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WISDOM: LIVING SUCCESSFULLY

IN A TREACHEROUS WORLD

Pursuing Justice, Pt 2
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• It is also one of the most popular 
words in our culture.

• The critical issue is not whether we 
believe justice is essential, but how 
we define the term. 

• Most uses of the word “justice” in 
our culture have nothing to do with 
biblical justice.

• The hijacking of the term is not coincidental; it springs from 
sinful man’s effort to defame the God of justice.

• “Justice” is one of the most important terms in the Bible.

Seven Eight Lessons on 
Pursuing Justice

from the Book of Proverbs
(Part 2)
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DEFINITION 1: Justice refers to the pursuit of righteous (right) 
relations with all others who come across life’s path.

 Synonymous with “righteousness” (right behavior) and 
“equity” (with is right, true). See 1:3; 2:9; etc.

DEFINITION 2: Justice refers to the restoration or enforcement of 
righteous relations when those relations have been corrupted.

 Retributive (punishment) or restorative in nature.

6

“BIBLICAL JUSTICE: Conformity to God’s moral 
standard as revealed in the Ten Commandments 
and the Royal Law: ‘love your neighbor as yourself.’ 

Communitive justice: living in right relationship 
with God and others; giving people their due as 
image-bearers of God. 

Distributive justice: impartially rendering 
judgment, righting wrongs, and meting out 
punishment for lawbreaking. Reserved for God
and God-ordained authorities including parents in the home, elders 
in the church, teachers in the school, and civil authorities in the 
state.”
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BIBLICAL JUSTICE

Distributive/Retributive Aspect
Restoring right relations when 

those relations have been 
violated; vindicating those who 

have been oppressed and 
punishing the oppressor (limited 
to God’s appointed means and 

agents).

Communitive Aspect
Pursuing and maintaining right 

relations with others; treating all 
men as image-bearers of God. 

• 9:10 – “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom, and 
the knowledge of the Holy One is understanding.”

• Any effort to define “justice” apart from God’s word as the 
ultimate authority will be corrupt from the outset. 

1. Justice cannot be correctly defined apart from 
divine revelation.
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2. Justice is an essential ingredient for and 
consequence of true wisdom. 

9

• 2:6-9 – “For the LORD gives wisdom; 
from His mouth come knowledge and 
understanding. He stores up sound 
wisdom for the upright; He is a shield 
to those who walk in integrity, guarding 
the paths of justice, and He preserves 
the way of His godly ones. Then you 
will discern righteousness and justice
and equity and every good course.”

JUSTICE
mishpat

WISDOM
ḥokmah

3. Justice manifests itself in personal behavior and 
concrete situations.
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• Proverbs resists treating justice in the abstract. Instead, right 
relations is treated as a practical and personal responsibility. 

• Proverbs does not merely use the word “justice” as a slogan.

(a) Justice—a right relationship to others—must manifest 
itself in the way one uses words:

• 12:17 – “He who speaks truth tells what is right, but a 
false witness, deceit.”
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(b) Justice—a right relationship to others—will manifest itself 
in how one makes wealth: 

• 16:11 – “A just balance and scales belong to the LORD; all 
the weights of the bag are His concern.”

(c) Justice—a right relationship to others—will manifest itself 
in how one treats the vulnerable:

• 22:22-23 – “Do not rob the poor because he is poor, or 
crush the afflicted at the gate; for the LORD will plead 
their case and take the life of those who rob them.”

4. Justice can never be influenced by personal 
preferences or payoffs. 
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• If non-moral issues influence the exercise of justice, it is not 
“justice” but “partiality.”

• 17:15 – “He who justifies the wicked and he 
who condemns the righteous, both of them 
alike are an abomination to the LORD.”

• “Partiality” = “unfair bias in favor of one thing 
or person compared with another” (Oxford). 
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“You shall not steal, nor deal falsely, nor lie to one another. . . . 
You shall do no injustice in judgment; you shall not be partial to 

the poor nor defer to the great, but you are to judge your 
neighbor fairly.” 

—Leviticus 19:11, 15

14

• The determination of a just 
relationship toward another is not 
made according to economic status 
(wealthy or poor) nor according to 
social standing (great or small). 

• True justice is about righteousness, 
therefore judgments about 
relationships must be made according 
to morality as defined by God.

 ECONOMIC STATUS

 SOCIAL STANDING

 ETHNIC IDENTITY

MORALITY
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5. Justice as retribution is to be carried out by God-
ordained authorities.

15

• Proverbs leaves no doubt as to the certainty of retributive 
[distributive] justice when relationships have been violated. 

• REVIEW: “Distributive justice: impartially rendering judgment, 
righting wrongs, and meting out punishment for lawbreaking. 
Reserved for God and God-ordained authorities including 
parents in the home, elders in the church, teachers in the 
school, and civil authorities in the state” (Allan, Why Social 
Justice Is Not Biblical Justice).

16

• Proverbs limits the exercise of retributive justice to specific 
agents:

1) The primary agent of retributive justice is the father.

 13:24 – “He who withholds his rod hates his son, but he 
who loves him disciplines him diligently.”

 22:15 – “Foolishness is bound up in the heart of a child; 
the rod of discipline will remove it far from him.” 

 23:13-14 – “Do not hold back discipline from the child, 
although you strike him with the rod, he will not die. You 
shall strike him with the rod and rescue his soul from 
Sheol.”
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2)  A secondary agent of retributive justice is the teacher.

 10:13 – “On the lips of the discerning, wisdom is found, 
but a rod is for the back of him who lacks understanding.”

 14:3 – “In the mouth of the foolish is a rod for his back, 
but the lips of the wise will protect them.”

 18:6 – “A fool’s lips bring strife, and his mouth calls for 
blows.”

 26:3 – “A whip is for the horse, a bridle for the donkey, 
and a rod for the back of fools.”

18

3)  A third agent of retributive justice is civic government.

 14:35 – “The king’s favor is toward a servant who acts 
wisely, but his anger is toward him who acts shamefully.”

 20:8 – “A king who sits on the throne of justice disperses 
all evil with his eyes.”

 20:26 – “A wise king winnows the wicked and drives the 
threshing wheel over them.”

 29:4 – “The king gives stability to the land by justice, but 
a man who takes bribes overthrows it.”
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“For rulers are not a cause of fear for good behavior, but for 
evil. Do you want to have no fear of authority? Do what is 

good and you will have praise from the same; for it is a 
minister of God to you for good. But if you do what is evil, 

be afraid; for it does not bear the sword for nothing; for it is 
a minister of God, an avenger who brings wrath on the one 

who practices evil.”

—Romans 13:3-4

20

• Proverbs also recognizes that retributive justice is meted out 
through God’s law of cause and effect:

 28:10 – “He who leads the upright astray in an evil 
way will himself fall into his own pit, but the 
blameless will inherit good.”

 21:7 – “The violence 
of the wicked will drag 
them away, because 
they refuse to act with 
justice.”

Cause Effect
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 1:28-32 – “Then they [sinners] will call on me [wisdom], 
but I will not answer; they will seek me diligently but they 
will not find me, because they hated knowledge and did 
not choose the fear of the Lord. They would not accept 
my counsel, they spurned all my reproof. So they shall eat 
of the fruit of their own way and be satiated with their 
own devices. For the waywardness of the naive will kill 
them, and the complacency of fools will destroy them.”

Cause Effect

22

 22:8 – “He who sows iniquity [injustice] will reap vanity, 
and the rod of his fury will perish.”

 24:19-20 – “Do not fret because of evildoers or be 
envious of the wicked; for there will be no future for the 
evil man; the lamp of the wicked will be put out.”

 11:19 – “He who is steadfast in righteousness will attain
to life, and he who pursues evil will bring about his own 
death.”
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“For they sow the wind 
and they reap the whirlwind.”

—Hosea 8:7

6. Justice in its ultimate sense may come slowly, 
but it is inevitable. 

24

• Ultimate justice—divine justice—is certain with respect to 
punishment, vindication, and reward. 

• 3:33 – “The curse of the LORD is on the house of the wicked, 
but He blesses the dwelling of the righteous.”

• 15:25 – “The LORD will tear down the house of the proud, but 
He will establish the boundary of the widow.”

• 19:17 – “One who is gracious to a poor man lends to the LORD, 
and He will repay him for his good deed.”

23

24



4/29/2021

13

25

• 22:22-23 – “Do not rob the poor because he is poor, or crush 
the afflicted at the gate; for the LORD will plead their case and 
take the life of those who rob them.”

• 23:10-11 – “Do not move the ancient boundary or go into the 
fields of the fatherless, for their Redeemer is strong; He will 
plead their case against you.”

• 29:26 – “Many seek the 
ruler’s favor, but justice for 
man comes from the LORD.”
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• Consequently, man cannot take it upon himself to seek 
vengeance nor to relish the destruction of his oppressor. 

• 20:22 – “Do not say, I will repay evil’; wait for the LORD, and 
He will save you.”

• 24:17-18 – “Do not rejoice when your enemy falls, and do 
not let your heart be glad when he stumbles; or the LORD will 
see it and be displeased, and turn His anger away from him.”

• 24:29 – “Do not say, ‘Thus I shall do to him as he has done to 
me; I will render to the man according to his work.’”
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• 25:21-22 – “If your enemy is hungry, give him food to eat; 
and if he is thirsty, give him water to drink; for you will heap 
burning coals on his head, and the LORD will reward you.”

• Leviticus 19:18 – “You shall not take vengeance, nor bear 
any grudge against the sons of your people, but you shall 
love your neighbor as yourself; I am the LORD.”

28

“Never pay back evil for evil to anyone. Respect what is right 
in the sight of all men. If possible, so far as it depends on you, 

be at peace with all men. Never take your own revenge, 
beloved, but leave room for the wrath of God, for it is written, 

‘VENGEANCE IS MINE, I WILL REPAY,’  says the Lord. ‘BUT IF YOUR
ENEMY IS HUNGRY, FEED HIM, AND IF HE IS THIRSTY, GIVE HIM A DRINK; 

FOR IN SO DOING YOU WILL HEAP BURNING COALS ON HIS HEAD.’ Do not 
be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.”

—Romans 12:17-21 (citing Deut 32:35 & Prov 25:21-22)
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“It is more honor to bury an injury than to revenge it.”   

—Thomas Watson

“14. Resolved, never to do anything out of revenge.”

—Jonathan Edwards

30

“When their feelings have been hurt, people 
often feel justified in doing anything they want 
in retaliation. They can leave the church, divide 
the body, explode with uncontrolled anger, cut 
people off, lie, hate, and backbite. They try to 

justify the most wicked, sinful behavior with the 
simple excuse, ‘But I’ve been hurt!’ Scripture, 
however, prohibits the spirit of retaliation, the 
get-even mentality that plagues human nature, 
with the clear command: ‘Repay no one evil for 

evil’ (Rom 12:17; 1 Thess 5:15; 1 Pet 3:9).”

—Alexander Strauch, Leading with Love, 172

29

30



4/29/2021

16

7. Justice is a quality more valuable than wealth 
and more noble than sacrifice.

31

• Proverbs prioritizes righteous relations with others over both 
material riches and religious ritual.

• 15:8 – “The sacrifice of the wicked is an abomination to the 
LORD, but the prayer of the upright is His delight.”

• 16:8 – “Better is a little with righteousness than great income 
with injustice.”

32

• 21:3 – “To do righteousness and justice is 
desired by the LORD more than sacrifice.”

• 1 Samuel 15:22-23 – “Samuel said, ‘Has the 
LORD as much delight in burnt offerings and 
sacrifices as in obeying the voice of the LORD? 
Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice, and
to heed than the fat of rams. For rebellion is 
as the sin of divination, and insubordination 
is as iniquity and idolatry. Because you have 
rejected the word of the LORD, He has also 
rejected you from being king.’”
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“With what shall I come to the LORD
And bow myself before the God on high? 
Shall I come to Him with burnt offerings, 

With yearling calves?
Does the LORD take delight in thousands of rams, 

In ten thousand rivers of oil? 
Shall I present my firstborn for my rebellious acts, 

The fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?
He has told you, O man, what is good;
And what does the LORD require of you 

But to do justice, to love kindness, 
And to walk humbly with your God?”

—Micah 6:6-8

34

“Talk not of Gregorian chants, sumptuous robes, incense, and 
banners; the first thing which God requires of his child is 
obedience; and though you should give your body to be 
burned, and all your goods to 
feed the poor, yet if you do 
not hearken to the Lord’s 
precepts, all your formalities 
shall profit you nothing.”

—Spurgeon, Morning & Evening
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8. Justice is indispensable for the exercise of  
leadership.

35

• The contents of the book of Proverbs were compiled as part 
of the effort to provide a curriculum for young princes. 

• Consequently, a significant emphasis of the book is on 
leadership principles, and central to these principles is the 
concept of justice.

• 16:10 – “A divine decision is in the lips of the king; His mouth 
should not err in judgment.”

36

• 28:12 – “When the righteous triumph, there is great glory, 
but when the wicked rise, men hide themselves.”

• 29:1 – “When the righteous increase, the people rejoice, but 
when a wicked man rules, people groan.

• 29:4 – “The king gives stability to the land by justice, but a 
man who takes bribes overthrows it.”

• 29:14 – “If a king judges the poor with truth, his throne will 
be established forever.”
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Recommended 
Reading
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