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YOU ONLY GET WHAT YOU DESERVE? 
Joyful Witness (Part 1) 

Text: Genesis 3:14-24; Acts 1:8; 1 Peter 3:15 
 
 
The last words Jesus spoke to his followers during his earthly ministry was the 
commission to share the hope of the gospel with all of Creation.  “You shall be my 
witnesses,” said Jesus, “in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and to the ends of the 
earth” (Acts 1:8).  The Apostle Peter amplified this charge when he wrote to the 
Church: “Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to 
give the reason for the hope that you have” (1 Peter 3:15).  It probably bears 
underlining, however, that before we can witness to Christ’s message or express the 
hope we have to others, we have to understand it and see why it is so needed.  This is 
why I want to begin this series on Joyful Witness by trying to set the gospel message in 
its larger context. 

 
I 

 
Some 100 years ago, a very nice young man fell in with some bad associates.  Although 
the young man had been raised with all the advantages and instruction of a fine home, 
one of his friends managed to convince him that an even greater fortune was to be 
found by helping to rob a bank.  The robbery went off almost without a hitch until -- as 
the thieves were leaving the bank -- one of the tellers drew a gun from beneath the 
counter and fired several shots into the escaping gang. 
 
Two of these bullets lodged in the body of the society boy who, nonetheless, somehow 
managed to drag himself to his horse and gallop away down the street.  Losing blood 
quickly, the boy barely managed to hang on to the racing mount.  Every stab of pain 
that racked his body only served to remind him of his colossal stupidity.  He thought of 
his parents and the comforts of home.  He thought of all the benefits he’d forsaken for 
this gamble on getting even more.  "What have I done?" he moaned.  And then as 
darkness closed in around him, he cried between clenched teeth, "I've only gotten what 
I deserved." 
 
There must have been something of this sort of remorse in the two figures who trudged 
forth from Eden that day (Genesis 3:23).  Only hours before, they had been scions of 
the highest society, enjoying the intimate company of God himself in the midst of a 
garden of privilege and comfort.  And then, in a moment of selfish stupidity, they had 
done something whose benefits could not begin to repay them for what they'd lost.  
Any of us who have ever betrayed the confidence of a friend to gain popularity; or 
sacrificed a steady relationship to indulge in some quick romance; or traded a solid 
good to attain a fleeting thrill, we know how stupid one may feel when we discover that 
what we've lost spoils the taste of what we've gained. 
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For Adam and Eve the loss of Eden was all the more agonizing because of the future 
that seemed to stretch out before them.  By trading God's truth for the Serpent's lie, 
they brought upon themselves and creation a terrible reversal.  The creation that had 
once been characterized by order and harmony, now seems to have been turned on its 
very head.  Take a look again at what Genesis says about the effects of sin. 
 
Where once man had exercised a benevolent, symbiotic rapport with the creatures of 
the earth now, you'll notice, human beings and creatures (symbolized here by the 
serpent) will often be antagonistic, striking aggressively at one another.  Where once 
woman and man had enjoyed a helping covenant of mutual partnership, now the 
terrible effect of sin is that women will be ruled by men, and even given names, as 
Adam had formerly named only the animals.  Where the creation of people had been 
before a joyous act God called "good," now the creation of new human life will be 
marked by pain and longing.  Where once human beings had freely enjoyed the ripe 
abundance of the earth, now man must eke out his living through painstaking labor. 
 
I don't think Genesis is trying here to give us a scientific explanation for the origin of 
labor pains or the locomotion of snakes.  But I do believe it is trying to tell us why we 
have so many problems besetting our environment, the relationship between the sexes, 
family-life, and even the workplace.  Choosing our way over and against God's way is a 
painful mistake.  It hurts us and it creates agony for God. 
 

II 
 
Some of us have a difficult time understanding that last part.  We find it hard to 
imagine a God who hurts over the way we hurt ourselves.  We find it hard to imagine a 
God who is particularly compassionate at all.  In the face of some crisis or loss brought 
about by a selfish or misguided choice, some of us are unable to think like that thief on 
the horse: "Lord, I know I'm only getting what I deserve."  Instead we think angrily to 
ourselves: I've been a good person.  So, I make a few mistakes now and then; I'm only 
human.  But, I'm no worse than anyone else.  So, why me?  Why do I have to deal with 
these problems in my life?  "Why don't I get what I deserve?!"  Perhaps that is the 
second line of thinking that may have run through the minds of Adam and Eve as they 
walked away from Eden.  "Why is God so hard on us?  Why don't we get what we 
deserve?"   
 
R.C. Sproul once told a story that helps to address that question.  During his first 
semester of college teaching, Professor Sproul explained to his class of 250 freshmen 
that his course required the submission of three short papers.  Since this requirement 
was really quite light for college-level work, Dr. Sproul said that he expected each of 
these papers to be on his desk by twelve noon on the due date, without exception. 
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Well, the first due date rolled around and 225 of his 250 students submitted their 
papers dutifully.  The other 25, in that posture of abject humility native to all of us who 
have ever been overwhelmed freshmen, came and begged for an extension.  They said:  
"We know that you told us you'd give us an 'F' if we got our papers in late, but please 
Professor, give us a break.  Please give us more time.  It will never happen again."  
Filled with a sense of grace and pity, Dr. Sproul relented and said: "O.K., I'll give you an 
extension.  But the next assignment is due October 30.  Do you understand?"  "Oh, yes, 
absolutely" the students replied. 
 
When October 30 arrived, so did 200 papers.  But now Sproul had 50 students on his 
doorstep pleading for grace.  "Oh, Professor, we didn't plan our time out properly.  It's 
midterm.  We had so many assignments due," and a chorus of similar reasons most of 
which alot of us have used!  Being a soft-hearted man, Sproul relented again, 
underlining that this was the last time. 
 
What do you think happened when November 30 came around?  You guessed it!  Now 
there were 100 students who sauntered into the classroom, without a worry on their 
face or a paper in their hand.  When Dr. Sproul asked for their assignments they said to 
him: "No problem prof, we'll have them for you in a few days."  What do you think the 
response of the 100 was when their teacher opened his black books and wrote the 
letter "F" down next to each name?  It was unmitigated fury, and a wild chorus of 
"That's not fair!"  "Oh, it isn't?" said Sproul, turning to the first student.  "Tell me 
Johnson, weren't you late last time too?"  "Yes," the boy replied.  "Okay," said Sproul, 
"I'll be fair.  I'll mark you down for an "F" on that paper too.  Is there anybody else 
here who really wants justice?"1 
 

III 
 
If we could get it, would we really want what we deserve?  If we could design a world 
where perfect justice was meted out at each moment, would we want that world?  Is it 
possible that we have experienced God's mercy, kindness, and provision so regularly for 
so long, that we have stopped even valuing it?  Have we become so accustomed to his 
grace that when he allows us to experience any loss or hardship, even ones where we 
may be in some part responsible, we yet cry out "Why me?!  That's not fair!  That's not 
what I deserve!!"  Perhaps that feeling ran through the hearts of Adam and Eve on the 
road out of Eden.  And yet, as Walter Brueggemann points out, the true scandal of 
Genesis 3 “is not that [Adam and Eve] are punished, but that they [are allowed to] 
live."2 
 
Friends, the idea that we only get what we deserve, or ought to get what we deserve, 
is a hideous lie and a cruel deception.  In this life, God rarely ever gives us the justice 
for which we sometimes clamor, and this is a major part of the good news to which 
followers of Jesus are called to bear a joyful witness.  On the contrary, the good news 
we share with this world is that the God is a Being of simply amazing grace and mind-
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blowing mercy. He gives us good we don’t deserve; that’s grace. And he does not give 
us bad we do deserve; that’s mercy.  
 
The God we know through Jesus Christ is the one who welcomes those lazy workers 
who show up in the vineyard an hour before closing time and gives them not the boot 
they deserve, but pays them the same wages as if they'd worked all day (Matthew 
20:1-16).  The God Jesus shows us is like the father who receives the prodigal son 
home not with the cold shoulder or lashing he deserves but with an embrace and a slice 
of fatted calf (Luke 15:11-24).  The God of Jesus is one who greets the deathbed 
confession of a thief on the cross not with the skeptical roll of the eyes it deserves but 
with the promise that this very day you will be with me in Paradise (Luke 23:39-43).  
The God Jesus represents is the one who took the original spoiled brats of Eden and, 
rather than giving them what they deserved, gave them what they needed most to 
come to their senses, to change the course of their lives, to finally come home. 
 
Do you get the pattern here?  The Christ we meet on the Cross shows us the God who 
more often than not meets us in this life not with justice but with wild, impassioned, 
illogical, grace and mercy! 
 

IV 
 
What if you and I poured out that kind of grace too?  We can you know.  We can show 
a love, generosity, and forgiveness towards others because we are inspired by the 
wonderful truth that in this life, we haven't gotten the justice that we deserved, but 
have in fact received many graces and mercies we didn't.  But there is a SECOND 
dimension to the message to which we bear witness that it is also important to 
appreciate.  It is an idea perhaps best illustrated by reminding you of the young bank 
robber, clinging fast to the saddle of that horse, with unconsciousness closing in. 
 
According to the story, a passing stranger was witness to that robbery and saw the 
injured boy ride off hell-bent for leather.  Knowing that the wounded young man was 
almost certain to fall from the bolting animal, the stranger rode after him, overtook the 
horse, and brought the boy home with him to be nursed back to health.  Many years 
went by, yet in spite of the grace he had been shown on the day of that first robbery, 
the young man went from bad to worse.  One day he found himself standing in a 
courtroom, a convicted murderer now, waiting for the judge whose job it was to 
sentence him. 
 
When the judge entered the courtroom, a wave of shock passed over the convicted 
man, only to be replaced by a grin of smug confidence.   The man in the black robes 
was the very same stranger that had saved his life and spared him from prosecution 
years before.  “I’ve got it made!” the criminal thought.  And yet, how surprised he was 
when the sentence uttered from the bench was the maximum allowed.  "But how can 
you do this to me?" the plaintiff cried.  "You helped me before; why can't you do it 
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again? It’s not fair!"  "You still don't understand," the man in robes replied.  "Today I 
am your judge; why couldn't you change during all those years I was so willing to be 
your savior?" 
 
Our God is still the Savior.  But Jesus says that there will come a day when the Master 
returns home and wonders what his servants have done with the talents he's given 
them.  There will yet come a day when the Shepherd returns to divide the sheep from 
the goats on the basis of what they have done for the least of God's creatures.  There 
will yet come a day when the Gardener weeds and the wheat are finally separated 
according to their fruitfulness. (Matthew 25:14-30; 31-46; 13:24-30). 
 
As we walk out into this world, to work as we must until God brings all creation back 
into unity under the Lordship of Christ, let us treat every person we meet with that 
joyful grace that comes from knowing the mercy we have been shown.  Let us speak to 
them of the gracious God we have met in Jesus.  Let us resolve to greet every hardship 
we encounter with that thankful peace that comes from knowing that in this life we 
have not gotten what we deserve. But let us also be aware and share with others that if 
we do not respond to the grace and mercy offered now, in the next life we may – we 
may get exactly what we deserve. 
  
Let us pray... 
 
Lord, you know our hearts better than we know them ourselves.  Meet us wherever we 
may be on our spiritual journey today, and lead us out of the lies we may be living and 
into the truth which is your Kingdom's way.  Thank you for the inestimable mercy and 
outreaching love by which you welcome any sincere heart into your eternal family.  
Keep us from ever taking that mercy for granted, but send us forth to be joyful 
witnesses to your amazing grace.  In Christ's name we pray.  Amen. 
 

                                               
1 R.C. Sproul, “We've Grown Accustomed to His Grace,” Preaching Today Tape 88. 
2 Walter Bruggemann, Interpretation Commentary: Genesis, p. 49. 
 


