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Grace, mercy and peace to you from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior 
Jesus Christ. 

 Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, 
“Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.” 

 We have a problem in our society—well, really, one of many problems, that is. 

Our problem is the need for people to get what they deserve. Our culture is one of 

just desserts, earning what you get, meritorious. On one side of the coin, people 

ought to get a raise for improved job performance. On the other side, the 

punishment ought to fit the crime. If you do good, you should get good. If you do bad, 

you should get bad. It’s an infinitely fair system. Eye for an eye; foot for a foot. Or, if 

someone gives me a present for my birthday, I ought to get a present of equal value 

for his or her birthday. 

 This is how our world thinks. And, most certainly, this is how God thinks. After all, 

our God is fair and just. He demands that His Law be kept in its entirety, perfectly, 

without one infraction. Jesus says, “Be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” 

(Mt 5:48). And, if you keep the Law perfectly, you will have your due reward. 

However, if you fail to fulfill the Law’s requirements completely—well, you’ll have 

your just punishment. Good for good; evil for evil.  

 Now, many of us don’t like hearing about this when in Church. It makes us squirm 

a little. Yet, it’s how we operate throughout the rest of our lives. Teachers grade 

based on performance, right? You’re allowed to keep your job because you continue 

to do it well. “A man reaps what he sows” (Gal 6:7). If a child misbehaves, that child 

gets punished. Criminals go to jail—at least, they ought to. If a politician makes 

promises and doesn’t keep them, then the people ought to elect a different 

representative. We want the good guys to win and the bad guys to lose. 

 But, I ask, if we operate the rest of our lives according to the rule of fairness, then 

why do we squirm about it when in Church? And, yes, many of us squirm. Yet, when 

someone has wronged you—especially if they’ve grievously wronged you—you 
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think nothing about exacting vengeance upon them. You may not destroy his or her 

property, you may not seek to harm him or her physically, but you have no problem 

ruining his or her reputation with your slanderous talk. You might not be saying 

anything untruthful, yet your words are said to harm and to make other people 

think less of that person. It’s payback, karma, what goes around comes around. It’s 

humanity’s brand of justice. “Don’t get mad. Get even.” 

 As a society, we’ve even invented “social justice” as a new way for an individual to 

get what’s due from society. And what is an individual due from society? According 

to whom? And how does it attempt to accomplish this justice? Some of its 

practitioners try to exact vengeance on those they think have done wrong—

although no laws may have been broken. Its warriors seek to censure those who say 

things certain groups don’t like, labeling it hate speech or inciting rhetoric. Social 

justice seeks to shame those who don’t agree with this or that cause. Social justice 

demands that hearts and minds and actions, of both people and institutions, change 

to suit a particular definition of fair and rights.  

 Whenever people talk about justice, there’s a claim to a moral high ground. They 

might not be entirely right, but they’re more right than everybody else—at least, on 

this one issue. My marriage is better than hers because I’ve only been married once 

and she’s on her third. But our judgement is flawed, deeply flawed. We are 

hypocritical in our judgment. Speck meet log, right? Because, really, we have no 

moral high ground. Nothing puts us above anyone else. We are just as wrong and do 

just as much harm as everybody else. James writes, “For whoever keeps the whole 

law but fails in one point has become guilty of all of it” (Jas 2:10). Think of the worst 

person ever—from history, from your life, from the shows you watch or the books 

you read—and guess what? You’re just as bad. You’re just as guilty. At least, that’s 

what God says. 

 That’s why all this talk of fairness in Church makes me squirm, makes me 

uncomfortable, makes me want to duck behind this pulpit and scramble out the side 

door and never show my face to another human creature ever again. I don’t want 

what I deserve. I don’t want to be punished for all the wrong that I do. As far as 
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being rewarded for the good things I do, I know I’ve never done them as well as I 

ought or could. 

 Yet, there might be a few of you who still feel the victim. You might feel you’re 

constantly getting short shrift. But, I bet your standards for yourself are a quite a bit 

lower than God’s. Have you considered your heart? Have you loved your neighbor as 

yourself? Have you considered your thoughts? Do you explain everything in the 

kindest way? Have you ever thought something that wasn’t quite right? Have you 

truly worked as hard as you could, doing the best job you could do, all the time, 

always? Have you devoted your heart and mind to every task? Have you always 

done everything perfectly every time? Our schoolchildren are constantly shown the 

results of their labors—100% on a test is not something one gets 100% of the time. 

They know they’re not perfect. Because we don’t have our English teacher 

constantly beside us, we forget how sloppy our grammar is. Because we don’t 

constantly have someone evaluating our performance, we think it’s good enough. 

 But you’re comparing yourself to other poor, miserable sinners. Compared to 

them, you might look pretty good. There was a philosopher named Soren 

Kierkegaard who dealt with this. He gives us a little parable to make the point: Well, 

a man was troubled one day, and then a week, and then a month. He sat in his chair, 

looking out his front window with his Bible on the stand next to him. His wife asked 

him what was wrong. The man said he wasn’t good enough. She pointed out that he 

most certainly was! “You’re the smartest man I know. You treat me better and love 

me better than the other husbands do their wives. I know. Their wives tell me. You 

always work really hard. You might just be the best person I’ve ever met,” she 

exclaimed. He answered her, “Even compared to those others, I dare not think so 

highly of myself, even though it’s sweet you do. However, compared to God’s Word 

here, I am no better than the worst of men.”  

 We’re all in the same boat—at least that’s what we confessed at the beginning of 

service this morning: “We have sinned against You [most merciful God] in thought, 

word, and deed, by what we have done and by what we have left undone.” Because 

we’re no better than the worst of men, we chanted our kyrie, “Lord, have mercy.” Be 

merciful to us, dear Jesus, because we don’t know what is truly just, truly fair, truly 
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right. We don’t see things rightly, and so all our attempts at justice falter, fail, fall. 

Like all people, we think only of ourselves, curved ever inward in our sin, and we 

hold out our hands and demand we get what we deserve—never really knowing 

that what we deserve is that which can totally destroy us. 

 So why haven’t we been destroyed? Why hasn’t God rained down destruction on 

us and all people—gone all Sodom and Gomorrah on us? The answer is the Gospel: 

Christ and Him crucified. Our total destruction, our just punishment, what we 

deserve is met out on the cross. And the cross is both completely fair and also 

completely unfair.  

 It’s completely fair because our most merciful God went to the cross willingly, 

without any coercion or by any force. Jesus says, “No one takes [my life] from me, 

but I lay it down of my own accord” (Jn 10:18). Also, it’s fair because on it all justice 

is met. “Vengeance is mine,” declares the Lord, and vengeance has been satisfied on 

the cross, fully and totally. Jesus bore the full wrath of the Father on the cross. One 

individual suffered total justice so that all people may escape it. 

 And that’s why it’s also completely unfair. We don’t get what we deserve. We 

don’t get what we’ve earned. Instead, we get what Jesus has earned for us; we get 

what Jesus deserves. 

 This unfairness doesn’t just extend to salvation. Indeed, it’s also why life in 

general, why life for all people is unfair. It’s why God the Father Almighty doesn’t 

exact punishment on people the very instant they mess up. It’s why God the Father 

Almighty withheld the death He threatened to Adam and Eve when they faltered, 

failed, fell. Instead, Jesus and His cross was promised. Because of Jesus and His 

cross, the heavenly Father can be merciful and not give us what we deserve. 

 Jesus’ cross makes it possible for the perfectly just and righteous God to be kind 

to us—and not to just us but to everyone who came before and will come after us. 

Jesus’ is the One slain from the foundation of the world, says Revelation 13. The 

godless continue to be godless; the faithless remain faithless; the wicked keep on 

with their wickedness. And we live among them and have even been them. But our 

fair and just God hasn’t struck us down because of Jesus’ cross. He continues to be 
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God who is both just and merciful; He remains faithful to His promise; and He keeps 

on being righteous—righteous enough for all. 

 For the sake of Christ, the Father wants to be unfair to us. The words “gracious” 

and “merciful” and “loving” all express this unfairness. Our heavenly Father wants 

all people to be His children—not just because He created them, forming them even 

in their mother’s wombs, but because He wants them to believe that He is their dear 

father and that they are His dear children. He wants them joined to Christ’s cross so 

that both His justice and His mercy can be satisfied. 

 Eye for an eye; foot for a foot. How about a life for a life? Jesus’ life for yours. 

That’s what the Law demands; that’s what would be fair. The Gospel, though, makes 

no demands whatsoever and freely and unfairly gives you Jesus’ life. And because 

you have His life through faith—His cross marking you in Baptism—you can live 

unfairly, that is, in God’s grace and mercy and love. It means withholding 

condemning judgment and judging kindly. It means giving of ourselves even to those 

who would hurt us, forgiving, loving, bearing with them, covering their sins against 

us with the love Christ has given us. It means trusting God to deal with fairness and 

justice and right. It means getting to be unfair with kindness and goodness and love. 

It means living in Jesus and according to the fairest unfair Gospel. 

 In Jesus’ name. 

The peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in 
Christ Jesus + to life everlasting. 


