
GOD IS NOT FAIR 
I am indebted to the teaching and writing of Dr. Jack Cottrell, whose influence is very apparent in this sermon. 

Introduction 
 Our nation’s judicial system has received significant criticism in recent years. The apparent 
or perceived miscarriage of justice in recent court cases has evoked a public outcry when one 
who is widely considered to be guilty is acquitted and escapes penalty. Our society is built 
upon a strong sense of justice. We live in a culture and under a government that champions 
justice. When there is a miscarriage of justice, it upsets our sense of fairness.  

This is merely one of many contrasts between the kingdom of this world and the Kingdom of 
God. “Liberty and justice for all” is a trademark of our democracy. But liberty and justice do not 
go together in the spiritual kingdom. Our liberty in Christ results, not from God’s justice, but 
rather from His rich mercy. Indeed, we are glad that God is not fair. 
PRAYER 
 A man fell into a deep sleep and dreamed that he had died and was standing in line to enter 
heaven. As he approached the gate, he saw a large sign that read, “Entrance Requirement: 
1,000 points.” As he inched his way toward the gate, he collected in his mind all the good 
works he had done during his lifetime. By the time he arrived at the entrance, he was feeling 
fairly confident about meeting the requirement of 1,000 points, despite the fact that everyone in 
front of him was being turned away at the gate.  
 

[Now, this is characteristic of people who approach God on the basis of justice or 
fairness. They think in terms of their goodness. And they can always find someone who is 
not as good as they perceive themselves to be. They’ll say things like, “Well, if ol’ so-and-
so is going to heaven, I think my chances are real good.” They never think in terms of 
what the Bible says in Romans 3:10, that “there is no one righteous, no not one.”] 

 
 When it was his turn to enter the gate, the one guarding the entrance said, “I suppose you 
saw the sign down the way regarding the entrance requirement of 1,000 points.” The man 
confidently acknowledged the requirement and began to enumerate his many achievements 
and accomplishments.  

The man rattled off a rather impressive list that he thought would certainly bring an assuring 
response from the examiner. The examiner had been listening very intently to the man, being 
careful to write down every detail, as it was dictated. The examiner slowly lifted his head after 
doing some calculating, and said, “All those things are wonderful. But that is worth only one 
point.” 
 The man was noticeably shaken and began to sweat. Undeterred, however, he took a deep 
breath and resumed his recitation of good works, still hopeful that he would accumulate 
enough points to satisfy the entrance requirement. But, alas, the examiner again replied, “That 
is worth yet another point.”  
 Now the man knew he was in real danger of not accumulating enough points to gain 
entrance into heaven. He is sweating bullets by this time and is trembling with frantic worry and 
doubt. But he racks his brain and is able to scrape up even more good works, which he 
nervously offers in hope that perhaps he’s going to hit the “Daily Double” work that will put him 
over the top. But the examiner looks up over his glasses and delivers the damning report, “You 
now have three points.”  
 Frantic with fear, and drained in desperation, the man threw up his arms and exclaimed, 
“The entrance requirements are so demanding, that the only way a person could get in is by 
the grace of God!”  
 Startled by the man’s statement, the examiner said, “Excuse me. Did you say something 
about the ‘grace of God?’ You are in the wrong line. This is the Law Gate. The line you need to 
be in is at the Grace Gate. 



 With that, the man woke up, his bed linens wet with sweat.  
 
 That we can be saved is certainly good news. But better than that is the fact that we are 
saved on the basis of faith as opposed to works of law.  
 

Titus 3:5-7 
He saved us, not on the basis of deeds which we have done in righteousness, but according to His 
mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewing by the Holy Spirit, whom He poured out upon 
us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that being justified by His grace we would be made 
heirs according to the hope of eternal life. 
 
Gal 3:23-29 
But before faith came, we were kept in custody under the law, being shut up to the faith which was 
later to be revealed. Therefore the Law has become our tutor to lead us to Christ, so that we may be 
justified by faith. But now that faith has come, we are no longer under a tutor. For you are all sons of 
God through faith in Christ Jesus. For all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed 
yourselves with Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free man, there is 
neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus. And if you belong to Christ, then you are 
Abraham's descendants, heirs according to promise. 

 
Gal 2:16 
knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the Law but through faith in Christ Jesus, even we 
have believed in Christ Jesus, so that we may be justified by faith in Christ and not by the works of 
the Law; since by the works of the Law no flesh will be justified. 
 
Eph 2:8-10 
For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; not 
as a result of works, so that no one may boast.  

 
 The Bible portrays two gates through which heaven may be entered. The one gate is 
labeled “Law” and the other “Grace.” The Law gate is entered on the basis of confidence in 
man’s work of obedience. The Grace gate is entered on the basis of faith in Christ’s work of 
atonement. One may attempt to enter heaven by the means of law upon the basis of his ability 
to meet its requirements. Or he may choose to enter by means of grace upon the basis of faith 
in Jesus’ ability to meet the demands of God’s law. It comes down to selecting between merit 
or mercy. 
  
By Law Through Works 
 The system of law is one with which we are very familiar. It harmonizes with our concept of 
fairness. Succinctly stated, it says that one who keeps the law escapes the penalty, while the 
one who breaks the law suffers the penalty.  

The Way of Law 
Keep the Law, Escape the Penalty 
Break the Law, Suffer the Penalty 

 This system appeals to us because it corresponds to our sense of justice. It is the way civil 
law operates (or is supposed to operate!).  
 This system is theoretically sound as a way to be saved, for anyone who obeys God’s 
commands is free from the penalty for disobedience. We say this system is “theoretically” 
possible because the Bible plainly states that it requires perfect obedience. 

Galatians 3:10 (quoting Deut. 27:26) 
CURSED IS EVERYONE WHO DOES NOT ABIDE BY ALL THINGS WRITTEN IN THE BOOK OF 
THE LAW, TO PERFORM THEM. 
James 2:10 
whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles in one point, he has become guilty of all. 

 The moment we commit our first sin, we become a lawbreaker. The system of law is forever 
removed as a possible way for sinners to be saved.  



 The Bible says (Rom. 3:10) that “there is no one righteous, not even one.” And that “all have 
sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Rom. 3:23). From the moment of our first sin, no 
amount of goodness or obedience can open the gate into heaven labeled “Law.”  
 That being so, there remains only one way for sinners to enter heaven, and that is  
 
By Grace Through Faith 
 This system of justification – of being made right or innocent before God – is completely 
different from that of law. But this system runs contrary to our sense of fairness and justice. It 
states that the one who keeps the law must suffer the penalty, whereas the one who breaks 
the law escapes the penalty. 

The Way of Grace 
Keep the Law, Suffer the Penalty 
Break the Law, Escape the Penalty 

 Our initial reaction to this is to resist it because it is not fair. But then we rejoice when we 
realize the hope it provides for sinners like us. We are quick to embrace the second part that 
says lawbreakers may escape the penalty, because that is our only hope of salvation. But we 
are troubled by the first part that says the one who perfectly keeps the law must suffer the 
penalty. Troubled, that is, until we remember that it doesn’t apply to anyone, for all have sinned 
and none is righteous.  

So, even though neither part sounds fair, we are eager to accept it because it favors sinners 
in desperate need of salvation. And no one is hurt from the first part, for all have sinned. And 
then it sinks in that the first part does apply to Someone, and does affect Someone. It applies 
to and affects the sinless Son of God, Who kept the law perfectly and yet suffered the penalty 
of eternal death. 

That God is not fair when He saves sinners by His wonderful grace is expressed by Paul in 
2 Corinthians 5:21. 

He made Him who knew no sin to be sin on our behalf, so that we might become the righteousness 
of God in Him. 

Jesus was treated exactly opposite of the way He deserved so that we could be treated exactly 
the opposite of the way we deserve. “God treated Christ like a sinner, so that we can be 
treated like Him” (Cottrell, 13 Lessons on Grace, p. 20). Jesus took our sins and gave us His 
righteousness. This is not fair! But this is the nature of grace. It is more than fair!  
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 We have affirmed that God is not fair and that justice demands that sinners suffer the 
penalty of eternal death, which is separation from God in hell. But there is a sense in which 
God is fair – more than fair – when He saves sinners. The Bible says (Rom. 3:26) that the Lord 
is both “just and justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus.” He is fair or just in saving sinners 
only because the penalty of death required by His law has been satisfied by His sinless Son. 
Their penalty paid, it is now up to sinners to display faith in the One who suffered the penalty. 
 
 The premiere example of justification by faith in the Bible is the Old Testament patriarch, 
Abraham. The promise of an inheritance was given to Abraham over four hundred years 
before the Law was given through Moses (Gen. 12:3). Abraham received the blessing through 
faith in God’s promise, not on the basis of the Law (Gen. 15:6; Rom. 4:3; Gal. 3:6). Paul says 
that in the same way we have become heirs according to promise (Gal. 3:29) when we are 
counted as Abraham’s descendant. This results when we display faith in the promise of God. 
We take on the identity of Jesus, the Seed of Abraham, and become sons of God through faith 
in Christ. This occurs in baptism, when we are clothed with Christ and take on his identity by 
becoming one with Him. It is then that we become fellow heirs of the inheritance.  



 
 Paul writes (Gal. 3:26, 27), “For you are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus. For all 
of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.” 
 
We must see that our salvation depends not upon our ability to keep God’s commands, but 
upon God’s ability to keep His promises (Cottrell, 13 Lessons on Grace, p. 23). 
 

In Luke 18:9-14 Jesus presents the choice we have today between merit and mercy by 
telling of two men who prayed at the temple. The Pharisee boasted of his righteousness before 
men. The publican, however, humbly confessed his need for mercy before God. Jesus said it 
was the one acknowledging his sin and need for mercy who received justification.   
 
 
Your righteousness OR Christ’s righteousness? 
Your goodness OR God’s grace? 
Mercy OR merit? 
Fairness OR forgiveness? 
 


