
 

“The Justice and Mercy of God” 
(Matthew 5:38) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  Why is there so much evil in the world today?  Why is there so much 
crime, why so much stealing and assault and murder and rape?  Why are there so many 
people who are so full of hatred and bitterness?  Why is there so much immorality?  Isn’t 
it because the penalties for these crimes no longer match the crime?  Isn’t it because the 
consequences for doing these things are not severe enough to make the people who would 
do these things stop before they start?  And isn’t this because we as a society no longer 
consider these things to be really that bad?  I believe that this is a large part of the 
problem.  It is true that men have always been sinners, at least since the fall of man.  But 
they have not always acted as wickedly as they do now, nor have there been so many who 
do such wicked things, as there are today.  Again, the reason is that the punishments for 
these crimes are no longer just.  The penalties are no longer equal to the crime.  The 
questions we should be asking ourselves as a society is, What should the punishment be 
for such crimes?  What does justice demand?  What are the principles which we should 
apply to this problem so that we can find the answers to these questions?  I believe that 
Jesus answers these questions in the opening verse of this section of the Sermon on the 
Mount.  What He tells us here is that  
 
  The punishment for doing something wrong should be equal to that wrong which 
was done.  There should be, in other words, true justice.    
  These are important lessons for us to learn, and I hope by the power of the Holy 
Spirit and through God’s most holy Word, He will help us to learn them this morning.   
 
I.  First, let us look at what Jesus says here about justice.  He says, “You have heard 

that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth.’”   
A.  The first thing you need to understand about this statement is that this is what God 

commanded His people in matters of justice between a man and his neighbor.   
1.  I would remind you again that Jesus is not quoting His Father’s Law only to tear 

it down, or to change it.   
a.  He already told us that He did not come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; 

He did not come to abolish, but to fulfill (Matt. 5:17).   
b.  What He is doing throughout this section is first telling us how the teachers 

of the Law changed its meaning, and then what it is that God really meant.   
c.  Now it may appear on the surface as though Jesus is changing the meaning of 

the Law, but this is not the case.  He is, in fact, correcting a 
misunderstanding.  And the misunderstanding is this, the teachers apparently 
believed that this law in the Old Covenant, that had to do with justice 
between a man and his neighbor, was to be practiced by the one who was 
injured in some way.  The result is that they took the law into their own hands 
and tried to execute justice.  Jesus will tell them that this is wrong for them to 
do.  We will see what our response as Christians is to be next week.  But the 
important thing I want you to look at this morning, is what Jesus says here 
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about the Civil or Social Justice that we are to be practicing as a city, state 
and nation.   

 
2.  First of all then, What is justice according to God?   

a.  Moses wrote in Leviticus 24:19-20, “And if a man injures his neighbor, just 
as he has done, so it shall be done to him:  fracture for fracture, eye for eye, 
tooth for tooth; just as he has injured a man, so it shall be inflicted on him.”   

b.  This teaches us that justice is simple equality.  You do this, and you get this.  
The punishment perfectly fits the crime.   

c.  We are even given an example of this in Exodus 21:22-25.  Here Moses 
writes, “And if men struggle with each other and strike a woman with child 
so that she has a miscarriage, yet there is no further injury, he shall surely be 
fined as the woman's husband may demand of him; and he shall pay as the 
judges decide.  But if there is any further injury, then you shall appoint as a 
penalty life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, 
burn for burn, wound for wound, bruise for bruise.”   

d.  Now I should mention that this is not only a good example of justice, but also 
the clearest statement in the Bible against abortion.   

e.  In this example, two men are fighting.  In the middle of their struggle, 
somehow a woman who is carrying a child is struck, causing her to deliver 
her baby.  The Hebrew literally says that the blow causes her fruit to issue 
forth, to come out.  Now Moses says that it this is all that happens, and there 
is no further injury, that is to the woman or to the child, then he shall be fined 
as the husband of the woman requires and as the judges decide.  The 
woman’s husband is involved in this, of course, because he is the head of the 
woman.  Therefore, the one who injured her needs to deal with him.   
(i)  Paul writes in Ephesians 5:22-24, “Wives, be subject to your own 

husbands, as to the Lord.  For the husband is the head of the wife, as 
Christ also is the head of the church, He Himself being the Savior of the 
body.  But as the church is subject to Christ, so also the wives ought to be 
to their husbands in everything.”   

(ii)  The husband is given this authority from the Lord.  He is the head of his 
wife, and the head of his household.  Everything that goes on with his 
family as a whole, or his wife and children as individuals, is ultimately his 
responsibility, and the Lord will hold him accountable for it.   

(iii)  This applies even to the education of his family in the things of the Lord.  
This is why the apostle Paul writes concerning the women in the 
Corinthian congregation, “Let the women keep silent in the churches; for 
they are not permitted to speak, but let them subject themselves, just as the 
Law also says.  And if they desire to learn anything, let them ask their own 
husbands at home; for it is improper for a woman to speak in church” (1 
Cor. 14:34-35).  Just as the Lord Jesus takes this responsibility upon 
Himself to teach His people by giving them gifted teachers who will feed 
them with knowledge, even so the husband is to take the responsibility 
upon himself of educating his wife and family in the things of the Lord.   

(iv)  Husbands, your wives should be able to come to you and ask questions 



3 

 

regarding God’s will, and you should be able to answer them.  If you 
can’t, then you need to do two things.  You need to go to an elder and ask 
them for help.  They are appointed as teachers in God’s house, and they 
are to be a resource for you.  But secondly, you need to grow in your own 
knowledge of the Scriptures through study.  How can you lead your family 
in the ways of the Lord, if you don’t know them?  Paul indicates here that 
your wives are not to be asking their questions at church, but they are to be 
asking you.   

(v)  But what if a woman doesn’t have a husband?  What is she to do?  If she 
has a father, she should ask him.  But if she doesn’t have a father or a 
husband, then she should ask her elder, who for all intents and purposes 
becomes her head.   

 
d.  But now getting back to the issue of justice in the case of the woman’s 

miscarriage, the passage says that if there is any further injury, either to the 
woman or to the child, then the punishment must equal the crime.   
(i)  If the woman or the baby dies, then the penalty is death.  If their eye is 

damaged, then his eye is to be damaged in the same way, and so on:  
“tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for 
wound, bruise for bruise.”   

(ii)  This is simple justice.  The word means “uprightness, equitableness, 
fairness; the rendering to everyone his due.”  Adam Clarke, a Methodist 
commentator, once wrote, “ The Greeks and Romans had the same law.  
So strictly was it attended to at Athens, that if a man put out the eye of 
another who had but one, the offender was condemned to lose both his 
eyes, as the loss of one would not be an equivalent misfortune” (New 
Testament 5:115, emphasis added).   

(iii)  Notice that justice was not foreign to these two other great civilizations.  
They knew that it was the right thing to do, and that if the punishment did 
not match the crime, then something was wrong.  How did they know 
this?  I believe it is self-evident.  God has built this idea into our very 
natures.  He has put it into our consciences, so that if our consciences are 
not too badly seared by sin, we should be able to see it right away.   

 
e.  Now how would this justice which God teaches apply to abortion today?   

(i)  First, consider what is done to the child.  The child is alive in the womb.  
But by the time the abortion has ended, the child is dead.   

(ii)  This means that the doctor who performed the abortion, the nurses who 
assisted, the mother, who brought the child in for the abortion, and the 
father, if he consents to it as well, are all guilty of murder.  They may not 
have even thought that they were killing a child, but they did in fact do so.   

(iii)  Murder is a terrible sin.  God says in the sixth commandment, “You 
shall not murder” (Ex. 20:13).   

(iv)  And what does justice demand of such?  God says, “If there is any 
further injury, then you shall appoint as a penalty life for life, etc.”  And 
He says in Genesis 9:6, “Whoever sheds man’s blood, by man his blood 
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shall be shed, for in the image of God He made man.”   
(v)  If our judicial system was truly just and was doing what God required, 

we would all have to admit that those who commit this crime, and others 
like it, should be put to death, not by individuals taking justice into their 
own hands, but by the lawful administration of justice by the civil 
magistrate.   

 
B.  Now you might think that this is harsh, but consider for a moment what God says.   

1.  God has already told us that to take a life is to forfeit our own life.   
a.  Can we argue with God?  Are we wiser than He is?   
b.  Just because it isn’t this way in our society right now, does this mean that it 

shouldn’t be this way?  Our standard is the Word of God, not the practice of 
men.   

c.  If we don’t consider murder serious enough to punish with death, then aren’t 
we guilty, not only of sinning against God, but also of grossly undervaluing 
the worth of life?   

 
2.  But consider also what this nation, this world, would be like if we had a system 

of true justice.  How different would things be?   
a.  If we had been raised knowing that to commit murder, or rape, or adultery, or 

kidnapping, or bestiality or homosexuality, was a capital crime, how would 
that have change the way we lived?   

b.  If we knew that we would have to pay two, or even four, times back what we 
stole, if we had to make up for the lost wages of the one we injured, if we 
knew that we were going to receive the same kind of injury that we had 
inflicted upon others, what kind of a restraint would this put on us?   

c.  These were, in fact, the laws which were established in the founding of the 
New England colonies in the 17th Century.  And were crime rates lower?  
You bet they were.   

d.  I would venture to say that if we, as a nation, were to restore true justice to 
our judicial system, there would be far less crime, especially if justice was 
executed swiftly.  Solomon wrote in Ecclesiastes 8:11, “Because the sentence 
against an evil deed is not executed quickly, therefore the hearts of the sons 
of men among them are given fully to do evil.”   

e.  This teaches us that if we want to see civil truth and uprightness again, we 
must have just laws and swift justice.  And to this end, we should pray.   

f.  God loves righteousness, and He blesses those nations which administer 
justice.  The psalmist writes, “He loves righteousness and justice; the earth is 
full of the lovingkindness of the Lord” (33:5), and, “How blessed are those 
who keep justice, who practice righteousness at all times” (106:3)!   

g.  Because God loves it, the righteous love it too.  The only ones who fear it, 
are those who love evil.  Solomon writes, “The execution of justice is joy for 
the righteous, but is terror to the workers of iniquity” (21:15).   

h.  If we are ever to see God’s hand of blessing on this nation again, justice must 
be restored.   
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II.  But I would like to close with a word of encouragement to those of you here this 
morning who may have committed such crimes against the Lord.   
A.  Because of the times in which we live, it is not unusual to have in the church those 

who done some of these very things.   
1.  Sadly, abortion is all too common.  Adultery is too.   
2.  If we were to include the whole of the Old Covenant Law, we would doubtless 

also find among ourselves some who were rebellious children, some who cursed 
their parents, some who even hit them, some who have blasphemed God, and 
some who have broken God’s Sabbath.  These too were considered capital 
crimes in Israel.   

3.  And when you really stop and think about it, everyone here has deserved death, 
not only because of Adam’s sin, but also many times over because of your own.   

 
B.  But there is good news for sinners:  Jesus has born the punishment due to His 

people on the cross.   
1.  All sin deserves death at the hand of God, eternal death.  But Jesus bore that 

penalty on the cross when He endured hell.  Jesus, for a time, was not only 
separated from the blessed presence of His Father, He also endured God’s wrath 
on the cross.  He died, so that you, who would trust in Him for everlasting life, 
would never have to.  This is the good news of the Gospel.  And if we didn’t 
have this, we would have absolutely no hope at all, and would be of all men 
most miserable.   

2.  But another question should be asked here, and that is, If I have committed sins 
worthy of death at the hands of the state, do I still deserve death?  I may have 
been delivered from eternal death by Christ, but have I also been delivered from 
temporal death?   
a.  Well, that depends.  If you are guilty of committing a crime which is 

punishable by death in this state, or in this nation, then coming to Christ does 
not take away that penalty.  If you murdered someone, you would still need 
to stand trial and to suffer death, if that is what the court decided.   

b.  But if there is no law in this land to punish that particular crime, then no, you 
don’t need to be put to death.  That is something that only the state can do.   

c.  Thankfully, there are examples in Scripture of those who committed capital 
crimes, who were not put to death.   
(i)  Rahab was a harlot (Josh. 2:1), and harlots not only commit sexual sins 

with the unmarried, but also with the married.  She, in other words, was an 
adulteress.  And yet, through the mercy of God, she not only became a 
member of God’s church, but also married a prince from the tribe of 
Judah, whose name was Salmon.  And what is even more interesting is 
that he was also in the lineage of Jesus (Ruth 4:21).   

(ii)  There are even examples of those who committed capital crimes who 
were in Israel and who knew it was wrong, who were not executed.  David 
not only committed adultery with Bathsheba, but was also directly 
responsible for the murder of her husband Uriah, and yet he was not put to 
death.   

(iii)  When the accusers of the woman caught in adultery in John 8 left, and 
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there were none remaining to condemn her, Jesus did not tell her to turn 
herself in and to demand the death penalty.  Jesus said to her, “Neither do 
I condemn you; go your way.  From now on sin no more” (v. 11).   

(iv)  Paul even tells us in 1 Corinthians 6:9-11, “Or do you not know that the 
unrighteous shall not inherit the kingdom of God?  Do not be deceived; 
neither fornicators, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor effeminate, nor 
homosexuals, nor thieves, nor the covetous, nor drunkards, nor revilers, 
nor swindlers, shall inherit the kingdom of God.  And such were some of 
you; but you were washed, but you were sanctified, but you were justified 
in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, and in the Spirit of our God.”  Notice 
that some of these crimes were worthy of death, such as idolatry, adultery, 
and homosexuality.  But these things were most likely not illegal in the 
Roman empire, and so there was no death penalty.  Paul considered those 
who did these things no longer guilty, because they have been cleansed by 
Christ.   

(v)  The bottom line is that there is forgiveness in Christ, not only from the 
penalty of the state, but especially, and much more importantly, from the 
eternal penalty of damnation.  For this we should all be eternally thankful.  
You should also thank the Lord that if you did commit a capital crime, and 
have later repented and come to the Lord, that you lived in a time when 
that law or penalty was not enforced.   

 
d.  But let’s not miss the main point, that even though there is mercy for these 

things in Christ, and even though some of us here may have escaped death 
because these laws are not enforced in our land, this doesn’t mean that we 
should not pray that God would restore justice.  God delights in justice as 
much as He delights in mercy.  And we should pray that His will would be 
done on earth as it is in heaven.  Let us pray.   


