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We Christians often struggle in the balance of justice and forgiveness.  We recognize that the 

Gospel is the radical power to forgive all sins in Jesus Christ, even sins like murder, theft, 

adultery, and so forth.  But we also believe that God is a just God who – as He said in 

Deuteronomy – punishes to the third and forth generation of those who hate Him and shows love 

to a thousand generations of those who love Him and keep His commandments.  God promises 

vindication for the oppressed, exaltation for the lowly, and a humbling of the rich and proud. 

 

But in our daily lives we see a lot of injustice.  The rich seem to only get richer.  Those who 

cheat and steal make it to the top, and good, honest, hard-working people often stay at the 

bottom.  We all know good, faithful Christians who seem to experience one tragedy after 

another, while unbelievers prosper and live quite comfortably.  Some people, in their suffering, 

might be tempted to overemphasize the need for justice at the expense of the Gospel.  They 

might think that if things are not made right, that means that God does not love them or that God 

is unfair.  They might become bitter and resentful of those who have more than them or those 

who have sinned against them.  They believe that they themselves deserve much more.  Such 

people might forget what the Gospel tells us, that if we suffer, we suffer with Christ Jesus who 

died for us.  The Gospel also tells us that God, in His own time, will vindicate us by His grace, 

just as God, in His own time, sent His Son to save us.  Although it appears slow to come, God 

will deliver us and bring us to glory. 
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On the other hand, Christians who’ve experienced fewer trials and temptations themselves, might 

emphasize the gospel at the expense of justice (as though God’s grace made justice not matter 

anymore).  Such people wonder why a person has any difficulty loving their enemy or forgiving 

a person who’s sinned against them.  They’re less concerned about defending those who suffer 

injustice or helping the poor or sick or that our laws are rightly made, enforced, and judged.  

They figure our job is to forgive and live by the Gospel.  Let God take care of the rest.  They 

might even think that those who do suffer more trials are more in need of God’s judgment than 

they are. 

 

There was a recent article in Christianity Today which highlighted this tension between 

forgiveness and justice.  It was titled, “Botham Jean’s Brother’s Offer of Forgiveness Went 

Viral.  His Mother’s Calls for Justice Should Too.”  Botham Jean was the unarmed man shot and 

killed in his own apartment by a woman who mistakenly entered the wrong apartment, thinking 

it was hers.  She gave a sobbing testimony and seemed by all appearances to be remorseful.  If 

you didn’t see the clip, Botham’s brother Brandt offered her forgiveness from God and embraced 

her.  It’s impossible not to be moved by such a display of love and grace.  And yet, as this article 

goes on to say, this doesn’t mean that in our minds we should think, “Case closed.  She’s 

forgiven.  Nothing more needs to be done.”  People are still hurting.  Wrongs haven’t been 

righted.  There’s still the appeal of Botham’s mother, who is raising questions like, “Why did she 

shoot to kill a person who wasn’t acting in a threatening way?”  “Why did the police turn off 

their body cameras?”  “Was there a tampering of evidence?”  “Is there a way to prevent such a 

crime from happening in the future and to make sure that if such a crime does happen, justice is 

served?”  There are, understandably, feelings of the family that this case isn’t yet settled.  Even 
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though they might be able forgive the perpetrator, they aren’t satisfied because justice, in their 

opinion, has not been served. 

 

Habakkuk in our Old Testament reading was concerned about injustice all around him, 

particularly that God would choose to punish sinful Israel with an even more wicked Assyria and 

later Babylon.  What kind of justice would allow the horrible Babylonians to be God’s servants 

to punish Israel?  God’s response to Habakkuk was not, “You know Habakkuk, you should be 

more forgiving.”  Nor did God say, “You know Habakkuk, you are a sinner and deserve much 

worse.  Why are you asking for justice?”  Instead, God answered, “It might seem slow to come, 

but justice will be served.  As for you, the righteous shall live by his faith.”  In other words, it is 

right to want justice.  God is a just and righteous God.  But we will not always have it when we 

want it.  We do not live by justice, but by faith.  We put our trust in God who knows how to 

vindicate the righteous and lift up the lowly.  He will do it, but in His time. 

 

Using the authorities and resources God has given us we may seek help for ourselves and others.  

“Love your neighbor as yourself” demands that we seek the wellbeing of others.  If we want only 

to talk about the forgiveness of sins but not show mercy to our neighbor’s needs, we are running 

contrary to the Gospel.  How can we be rescued from the power sin and death and snatched out 

of the hands of our greatest accuser the devil and not want to rescue others from the evils of 

poverty or prejudice or false accusations or murder or theft?  If God is just, we should want a just 

world.   
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But we also need to remember that we live in a fallen world in the midst of a fallen people.  

Justice is often not served the way we think it should be.  If we can only have peace when 

righteousness prevails the way we think it should, we will never be at peace.  Look at those very 

unhappy souls who have only worldly justice as their hope and not the Gospel.  They are the 

most fearful, angry, miserable, judgmental people.  They terrorize children into thinking the 

world is on the brink of destruction or they make people feel like they are always victims of 

something.  There is no peace, no forgiveness, only works.  And works will always fall short of 

righteousness. 

 

On the other hand, those who divorce the Gospel from showing itself in love will fail to comfort 

with the Gospel, for by their inaction God will appear to only care about spiritual matters and not 

be of any use to physical human beings.  It might even make the resurrection and new creation 

promised to us seem unlikely. 

 

If we are to have any comfort and hope at all in this world of injustice, we must go to the greatest 

miscarriage of justice the world has ever done: the condemnation of the holy, innocent, Son of 

God.  There was bribery; there were false charges, lying witnesses, a wrongful conviction, and 

an unjust punishment.  No one came to Jesus’ defense, not even His friends.  But even though 

man did everything in his power to destroy the Son of God, God showed that He was still Lord 

by using their injustice for His justice, to satisfy His wrath for the sins of the world.  And when 

Jesus’ disciples had lost all hope, God vindicated His Son by raising Him from the dead. 
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If Christ the Son of God suffered in this way, then we should not be ashamed when we suffer, 

nor surprised that we do.  Paul was not ashamed that he was imprisoned for the Gospel and told 

Timothy not to be ashamed by it, but to follow his example.  Those who follow Christ will bear 

the cross.  We suffer, knowing that if we die with Christ, we will also live with Him.  And we 

guard what the injustice of this world cannot take away, the forgiveness of sins in Jesus Christ.  

We live by this faith, that God is merciful and just, even when our present circumstances do not 

seem to show it.  We put our trust in His Word, which declares us righteous, though we have to 

repent seven times…even seven times seventy in a day.  We are His children.  God will defend 

us, strengthen us, and rescue us from every evil of body and soul.  Whatever is not done in this 

life will be done on the Last Day.   

 

For all of this, we must continually pray the prayer of the apostles, “Increase our faith!”  For how 

can we believe it when God’s beloved children suffer?  And God answers by inviting us to 

recline at His table and have His beloved Son serve us with the body He gave and the blood He 

shed for our redemption.  Eating the fruits of His victory, we see our own.  And the Holy Spirit 

gives us faith to do more than uproot mulberry trees.  We are given the power to uproot and 

destroy sin and the devil, to rescue and defend our neighbor and supply his needs in this evil 

world, to forgive those who sin against us, and to suffer all without losing the good deposit, with 

which we will be raised to eternal glory.  Amen. 


