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WISDOM: LIVING SUCCESSFULLY IN A TREACHEROUS WORLD 

Pursuing Justice, Pt 2 
 
 

“Many seek the ruler’s favor, but justice for man comes from the LORD.” 

—Proverbs 29:26 
 

 

The Perversion of Justice 
 

“Justice” is one of the most important terms in the Bible. It is also one of the most popular words in our 

culture. The critical issue is not whether people believe justice is essential. You would be hard pressed to 

find a person who says it is not. In fact, even those with rap sheets of crimes against others are some of 

today’s most outspoken proponents of “justice.” Others openly threaten to break laws in their effort to 

demand “justice.” No, “justice” is all the rage. The critical issue, however, is how the term is defined. 
 

Turning to the Bible as the authority, it becomes clear that most uses of the term “justice” in our culture 

have little to do with biblical justice. Many uses of the term are even directly antithetical to it. Take for 

example the growing calls for “reproductive justice.” What is this kind of “justice”? According to the 

activist organization Sister Song, reproductive justice is “the human right to self-determine.” This 

determination, of course, gives no attention to a preborn baby’s right to live. It minimizes “justice” to the 

mother’s right to determine the consequence of sexual activity. It means giving mothers the freedom to 

end the life of an innocent human being as conveniently, shamelessly, and inexpensively as possible. The 

baby’s life is sacrificed for the convenience of the mother. What is called “justice” is justice turned on its 

head, and the list of such “justices” grows by the day. 
 

This perversion of “justice” is not coincidental. It springs from sinful man’s incessant effort to defame the 

God whose image he bears. Justice is central to God’s character. All of God’s ways are just 

(Deuteronomy 32:4); justice is the foundation of His throne (Psalm 89:14). Moreover, the Apostle Paul 

states that “The mind set on the flesh is hostile toward God; for it does not subject itself to the law of 

God, for it is not even able to do so” (Romans 8:7). Consequently, unregenerate man manifests hostility 

to God and His justice by creating counterfeit forms of justice and promoting them as true virtue. 
 

The pressing need today—as in every generation—is for Christians to understand and advocate the true 

meaning of justice as defined by God’s word so as not to be deceived by the false virtue of sinful men. 

How does the Bible define it? Justice refers to the pursuit of righteous (right) relations with all others 

who come across life’s path. The term describes a particular state of affairs between a man and those 

with whom he comes into contact—a state that meets God’s revealed expectations for each relationship. 

But justice is more than just the pursuit of such relations. Justice also refers to the restoration or 

enforcement of righteous (right) relations when those relations have been transgressed. Scott David 

Allen helpfully describes these two nuances when he writes, 
 

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 [retributive] 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. (Why Social Justice Is Not Biblical Justice) 
 

Since Proverbs is about wisdom or skillful living, it has much to say about the nature of and need for 

these right relations. It provides many of the answers Christians are looking for in their effort to establish 

a biblical understanding of justice. A survey of the book yields at least eight lessons about the pursuit of 

justice. Four were studied previously (“Pursuing Justice, Part 1,” 4/14/2021), and they included: 
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1. Justice cannot be correctly defined apart from divine revelation. 

2. Justice is an essential ingredient for and consequence of true wisdom. 

3. Justice manifests itself in personal behavior and concrete situations. 

4. Justice can never be influenced by personal preferences or payoffs. 
 

The next four lessons are as follows: 
 

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

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

been violated. As Allan stated (see above), retributive or distributive justice is “impartially rendering 

judgment, righting wrongs, and meting out punishment for lawbreaking. [It is] 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.” Proverbs limits the exercise of this justice to three God-ordained authorities. 
 

a) The primary agent of retributive justice is the father, who exercises it through both verbal correction 

and corporal punishment (e.g., 13:24; 22:15; 23:13-14; see “Raising Children, Part 1,” 3/17/2021). 

b) A secondary agent of retributive justice is the teacher (e.g., 10:13; 14:3; 18:6; 26:3).  

c) A third agent of retributive justice is the government (e.g., 14:35; 20:8, 26; 29:4; see also Romans 

13:1-7; 1 Peter 2:13-15). 
 

From a practical perspective, it is important to observe that to the degree that such justice is faithfully 

exercised in the most basic of God-ordained institutions (the family), the need for other agents—

particularly the government—to exercise retributive justice is lessened.  
 

Proverbs also recognizes that retributive justice is not always or only administered through these agents. 

Justice also comes through God’s natural order—through the law of cause and effect or sowing and 

reaping. A host of proverbs speak of the natural consequences of injustice: it eventually turns on and 

consumes its own perpetrators (something often recognized as “poetic justice”). 
 

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

• 28:10a – “He who leads the upright astray in an evil way will himself fall into his own pit.” 

• 1:28-32; 11:19; 22:8; 24:19-20 
 

It is for this reason that Solomon states, “the way of the treacherous is hard” (13:15). Those who pursue a 

life of law-breaking can only expect a life of heartache. This is what God has hard-wired into this world. 
 

 

“For they sow the wind and they reap the whirlwind.” —Hosea 8:7 
 

“Do not be deceived, God is not mocked; for whatever a man sows, this he will also reap.” —Galatians 6:7 
 

 

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

Ultimate justice—divine justice—is certain in terms of punishment, vindication, and reward. Because 

justice forms the foundation of His throne (Psalm 89:14), God will certainly bring due punishment to 

those who have committed injustice, He will vindicate those who have been unjustly treated, and He will 

reward those who have walked before Him in righteous relations to others. 
 

• 15:25 – “The Lord will tear down the house of the proud, but He will establish the boundary of the 

widow.” 

• 29:26 – “Many seek the ruler’s favor, but justice for man comes from the LORD.” 

• 3:33; 19:17; 22:12, 22-23; 23:10-11 
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Because of this reality, man is forbidden to take it upon himself the effort to seek vengeance, to take the 

law into his own hands, to resort to mob justice, or even to relish the destruction of his oppressor when 

true justice is served. 
 

• 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; 25:21-22; see Leviticus 19:18; Romans 12:17-21 
 

Consequently, the believer who expresses the attitude of entitlement, the mentality of victimhood, 

bitterness, resentment, and the like demonstrates a lack of faith in the justice of God. 
 

 

“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 
 

“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 
 

 

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

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

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

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

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

delight.” 

• 1 Samuel 15:22-23; Micah 6:6-8 
 

The Scriptures consistently testify that to be occupied with the ceremonial is easier than to be occupied 

with the moral; to be focused on the external is easier than to be focused on the internal; to be concerned 

about the material is easier than to be concerned about the immaterial. 
 

Such was the case with Saul in 1 Samuel 15. In fact, Saul tried to upstage God’s demand for justice with 

respect to the Amalekites by implementing his own idea of a superior form of justice. He attempted to 

dedicate the Amalekites’ livestock to religious sacrifice rather than to destruction as God required, and to 

preserve wicked King Agag rather than to slay him.  
 

In a way Saul’s actions are akin to today’s virtue signalers. Like Saul wanting to put on a great show of 

religious dedication even if it meant disregarding God’s simple and straightforward commands, they go to 

great lengths to convince as many people as possible of the moral correctness of their own opinions of 

virtue with no regard to their own transgression of the revealed law of God. They publicize their 

unassailable commitment to justice by including “equity advocate” in their social media profiles yet break 

God’s simple moral commands time after time through lying and slander in that same media account.  
 

Like wisdom itself, Proverbs ranks righteous relations—“justice”—with others as more valuable than 

wealth and more noble than great religious rituals or pilgrimages. And like wisdom itself, Proverbs 

teaches that justice will be demonstrated not just when everyone is looking, but behind the scenes. 
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“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 
 

 

8. Justice is indispensable for the exercise of successful leadership. 
 

The contents of the book of Proverbs were compiled to provide a curriculum for young princes. Naturally, 

a significant emphasis of the book is on leadership principles, and the exercise of justice is central to these 

teachings. (Proverbs 29 in particular highlights the importance of justice for a king’s leadership.) 
 

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

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

themselves.” 

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

• 8:15-16; 20:8, 26; 20:26; 21:15; 25:5; 29:1, 14; 31:3-9 
 

Essential qualities of good leadership in any sphere (parenting, ministry, business, government) are 

objectivity, impartiality, and equality. Leaders who play favorites, lead by inconsistent standards, break 

agreements, refuse to discipline wrongdoing, withhold worthy wages, or fail to acknowledge achievement 

will find their leadership efficacy severely hindered. They will become a source of misery to those they 

lead. Indeed, justice is indispensable to leadership. 

 

For Further Reflection 
 

• Continue to read one chapter of Proverbs each day. 

• Listen to/watch the seminar taught by Voddie Baucham, entitled, “Defining Social Justice,” available 

at this link: https://www.teloscenter.org/blog/church-defining-social-justice-by-voddie-baucham  

• In your own words, define biblical justice in its two forms: “communitive justice” and “distributive” 

or “retributive justice” (see the Scott David Allen quote on page 1). 

• What happens when we define justice apart from a loyalty to God’s word as the ultimate authority? 

• List the three agents of retributive justice identified in Proverbs. How do we see those agents at work 

in our day? Provide New Testament references to those three agents. 

• When a Christian who has been sinned against exhibits an entitlement attitude, a victim mentality, or 

resentment and bitterness, what does his attitude say about the justice of God? What should that 

Christian’s response be for it to be pleasing in God’s eyes? 

• What priority do you give to righteous (right) relations with all the people in your own life? Are you 

committed to concrete, practical, personal justice in all your relationships? How does this manifest 

itself? 

• Are there relationships in your life in which you have not manifested communitive justice? What 

must you do in light of the wisdom of Proverbs with respect to those relationships? 
 

Recommended Reading:  
 

• Jeffrey D, Johnson, What Every Christian Needs to Know about Social Justice. 

• Voddie T. Baucham, Jr., Fault Lines: The Social Justice Movement and Evangelicalism’s 

Looming Catastrophe 
 

Audio & Notes: gracechurch.org/motw          Next Meeting: May 5 – “Uprooting Anger” 

https://www.teloscenter.org/blog/church-defining-social-justice-by-voddie-baucham

