marks from physical 
beatings are a virtue, somehow I cannot tear myself away from what I 
have always held, namely, that such actions are abusive. But the strug
gle only begins here. This one troubling component within the corpo
ral punishment texts in the Bible is just a start. There is much more that 
is ethically problematic. We will explore a range of biblical teaching 
about the rod and whip (chap. 1) and about the heavy knife (chap. 4) 
that should cause us to rethink how we move from ancient biblical texts 
to an application of those texts for today.

A BOOK ABOUT HERMENEUTICS
Let me warn you that this is not a book about parenting techniques. If 
you want a limited discussion of parenting practices related to disci
pline, I have included a postscript called “An Unplanned Parenting 
Journey.” (Readers interested primarily in the perplexing hermeneutical 
questions can skip that material if they wish.) Rather, this book is about 
how to read and understand the Bible. The book captures the herme
neutical journey of Marilyn (my wife) and me as we have raised our
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three children. We did not see it coming. We did not in any way an
ticipate this “reading Scripture” pilgrimage in our lives as parents. It 
was quite literally an unplanned journey about how to interpret and 
apply Scripture.

Let me describe our hermeneutical journey this way—it was as if we 
were walking backward, stumbling along in the dark and quite by ac
cident we started bumping into the findings of this book. To be sure, 
we thought we were disciplining our children in a manner that was 
taught in Scripture. But much to our surprise we discovered that the 
spanking-type discipline we were practicing had very little correlation 
to what the Bible actually taught about corporal punishment. To our 
further dismay, as we began digging into the teaching of Scripture on 
corporal punishment (the rod, the whip and the heavy knife), we dis
covered various texts and biblical instructions that were deeply disturb
ing. The corporal punishment passages in the Bible indeed began to 
trouble our Christian souls.

For a brief moment, let me jump ahead to say that our reading 
Scripture” journey does not end the same way it began. It starts with 
troubled souls but ends on a much happier note. Along the pathway we 
encountered a new (well, new for us) way of understanding Scripture. 
We discovered something called a “redemptive movement” approach to 
reading and applying the Bible. This was a much better way of think
ing about how we should live out the Bible than what we had practiced 
before, and it has helped us come to terms with, and not simply over
look, some of the disturbing ethical components within the biblical 
portrait. We were able to make peace with what we had found so unset
tling on the sacred page. Most importantly, a redemptive-movement 
approach to reading the Bible helped us to think more clearly about 
what God desired from us as parents.

In short, this book offers a case study within the corporal punish
ment texts about how Christians ought to interpret and apply Scrip
ture. I will argue for reading Scripture with a redemptive-movement 
hermeneutic. Chapter two explains what is meant by a redemptive- 
movement hermeneutic and illustrates its usage in the slavery texts of 
the Bible. As you will come to see, a redemptive-movement hermeneu-
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tic is not entirely new at all. It merely takes what we typically do in inter
preting Scripture and enables us to do it a little better. A redemptive- 
movement hermeneutic fits as a subcomponent within a standard and 
well-accepted grammatical-historical approach, particularly in its em
phasis on reading biblical texts within their ancient historical context. I 
will propose that by adding a redemptive-movement component to clas
sic grammatical-historical hermeneutics, we significantly strengthen our 
grammatical-historical method. It does a far better job of the “historical” 
side of the grammatical-historical approach. Along strictly hermeneu
tical lines, then, the central question of the book could be posed this way: 
Should Christians using a grammatical-historical hermeneutic add (or not 
add) a component of redemptive-movement meaning and application as they 
read the corporal punishment texts?

So, here is our story—our stumbling, bumbling, parenting story—as 
at it relates to the hermeneutics of reading and applying Scripture. I 
hope that you will in some measure be able to travel with us on a bibli
cal journey that reflects upon the rod, the whip and the heavy knife. 
But let us go back and start at the beginning of our hermeneutical pil
grimage with the opening chapter. Our journey began with first dis
covering some unsettling and downright disturbing components to the 
corporal punishment instructions within the Bible.
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