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3. Justice and Mercy in the Old Testament: Part 1 (3Q 2016—Church in the 

Community) 

 

Biblical material: Exod. 22:21–23, 23:2–9, Amos 8:4–7, Isa. 1:13–17, 58:1–14, Acts 

20:35. 

 

Quotes 

• It is morally abhorrent to claim that God the Father demanded the self-sacrifice of 

his only Son to balance the scales of justice.... Julie M. Hopkins 

• The law is a court of justice, but the gospel is a throne of grace. George Swinnock 

• Though God's attributes are equal, yet his mercy is more attractive and pleasing in 

our eyes than his justice. Miguel de Cervantes 

• Many that live deserve death. And some that die deserve life. Can you give it to 

them? Then do not be too eager to deal out death in judgement. For even the very 

wise cannot see all ends.  J.R.R. Tolkien 

• It is better to risk saving a guilty person than to condemn an innocent one.Voltaire 

• God will give absolute justice, which is the only good thing. He will spare nothing 

to bring his children back to himself. George MacDonald 

 

Questions 

 Why do we set mercy and justice against each other? Does this reflect inadequate 

views of what the terms mercy and justice mean, especially as they relate to God? How 

do we see these principles working out in the Old Testament? How about social justice 

meaning more than the Ten Commandments? How does this reveal God’s true nature? 

 

Bible summary 

 It’s interesting that we have tended to focus on the Ten Commandments of 

Exodus 20 and say little about not mistreating foreigners and taking advantage of widows 

and orphans mentioned in Exodus 22:21-23. Similarly Exodus 23:2–9 extends the law to 

peer pressure, favoritism, consideration for others and their property, denying justice, 

bribery, and oppression. Amos 8:4–7 also addresses issues of social justice for the poor 

and needy, and condemns deceptive business practices and exploitation. God says he is 

tired of meaningless worship in Isa. 1:13–17, telling his people he will not listen to them 

unless they do what is right. In Isa. 58:1–14 God explains what true fasting means in 

contrast to mere formalism. Paul remembers Jesus words about giving being more 

blessed than receiving in Acts 20:35. 

 

Comment  

 Much of the discussion focuses on the term “justice.” The conclusions drawn will 

be determined by what we think this word means. Recognizing that the word translated 

justice is the same as righteousness, and that to justify means to make right, what does 

God need to do to make things right?  

 Additionally, the making right is not just about us. Remember that the rebellion 

began in heaven, and was not primarily about keeping the law but concerned God’s 

trustworthiness and goodness in his government. Recall Satan’s charges. If God is going 
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to fix all that, then the cross as the clearest demonstration of God needs to be doing more 

than just making our salvation possible. 

 Often we are told that justification is God “imputing” something to us, as if it 

were an object. But this misses the point. Righteousness is being and acting rightly. It is a 

relationship to truth, not a legal state. Justification is not God saying we are right when 

we are not—it would not be helpful to do this in terms of the security of the universe, 

apart from being an untruth! The idea that God simply declares us just or righteous in 

spite of the evidence to the contrary would not settle the issues in the great controversy! 

 Much of the language used—credited, imputed, payment, accounted, exchange—

sounds like that of an accountant (with all due respect to accountants!). Is that what God 

is trying to do—balance the books? Also, if justification is only a legal declaration, how 

does this solve the sin issue in the universe? Is there not more to it than this? 

 Sometimes we hear people talk about God’s justice and God’s righteousness as if 

they are different things. However the Greek word is the same—so there is no difference 

between justice and righteousness. In fact it’s just a question of different roots—righteous is 

Anglo-Saxon, and justice is Latin. More than words—is it not gracious for God to bring 

things to a conclusion? In his love God judges, and his judgment is right. We cannot 

fragment God’s character and set one part against another. God will always do what is 

right, and that includes grace and judgment. 

 Nor is God’s grace something that is not “right.” We sometimes see grace as 

being the opposite of what is legally demanded. But God is right in the sense of correct 

even as he exercises grace. God’s grace is not some plea-bargain, or deal behind closed 

doors that goes against true justice. It is God being himself—totally gracious and right! 

 C.S. Lewis comments that Jesus “said that we were ‘gods’ and He is going to 

make good His words. If we let Him—for we can prevent Him, if we choose—He will 

make the feeblest and filthiest of us into a god or goddess, a dazzling, radiant, immortal 

creature, pulsating all through with such energy and joy and wisdom and love as we 

cannot now imagine, a bright stainless mirror which reflects back to God perfectly 

(though, of course, on a smaller scale) His own boundless power and delight and 

goodness. The process will be long and in parts very painful; but that is what we are in 

for. Nothing less. He meant what He said.” Mere Christianity, p. 174. 

 

Ellen White Comments 

 Thousands have a false conception of God and His attributes. They are as verily 

serving a false god as were the servants of Baal. Are we worshiping the true God as He is 

revealed in His Word, in Christ, in nature, or are we adoring some philosophical idol 

enshrined in His place? God is a God of truth. Justice and mercy are the attributes of His 

throne. He is a God of love, of pity and tender compassion. Thus He is represented in His 

Son, our Saviour. He is a God of patience and long-suffering. If such is the being whom 

we adore and to whose character we are seeking to assimilate, we are worshiping the true 

God.  {LHU 143} 

 Satan led men to conceive of God as a being whose chief attribute is stern justice,-

-one who is a severe judge, a harsh, exacting creditor. He pictured the Creator as a being 

who is watching with jealous eye to discern the errors and mistakes of men, that He may 

visit judgments upon them. It was to remove this dark shadow, by revealing to the world 

the infinite love of God, that Jesus came to live among men.  {SC 10-11} 
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