Why Can't God Just Forgive Sin, Instead of Demanding
Justice?

I have a friend who has recently turned Agnostic, and in a debate with him about the existence of a
loving God, a few questions were brought up that I could not answer. The most thought-provoking
questions were, "If God is all-powerful and all-forgiving, why must he send his son to die for our sins.
Couldn't God just forgive the sins without sending his son down in human form to die? So what, so
God dies for a few hours, how does that in any way forgive a sin..." And on and on... You get the
idea. Of all the people in the world, this is one man I do not want to see reject God, and being of a
philosophical mind, there is no other way to show him the truth but through theological
interpretation of this Truth. I would greatly appreciate any response you could give me. Thank You.
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One: God's justice (relative to punishing evil with the stated consequences) is generally related to

God's anger, wrath, or "hatred" in the Bible. (

% $ $ !
1 $ 3 $ explicit

) * $

(L}
N

o How do these nations serve their gods, that I also may do likewise?' 31 "You shall not
behave thus toward the Lord your God, for every abominable act which the Lord hates
they have done for their gods; for they even burn their sons and daughters in the fire to
their gods. + -

o The Lord tests the righteous and the wicked, And the one who loves violence His soul
hates. . ,,"/

o There are six things which the Lord hates, Yes, seven which are an abomination to Him:
17 Haughty eyes, a lying tongue, And hands that shed innocent blood, 18 A heart that



devises wicked plans, Feet that run rapidly to evil, 19 A false witness who utters lies, And
one who spreads strife among brothers . .  0",0

Says the Lord. "l have had enough of burnt offerings of rams, And the fat of fed cattle.
And I take no pleasure in the blood of bulls, lambs, or goats. 12 "When you come to
appear before Me, Who requires of you this trampling of My courts? 13 "Bring your
worthless offerings no longer, Incense is an abomination to Me. New moon and sabbath,
the calling of assemblies-I cannot endure iniquity and the solemn assembly. 14 "I hate
your new moon festivals and your appointed feasts, They have become a burden to Me. 1
am weary of bearing them. 15 "So when you spread out your hands in prayer, I will hide
My eyes from you, Yes, even though you multiply prayers, I will not listen. Your hands
are covered with blood. 16 "Wash yourselves, make yourselves clean;, Remove the evil of
your deeds from My sight. Cease to do evil, 17 Learn to do good, Seek justice, Reprove
the ruthless; Defend the orphan, Plead for the widow 1 ,

"For I, the LORD, love justice; I hate robbery and iniquity. 1 0,"2

I hate, I reject your festivals, Nor do 1 delight in your solemn assemblies. 22 "Even

though you offer up to Me burnt offerings and your grain offerings, I will not accept
them; And I will not even look at the peace offerings of your fatlings. 23 "Take away
from Me the noise of your songs; I will not even listen to the sound of your harps. 24
"But let justice roll down like waters And righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.
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These are the things which you should do: speak the truth to one another; judge with
truth and judgment for peace in your gates. 17 'Also let none of you devise evil in your
heart against another, and do not love perjury, for all these are what I hate,’ declares
the Lord." 3  2",0

Take heed then, to your spirit, and let no one deal treacherously against the wife of your
youth. 16 "For I hate divorce,"” says the Lord, the God of Israel, "and him who covers his
garment with wrong," says the Lord of hosts. "So take heed to your spirit, that you do not

deal treacherously." -

Then say to the household of the king of Judah, 'Hear the word of the Lord,O house of
David, thus says the Lord: 12 "Administer justice every morning; And deliver the
person who has been robbed from the power of his oppressor That My wrath may not

go forth like fire And burn with none to extinguish it, Because of the evil of their deeds.
4 K] ! LR}

Then the word of the Lord came to Zechariah saying, 9 "Thus has the Lord of hosts said,
'Dispense true justice, and practice kindness and compassion each to his brother, 10
and do not oppress the widow or the orphan, the stranger or the poor, and do not devise
evil in your hearts against one another.' 11 "But they refused to pay attention, and
turned a stubborn shoulder and stopped their ears from hearing. 12 "And they made their
hearts like flint so that they could not hear the law and the words which the Lord of hosts
had sent by His Spirit through the former prophets; therefore great wrath came from the
Lord of hosts. 13 "And it came about that just as He called and they would not listen, so
they called and I would not listen," says the Lord of hosts; 14 "but I scattered them with a
storm wind among all the nations whom they have not known. Thus the land is desolated
behind them, so that no one went back and forth, for they made the pleasant land
desolate.” 3 5'2
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God hates treachery, violence, cruelty, callused hypocrisy" %
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The heart is more deceitful than all else And is desperately sick; Who can understand it? 10
"I, the Lord, search the heart, I test the mind, Even to give to each man according to his
ways, According to the results of his deeds. 11 "As a partridge that hatches eggs which it
has not laid, So is he who makes a fortune, but unjustly; 4 ,5<',,
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But the things that come out of the mouth come from the heart, and these make a man
'unclean.’ 19 For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality,
theft, false testimony, slander. 20 These are what make a man 'unclean'; but eating with
unwashed hands does not make him 'unclean.’” A2
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Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature: sexual immorality,
impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry. 6 Because of these, the wrath of God
is coming. 7 You used to walk in these ways, in the life you once lived. 8 But now you must
rid yourselves of all such things as these: anger, rage, malice, slander, and filthy language
from your lips. 9 Do not lie to each other, since you have taken off your old self with its
practices 10 and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image
of its Creator. 11 Here there is no Greek or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian,
Scythian, slave or free, but Christ is all, and is in all. 12 Therefore, as God's chosen people,
holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness
and patience. 13 Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have
against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. 14 And over all these virtues put on
love, which binds them all together in perfect unity. > ="
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Two: This connection between God's outrage and social and moral justice shows up in categories of
responsibility and injury"
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$ A the proper response to moral injury is lament and outrage"
) 1 the Bible is a book about justice; but what a strange and

haunting form of justice! Not our familiar modern Western justice,
" Rather the justice of the widow, the orphan
and the alien" (

$ %
"?
$ %
)

# $ i $ 3

8 3 3
s ) ) $

$
$$ 8

? %+

Three: This notion of moral responsibility as a condition of society brings us into the very being of
God.
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For I desire mercy, not sacrifice, and acknowledgment of God rather than burnt offerings. 7
Like Adam, they have broken the covenant- they were unfaithful to me there. 8 Gilead is a
city of wicked men, stained with footprints of blood. 9 As marauders lie in ambush for a
man, so do bands of priests; they murder on the road to Shechem, committing shameful

crimes. 1 0"0
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If you had known what these words mean, 'l desire mercy, not sacrifice,’ you would not
have condemned the innocent. ,—'5
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Four: As a loyal covenant and community participant, God "takes a stand" to be trustworthy,
dependable, and constant in His actions.
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Five: God's commitment to each community, entails some actions on His part to maintain the basis of
community.
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Six: God's commitment to communal warmth, nurture, cooperation, robustness, development, and
expansion is also expressed in His 'incentives' toward constructive lives.
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Seven: Also, as a participant of all that the community experiences, I share in its need for
equilibrium and closure.
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punish, to see the perpetrators get their just deserts. Justice was exchanged for
reconciliation, but as one South African journalist put it: 'How can we be reconciled, if we

have never in our history been 'conciled'?'""i7he History of Punishment : : $',20'
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Eight: Actually, much of the punishment (or more simply: "consequence') of evil is 'built into' the
system, and does not involve any 'extra' action on God's part.
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He who is pregnant with evil and conceives trouble gives birth to disillusionment. 15 He who
digs a hole and scoops it out falls into the pit he has made. 16 The trouble he causes recoils
on himself; his violence comes down on his own head. . 5",D

And He has brought back their wickedness upon them, . <D"'-=

As for the head of those who surround me, May the mischief of their lips cover them.
DE'<

The nations have sunk down in the pit which they have made, In the net which they hid, their
own foot has been caught. 16 The Lord has made Himself known; He has executed judgment.
In the work of his own hands the wicked is snared. . <',/'

They spread a net for my feet-I was bowed down in distress. They dug a pit in my path- but
they have fallen into it themselves . /5"0
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Nine: One of the more sobering (but observable and demonstrable) results of treachery is on the
character of the agent, and this is also a 'natural' consequence that requires no 'extra' action by God.
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"For even though they knew God, they did not honor Him as God, or give thanks, but they
became futile in their speculations, and their foolish heart was darkened"”
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Ten: This self-inflicted destruction is itself a violation of the community, for the treacherous ones
were supposed to be contributors to the whole good, as well as co-celebrants of community life.
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)For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false
testimony, slander.” W ARS
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Eleven: In addition to the 'natural’ principle of ""you reap what you sow," there is an additional such
principle in "you (eventually) get from God the relationship that you ask for".
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The fourth angel poured out his bowl on the sun, and the sun was given power to scorch
people with fire. 9 They were seared by the intense heat and they cursed the name of God,
who had control over these plagues, but they refused to repent and glorify him. 10 The fifth
angel poured out his bowl on the throne of the beast, and his kingdom was plunged into
darkness. Men gnawed their tongues in agony 11 and cursed the God of heaven because of
their pains and their sores, but they refused to repent of what they had done. F ,0'2°,,
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"You are just in these judgments, you who are and who were, the Holy One, because you
have so judged; 6 for they have shed the blood of your saints and prophets, and you have
given them blood to drink as they deserve.” HF  ,0"/1

Twelve: Strangely enough, most of the more-literal images of the Last Judgment involve humans as
those doing the judgments, almost as a community-judgment.
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"The men of Nineveh shall stand up with this generation at the judgment, and shall
condemn it because they repented at the preaching of Jonah, and behold, something greater
than Jonah is here. 42 ""The Queen of the South shall rise up with this generation at the
Jjudgment and shall condemn it, because she came from the ends of the earth to hear the
wisdom of Solomon, and behold, something greater than Solomon is here. ,—=2
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For just as the Father has life in Himself, even so He gave to the Son also to have life in

Himself; 27 and He gave Him authority to execute judgment, because He is the Son of Man.
4 /'-0'-5
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And when He broke the fifth seal, I saw underneath the altar the souls of those who had
been slain because of the word of God, and because of the testimony which they had
maintained; 10 and they cried out with a loud voice, saying, "How long, O Lord, holy and

true, wilt Thou refrain from judging and avenging our blood on those who dwell on the
earth?" > $3$ "
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Thirteen: Even the idea of God's "vengeance" is generally portrayed as an expression of community-
needs of justice and closure.
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Lord, God of vengeance; God of vengeance, shine forth! 2 Rise up, O Judge of the earth;
Render recompense to the proud. 3 How long shall the wicked, O Lord, How long shall the
wicked exult? They pour forth words, they speak arrogantly; 4 All who do wickedness vaunt
themselves. 5 They crush Thy people, O Lord, And afflict Thy heritage. 6 They slay the
widow and the stranger, And murder the orphans. 7 And they have said, "The Lord does not
see, Nor does the God of Jacob pay heed.” . <D",
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Rejoice, O nations, with his people, for he will avenge the blood of his servants; he will take
vengeance on his enemies and make atonement for his land and people.
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no one should wrong his brother or take advantage of him. The Lord will punish men for all
such sins, as we have already told you and warned you. | # D'0
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And he arose and went into the house, and he poured the oil on his head and said to him,
"Thus says the Lord, the God of Israel, 'l have anointed you king over the people of the Lord,
even over Israel. 'And you shall strike the house of Ahab your master, that I may avenge the
blood of My servants the prophets, and the blood of all the servants of the Lord, at the hand
of Jezebel. -M <'5

Egypt will become a waste, And Edom will become a desolate wilderness, Because of the
violence done to the sons of Judah, In whose land they have shed innocent blood. 20 But
Judah will be inhabited forever, And Jerusalem for all generations. 21 And I will avenge
their blood which I have not avenged, For the Lord dwells in Zion. 4 =",<
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Fourteen: There is a distinct sense in which all people do not want God's forgiveness--so why should
God 'force' it on them?

@ in any way
1 8 $ % "C% $
"1 $ % "%
$ 3 $ $
C $ "#
$ 7
G $
7 $$ " $ %
" $
$
% $
X
1 $$ $ $
8% "
? %+

Fifteen: God, in His role as community member, has the right to hold another member accountable,
and in so doing, expresses the worth of that other member.
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Sixteen: God, in His role as community member, has the right to reclaim assets that were 'loaned' to
another community member.

1 $ @ % # -,'== ,—A % -E $
" 1 $
1 $ $ $
$ ! /'D/ )He causes His sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the

righteous and the unrighteous)t (. ,D",5 )He has shown kindness by giving you rain from heaven and
crops in their seasons; he provides you with plenty of food and fills your hearts with joy")
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Seventeen, there is a very real sense in which the integrity of God the law-giver is at stake: He must
do what He promises to do in the law.
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Eighteen: Natural consequences alone are not always adequate/sufficient 'consequences' for certain
types of community violations.
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On the basis of this, I would have to say that God cannot be un-just because it would violently
destroy His own essence ["'necessary existence' and all, notwithstanding (philosophical smile)], and
dissolve the human community and culture into chaos of "treachery and injustice for all"...

A theological and philosophical point or two now...
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Let's explore another philosophical avenue on this, related to the last point above, to see why such a
response to evil is necessary.
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But what exactly does repudiation/condemnation mean? (

proclamation/assertion
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this brings us to question number 2: What about the agent-

of-the-evil-act? What (if any) response to the agent is obligatory?
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Zedekiah was twenty-one years old when he became king, and he reigned eleven years in
Jerusalem. 12 And he did evil in the sight of the Lord his God; he did not humble himself
before Jeremiah the prophet who spoke for the Lord. 13 And he also rebelled against
King Nebuchadnezzar who had made him swear allegiance by God. But he stiffened his
neck and hardened his heart against turning to the Lord God of Israel. 14 Furthermore,
all the officials of the priests and the people were very unfaithful following all the
abominations of the nations, and they defiled the house of the Lord which He had
sanctified in Jerusalem. 15 And the Lord, the God of their fathers, sent word to them
again and again by His messengers, because He had compassion on His people and on
His dwelling place; 16 but they continually mocked the messengers of God, despised His
words and scoffed at His prophets, until the wrath of the Lord arose against His people,
until there was no remedy.0 ->* =0",,

NAnd now, because you have done all these things,” declares the Lord, “and I spoke to
you, rising up early and speaking, but you did not hear, and I called you but you did



not answer, 14 therefore, I will do to the house which is called by My name, in which you
trust, and to the place which I gave you and your fathers, as I did to Shiloh" 4 5 ,="

Thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel, “Add your burnt offerings to your
sacrifices and eat flesh. 22 “For I did not speak to your fathers, or command them in the
day that I brought them out of the land of Egypt, concerning burnt offerings and
sacrifices. 23 “But this is what I commanded them, saying, ‘Obey My voice, and I will
be your God, and you will be My people; and you will walk in all the way which I
command you, that it may be well with you.’ 24 “Yet they did not obey or incline their
ear, but walked in their own counsels and in the stubbornness of their evil heart, and
went backward and not forward. 25 “Since the day that your fathers came out of the
land of Egypt until this day, I have sent you all My servants the prophets, daily rising
early and sending them. 26 “Yet they did not listen to Me or incline their ear, but
stiffened their neck; they did evil more than their fathers. 4 5'-,

Yet the Lord warned Israel and Judah by every prophet and every seer, saying, “Turn
from your evil ways and keep my commandments and my statutes, in accordance with all
the law that I commanded your ancestors and that I sent to you by my servants the
prophets.” 14 They would not listen but were stubborn, as their ancestors had been,
who did not believe in the Lord their God. 15 They despised his statutes, and his covenant
that he made with their ancestors, and the warnings that he gave them. They went after
false idols and became false; they followed the nations that were around them,
concerning whom the Lord had commanded them that they should not do as they did. 16
They rejected all the commandments of the Lord their God and made for themselves cast
images of two calves; they made a sacred pole, worshiped all the host of heaven, and
served Baal. 17 They made their sons and their daughters pass through fire; they used
divination and augury,; and they sold themselves to do evil in the sight of the Lord,
provoking him to anger. 18 Therefore the Lord was very angry with Israel and removed
them out of his sight; none was left but the tribe of Judah alone. 19 Judah also did not
keep the commandments of the Lord their God but walked in the customs that Israel had
introduced. 20 The Lord rejected all the descendants of Israel; he punished them and
gave them into the hand of plunderers, until he had banished them from his presence. -
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But this people has a stubborn and rebellious heart;
They have turned aside and departed.

24 ‘They do not say in their heart, “Let us now fear the Lord our God,
Who gives rain in its season,

Both the autumn rain and the spring rain,

Who keeps for us

The appointed weeks of the harvest.”

25 “Your iniquities have turned these away,

And your sins have withheld good from you.

26 ‘For wicked men are found among My people,
They watch like fowlers lying in wait,

They set a trap,

They catch men.

27 ‘Like a cage full of birds,

So their houses are full of deceit;

Therefore they have become great and rich.

28 ‘They are fat, they are sleek,

They also excel in deeds of wickedness;

They do not plead the cause,

The cause of the orphan, that they may prosper;
And they do not defend the rights of the poor.

29 ‘Shall I not punish these people?’ declares the Lord, ‘On a nation such as this
Shall I not avenge Myself?”’

30 “An appalling and horrible thing

Has happened in the land:

31 The prophets prophesy falsely,

And the priests rule on their own authority,

And My people love it so!

But what will you do at the end of it? 4 [ -="
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But there is more to be said...fortunately!
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But by the same word the present heavens and earth have been reserved for fire, being
kept until the day of judgment and destruction of the godless. 8 But do not ignore this one
fact, beloved, that with the Lord one day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years
are like one day. 9 The Lord is not slow about his promise, as some think of slowness,
but is patient with you, not wanting any to perish, but all to come to repentance.
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1 tell you, among those born of women there is no one greater than John, yet the one who is
least in the kingdom of God is greater than he." 29 (All the people, even the tax collectors,
when they heard Jesus' words, acknowledged that God's way was right, because they had
been baptized by John. 30 But the Pharisees and experts in the law rejected God's purpose
for themselves, because they had not been baptized by John.) 31 "To what, then, can 1
compare the people of this generation? What are they like? 32 They are like children sitting
in the marketplace and calling out to each other: "'We played the flute for you, and you did
not dance; we sang a dirge, and you did not cry.' 33 For John the Baptist came neither
eating bread nor drinking wine, and you say, 'He has a demon.' 34 The Son of Man came
eating and drinking, and you say, 'Here is a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax
collectors and "'sinners.""’
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For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are justified freely by his grace
through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. 25 God presented him as a sacrifice of
atonement, through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his
forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished- 26 he did it to



demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those

who have faith in Jesus.
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