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“Justice and Mercy – Part 1”      Text – LD 4       Readings – Deut 10:12-22; Matthew 25:31-46 


Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
A desire for justice is something that is dear to every human being.  
From our earliest years, we earnestly hope that the bad guy gets what he deserves.  
Whether it is in a book or a movie, or in the courtroom pages of the newspaper, nothing tends to make us more angry than the guilty getting away with it.  
Just this week in the paper, we saw that the coroner’s inquest into the death of the Kahui twins continues in Auckland.  Two infants, murdered, and no one has been found guilty of their deaths.  And apparently, even if either of their parents confessed to their deaths at the inquest, they could not be charged with murder, because they have already been found not guilty by the criminal courts.  

But we don’t need to look to the large scale news stories to see this desire for justice do we boys and girls.  
When we have been bullied at school, or pushed around by our big brother, we want the teacher or our parents to do something about it.  And what happens when they don’t do something about it?  What happens when they let the bully or the bossy brother of yours off without even a telling off?  We are furious, aren’t we!  It’s, It’s just not right!  Whatever happened to justice?

That is, of course, until we find ourselves on the other side of the law.  For then we are more interested in mercy, aren’t we.  
Justice isn’t nearly as important as it was when someone else was guilty.  
Now, because we are guilty, we are all for a lighter punishment, or preferably no punishment at all.  
We are convinced that we have learned our lesson and that it would be better if we were just given a warning, rather than a sore backside or a denial of privileges.  

Well, it is these twin themes of justice and mercy that are before us today.  The apparent tension that exists between justice on the one hand and mercy on the other is what this Lord’s Day probes.  
Essentially, the questions in the Catechism are: Is God unjust or just?  Is God merciful?  Is it possible to be just and merciful?  And, if so, how?  May we find mercy as we consider God’s justice?

Well, the truth of God’s Word that is before us today is that 
God’s perfect justice forms the foundation for mercy.  
So let’ see how this truth of God’s Word is laid out before us in the content of this Lord’s Day.

	To start with, Q/A 9 offers us something of a summary of what we considered in LD 3.  
	Those of you here last Sunday evening will recall that the sermon was in the form of a       court transcript.  
	Boys and girls, if you ever get the chance to go to a real courtroom, as I know that many of you have as a school excursion, you will see that it is one person’s job to keep a complete record of every word that is spoken.  That person is called a stenographer.  And they must type very fast and not miss a single word.  And what they produce is called a court transcript; a written record of what was said in the court on that day.  


	Well, in the court transcript from last week’s sermon we saw that for a brief moment some thought a possible defense for the accused (us) might be to try and pin the blame on God.  
	After all, if man has a natural tendency to hate God and his neighbour, can he really be held accountable for failing to keep God’s law perfectly?  
	In other words, can you really demand that a blind man walk in a straight line?  
	Would it be fair to ask a lame man to get up and walk?  
	Would it be just for me to threaten to punish someone like Erika Hoyt if she didn’t drive her parents home in the car tonight?  
	Of course not.  None of those is capable of doing those things. 
	And so, that same question is asked in Q/A 9 in a similar way, “Doesn’t God do man an injustice by requiring in His law what man is unable to do?”  


	And we began last week, by way of an answer to that question, with Genesis 1.  
	We saw that when God looked down on His works of creation, at the end of each day’s work He would describe it as “good” or “tov” as it says in Hebrew.  But at the end of the sixth day’s work, after the creation of man, God looked at all He had created and said that it was “very good,” or “tov ma-od.”  
	At seminary, my Hebrew quizzes would often come back with a tov written by the score: good.  Occasionally though, they would come back with a tov ma-od: very good!  And considering the fact that Hebrew is written from left to right and, unlike Greek, has no similarity with English whatsoever, a tov ma-od was always most welcome!  


	And from God’s description of everything as “tov ma-od” – very good, together with the actual description of God’s creation of man in Genesis 1:26, that help us to see that God originally created man, as it says in Q/A 6, “good and in His own image,” or as it says here in Q/A 9, “with the ability to keep the law.”  


	And the law, as far as Adam and Eve were concerned, boiled down to the words of Genesis 2:16-17.  
	For there God said to Adam and Eve, “You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die.”  


	And we know from the record of the Bible that Eve was tempted by the Serpent, ate the fruit, gave some to Adam who was with her, and he also ate.  
	And so sin entered into creation.  
	Just as God had warned, by their disobedience, death, both physical and spiritual, with all of its misery and destruction, infected the fibres of the whole of creation.  


	And looking closely at Romans 5, we noted that because Adam was created as a representative of all humanity, in his sin, all humanity sinned.  
	As he became a law-breaker, all humanity became law-breakers.  
	As he became only able to sin, all humanity, at conception, would only be able to sin.  

As he became guilty before God, all humanity became guilty before God.  
	As he became worthy of God’s eternal wrath, all humanity became guilty of God’s eternal wrath.  

As Q/A 9 says, He, being “tempted by the devil, in reckless disobedience, robbed himself and his descendants of these gifts.”  And these gifts were righteousness, holiness, being able to love God and live with Him, and the ability to keep the law.

	In short, this single sin alone, even if we ignore all of the sins that we ourselves commit, made us worthy of God’s eternal wrath.
	All humanity ought to join the Psalmist in saying those words that we have repeatedly quoted in recent weeks from Psalm 51, “I know my transgressions, and my sin is always before me.  Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight, so that you are proved right when you speak and justified when you judge.  Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me.”


	Well, we are going to return, God willing, next time we are together, to look at what all this means for us in terms of justice and mercy in the light of Q/A 10 & 11.  But as we continue today to see that God’s perfect justice forms the foundation for mercy, we have before us in the words of Q/A 9 a good opportunity to briefly explore a question that needs to be considered.  It is an important question that you have probably asked yourself before, will likely do one day, or will be asked by others.  
	During the week, a group of us fathers and our teenage sons took a hike up Mt Oxford, all 1350m.  My legs are still sore!  But on the way down, some of us were talking about last week’s sermon, and one brother asked this question.  And it goes like this: 
	If Adam and Eve were created in God’s image with righteousness, holiness, love for God, and able to live with God and keep His law, why then did they sin?  Where did the desire to sin come from?  
	Now, we have sinful hearts.  
	In terms of temptation, you and I start with a sinful nature.  But they did not.  So why did they sin?  Where did that sinful desire come from?  


	Well, the first thing we must say as we attempt to answer this question is that we must be careful to go no further than what God has revealed in the Bible.  
	Ultimately, we deal here with God’s secret purpose.  And Deut 29:29 reminds us that “the secret things belong to God, and the revealed things to us and to our children.”


	So let’s consider what the Bible does reveal in answer to this question.  The facts surrounding that original sin are revealed in Genesis 3.  We mentioned them earlier.  
	But please turn with me there so we can focus on some of the specific words.  
	Eve has this conversation with the serpent where both she and he twist and distort God’s Word.  
	In v1, in terms of the serpent’s words, notice that God never said that Adam and Eve must not eat from any tree in the garden.  God’s command was limited to just one tree; the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  

And notice also in v3, in terms of Eve’s reply, that God did not forbid Adam and Eve to touch that tree, just to not eat from it.  
So, the first problem here is the distorting of God’s Word.  
	For once we begin to that the very foundation for obedience is compromised.
	But then note the words of v6, “When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for food and pleasing to the eye, and also desirable for gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it.”
	At that moment, despite the perfection of Eden and Eve’s created nature as being tov ma-od – very good, Eve looked at the fruit, weighed up her options, and made a free-will decision to sin.  
	Prior to that moment, all of her free-will decisions had been to do what God commanded.  But now she turned 180o in the opposite direction.

From deep within her heart came the desire to eat the fruit.

	And the Bible says more that is relevant to this desire.  Please turn also to the other end of the Bible and James 1.  
	There James is talking about the origin of evil and rebuking those who blame God.  He says in v13, “When tempted, no one should say, "God is tempting me."  For God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does He tempt anyone; but each one is tempted when, by his own evil desire, he is dragged away and enticed.  Then, after desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin.”  
	So, first of all, by the clear testimony of God’s Word, and despite the Bible teaching us that God is sovereign over everything, we cannot and we must not say that God is the author or origin of Adam and Eve’s sin.  They were.  
	Now, that’s a hard thing for us to grasp; a mystery if you will.  But that is what God’s Word very plainly says. 
	Just like when we decide to sin, Eve’s decision to eat and Adam’s decision to eat came from within their own hearts.  They were responsible for this decision of their free-will.


	However, noting what we said before about the twisting of God’s words, and Q/A 9’s reference to them being “tempted by the devil,” we must also acknowledge what we find in John 8.  Please turn there with me also.
	Here Jesus is talking to Jews who are troubled by His claims to be the Messiah.
	From 12ff, He talks with them about the Father and His relationship with Him as Son.  
	And then from v31, Jesus starts talking about the children of Abraham doing the things Abraham did.  In v41, He says to them, “You are doing the things your own father [and note the little ‘f’ – not THE Father, but another one] does.”  And they reply, “We are not illegitimate children … The only Father we have is God Himself.”

And now note Jesus’ words from v44, “You belong to your father, the devil, and you want to carry out your father's desire.  He was a murderer from the beginning, not holding to the truth, for there is no truth in him.  When he lies, he speaks his native language, for he is a liar and the father of lies.”

	And it is a passage like this one, together with what we read in Genesis 3 and James 1 that helps us to see that another part of the answer as to why Adam and Eve sinned is found in the temptation of the devil.  
	Even though it is an argument from silence, meaning that this is not explicitly stated in the Bible, prior to the Fall, it is likely that Adam and Eve had not been tempted before.
	You see, if I keep putting plates of freshly baked cookies before you and say, “Go for your life.  Eat as many as you like.”  All is well.  However, if I put a tray before you and say, “Uh-uh.  Don’t touch!”  And then leave the room.  Then temptation becomes a problem for you.  The smell starts to itch your nose ... mmmmmm … no one is looking … mmmmmm.

Well, until the serpent set before Adam and Eve his lies, and the possibility of sin, temptation had not been an issue.  The norm was glad obedience.  But now, from the father of lies, came lies and the possibility to disobey.

	So, why did Adam and Eve sin?  All we can say is that they did so because they chose to, and because the devil tempted them.


	But, in essence, this only casts the problem one step further back.  For the same “Why?” question can and has been asked about the fallen angels: Why would angels living in heaven, in the presence of God no less, choose evil, necessitating their being thrown out of heaven?  Where did their sinful desire come from?


	And it is here that we must cease with our enquiries and rest in what the Bible reveals.


All we can say is that God permitted some angels to fall, and God permitted Adam and Eve to fall, so that He could demonstrate His glory and His grace in a way that He could not without the Fall (repeat).  

	Remember Ephesians 2:4 - “But because of His great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions-- it is by grace you have been saved.”


	You see, God’s eternal purpose was never just the Garden of Eden.  
	It’s not as though Adam and Eve mucked up plan A so God had to come up with plan B.  
	No, God’s eternal purpose was always to send Jesus Christ to earth to save some of the fallen mass of humanity from out of the guilt of their sins.
	And to accomplish that purpose; to fully demonstrate His love and His grace and His mercy and His compassion, He chose to permit the fall of the evil angels and the fall into sin of humanity.  For without the Fall, grace, mercy, love and compassion have no meaning.
	Healing only has meaning if you know you have had an illness.
	Only those who know that they were once dead in their transgressions and sins understand grace!
	Only those who know that they were God-haters can rejoice, understandingly, in His love! 

Only those who know how guilty they are are thankful for mercy.
Only those who know the reality of their desperate situation praise God for His compassion!  Are you one of these?  Does it affect how you live?  Can others see this in your words and behaviour?
God’s perfect justice forms the foundation for mercy.  For there to be mercy, there must first be justice.  For us to truly enjoy the benefits of Christ’s sacrifice, we must know why His sacrifice was needed.  May we see this again as we gather at His table.  Amen.

