
The Forgiving Grace of God:  

When Justice and Mercy Collide 
December 16th, 2018 

1 

 

I. Introduction 

 

 Today we are going to take a break from the Practical Theology series and start a short 

study on the topic of forgiveness and reconciliation by walking through the book of Philemon.  

Forgiveness and reconciliation are at the very heart of the gospel and they are also the keys to 

maintaining peace and unity in relationships.  Philemon is helpful because it is a case study on 

this very topic.   In Colossians 3:13 Paul commands believers to forgive each other with the 

added qualifier “as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive.”  If we are honest with 

ourselves, we would have to admit this is pretty difficult. 

 

 What are some reasons why it is hard to extend forgiveness at times? 

 

 

 

 Forgiveness means we choose to absorb the damage of a person's actions and release 

them from their obligation to suffer a penalty and to make restitution.
1
 It's a commitment to not 

bring up that person's forgiven sin in my thoughts, words, or actions toward him or her at any 

point in the future for the purpose of accusation.  In light of this, forgiveness can be more 

difficult depending on factors such as duration and degree of damage, but what makes it most 

difficult is the idea of canceling the debt owed to you.  That goes against our sense of justice!  To 

not require a penalty leaves an injustice.  Yet this is the very meaning of forgiveness.  If someone 

paid a penalty or made restitution then you wouldn't need to forgive.  This is where an 

understanding of God's forgiveness is helpful.    

 

 At some point in time, everyone who seeks counseling will fall into one of two 

categories: those who need to understand how God's forgiveness is extended to sinners and those 

who need to learn to be forgiving.  However, the former is critical to understanding the latter.  

 

 If we are to obey Paul's command, we must first understand how God can extend 

forgiveness to sinners!  We need to understand the love by which we are forgiven if we are to 

show that same love in forgiving others.  In order to help we are going to take refreshing survey 

of the scriptures to see God's justice and mercy on display in our own lives.  

  

II. The Need for Forgiveness 

a. The Wholly Unrighteous Offender 

i. Man Rejects and Dishonors God || Romans 1:21-23 “21 For although they 

knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they 

became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened. 

22 Claiming to be wise, they became fools, 23 and exchanged the glory of 

the immortal God for images resembling mortal man and birds and 

animals and creeping things.” 

                                                 
1
 Forgiveness does not mean that legal consequences for sin are removed (e.g. prison sentence or death 

penalty). 
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ii. Man is Hostile to God || Romans 8:7-8 “7 For the mind that is set on the 

flesh is hostile to God, for it does not submit to God’s law; indeed, it 

cannot. 8 Those who are in the flesh cannot please God.” 
 

 What makes sin so abhorrent to God?  

 

 

b. The Holy Righteous Judge 

i. God is Pure || 1 John 1:5 “God is light, and in him is no darkness at all.” 

1. Habakkuk 1:13 “You who are of purer eyes than to see evil and 

cannot look at wrong,” 
ii. God is Holy || 1 Peter 1:15-16 “15 but as he who called you is holy, you 

also be holy in all your conduct, 16 since it is written, “You shall be holy, 

for I am holy.”” 
iii. God is Perfect || Deut. 32:4 ““The Rock, his work is perfect, for all his 

ways are justice. A God of faithfulness and without iniquity, just and 

upright is he.” 
iv. God is Just || Psalm 7:11 “God is a righteous judge, and a God who feels 

indignation every day.” 
1. Exodus 23:7b “7...I will not acquit the wicked.” 

2. Nahum 1:2-3b “2 The LORD is a jealous and avenging God; the 

LORD is avenging and wrathful; the LORD takes vengeance on 

his adversaries and keeps wrath for his enemies... 3b the LORD 

will by no means clear the guilty.” 
3. Psalm 5:4-6 “4   For you are not a God who delights in 

wickedness; evil may not dwell with you. 5 The boastful shall not 

stand before your eyes; you hate all evildoers. 6 You destroy those 

who speak lies; the LORD abhors the bloodthirsty and deceitful 

man.” 
4. Heb. 9:27 “27 And just as it is appointed for man to die once, and 

after that comes judgment,” 
 

 What gives God the right to judge?  

 

 

a. The Judgment 

i. Eternal outpouring of God's wrath (Rev. 14:9)  

ii. Eternal, unrelenting, uninterrupted, unrelieved, unceasing, horrendous, 

intolerable, agonizing, physical and mental torture pictured by 

unquenchable fire and sulfur (Mark 9:48-49; Luke 16:23-24; Jude 7; Rev. 

14:10-11; 20:15) 

iii. Eternal spiritual and bodily destruction and ruin (Matt. 10:28; John 5:29; 1 

Thess. 1:8-9) 

iv. Everlasting imprisonment in darkness representing loneliness, 

disorientation, and insecurity (Matt. 8:12; 22:13) 

v. Everlasting shame and contempt (Dan. 12:2) 
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vi. Everlasting misery, weeping, fear, and bitter, seething rage (ie. gnashing 

of teeth) (Matt. 8:12; 10:28; 22:13; Heb. 10:29, 31) 

vii. Eternal separation from the comforting presence of God (2 Thess. 1:9; 

Luke 16:25-26) 

 

 How would you answer the objection that this is to severe? 

 

 

Redemptive Tension (Justice vs. Mercy) 

 

"...the greatest impediment to our salvation is not even our hostility against God.  It is His 

wrath against us." (John MacArthur, The Freedom and Power of Forgiveness, 17) 

 

"The real 'problem,' as it were, with salvation was not the matter of getting sinful men to a 

holy God but of getting a holy God to accept sinful men without violating His justice."  

(MacArthur New Testament Commentary, The - MacArthur New Testament Commentary – 

Romans 1-8. p 219) 

 

 “1   Then Job answered and said: 2 ... how can a man be in the right before God?” (Job 9:1-2) 

 

I. The Ground of Forgiveness  

 

 In 2 Corinthians 5, Paul explains how God has made him an ambassador to deliver the 

message that God wants to be reconciled with man.  Verse 21 is the message explaining how 

such reconciliation can happen. 

 

“For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the 

righteousness of God.”(2 Corinthians 5:21 ESV) 

 

 

a. The Necessity ("For our sake...") 

i. Man Cannot Meet God's Standard || Matt. 5:48 “48 You therefore must be 

perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” 
ii. Man Cannot Merit Righteousness || Isaiah 64:6 “6 We have all become 

like one who is unclean, and all our righteous deeds are like a polluted 

garment.”  
1. Romans 3:20 “20 For by works of the law no human being will be 

justified in his sight, since through the law comes knowledge of 

sin.” 
iii. Man is Naturally Condemned ||  Ephesians 2:1, 3b “1 And you were dead 

in the trespasses and sins... 3 and were by nature children of wrath, like 

the rest of mankind.” 
iv. Unavoidable Consequence || Romans 6:23 “For the wages of sin is 

death...” 
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b. The Initiation ("He made Him to be sin...")  

 

Note who initiates in the following passages: 

 

i. Genesis 3:8-9 “8   And they heard the sound of the LORD God walking 

in the garden in the cool of the day, and the man and his wife hid 

themselves from the presence of the LORD God among the trees of the 

garden. 9 But the LORD God called to the man and said to him, “Where 

are you?”” 
ii. Genesis 3:21 “21 And the LORD God made for Adam and for his wife 

garments of skins and clothed them.” 
iii. Romans 5:6, 8-10 “6   For while we were still weak, at the right time 

Christ died for the ungodly... 8 but God shows his love for us in that 

while we were still sinners, Christ died for us. 9 Since, therefore, we have 

now been justified by his blood, much more shall we be saved by him 

from the wrath of God. 10 For if while we were enemies we were 

reconciled to God by the death of his Son, much more, now that we are 

reconciled, shall we be saved by his life.” 
iv. John 3:16 ““16 For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, 

that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.” 
v. Ephesians 2:8-9 “8 For by grace you have been saved through faith. And 

this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, 9 not a result of works, so 

that no one may boast.” 
 

c. The Provision ("... Him...") 

i. John 1:29 “The next day he saw Jesus coming toward him, and said, 

“Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!” 

ii. 1 Cor. 5:7 (cf. Ex. 12:21) “For Christ, our Passover lamb, has been 

sacrificed.” 
 

d. The Cost ("...to be sin who knew no sin...") 

 

i. He Bore Our Sin (Substitutionary Atonement/ Imputation of guilt)
2
 

 

1. 1 Peter 2:24 “He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree..." 

 

2. Galatians 3:13 “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by 

becoming a curse for us—for it is written, “Cursed is everyone 

who is hanged on a tree”—” 
 

                                                 
2
 Jesus Himself did not become a sinner.  God treated Him as a sinner by imputing/charging our sins to His 

account.  See also 1 Peter 2:22 "He committed no sin, neither was deceit found in his mouth." Heb. 4:15 "For we do 

not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but on who in every respect has been 

tempted as we are, yet without sin."  1 John 3:5 "You know that he appeared in order to take away sins, and in him 

there is no sin." 
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3. Isaiah 53:3-5, 7, 10 “3 He was despised and rejected by men, a 

man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief; and as one from 

whom men hide their faces he was despised, and we esteemed 

him not. 4 Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our 

sorrows; yet we esteemed him stricken, smitten by God, and 

afflicted. 5 But he was pierced for our transgressions; he was 

crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that 

brought us peace, and with his wounds we are healed... 7 He was 

oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he opened not his mouth; like 

a lamb that is led to the slaughter, and like a sheep that before its 

shearers is silent, so he opened not his mouth... 10 Yet it was the 

will of the LORD to crush him; he has put him to grief; when his 

soul makes an offering for guilt....” 
 

 Why is it significant that Christ had no sin? 

 

 

ii. He Satisfied God's Wrath (Penal Atonement) 

 

1.  Romans 3:25-26 “25 whom God put forward as a propitiation by 

his blood, to be received by faith. This was to show God’s 

righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed 

over former sins. 26 It was to show his righteousness at the 

present time, so that he might be just and the justifier of the one 

who has faith in Jesus.” 
 

2. Hebrews 9:12 “he entered once for all into the holy places, not by 

means of the blood of goats and calves but by means of his own 

blood, thus securing an eternal redemption.” 
 

 Why couldn't God ignore our sin?  What prevent Him from saying "No big deal"? 

 

 

a. The Result ("so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.”) 

 

i. We are forgiven all sin past, present, and future 
3
 

1. Ephesians 1:7 “7 In him we have redemption through his blood, 

the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his 

grace,” 

2. Matt. 20:28 “28... the Son of Man came not to be served but to 

serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”” 
3. 1 Corinthians 6:19b-20a “19 ...You are not your own, 20 for you 

were bought with a price...” 
4. John 19:30 “30 When Jesus had received the sour wine, he said, 

“It is finished,” and he bowed his head and gave up his spirit.” 
                                                 

3
 See also 1 Thess. 1:9-10; Luke 1:68-69; 1 Tim. 2:5-6; Galatians 3:13; Revelation 5:9 
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ii. We are justified (declaration and imputation) 

 

1. Declaration 

a. Declared Just || Romans 3:23-24 (Gen. 15:6) “23 for all 

have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are 

justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption 

that is in Christ Jesus,” 
b. No Longer Condemned ||Romans 8:1, 33-34 “1 There is 

therefore now no condemnation for those who are in 

Christ Jesus... 33 Who shall bring any charge against 

God’s elect? It is God who justifies. 34 Who is to 

condemn? Christ Jesus is the one who died—more than 

that, who was raised—who is at the right hand of God, 

who indeed is interceding for us.” 
c. Complete Justification || Ps. 103:11-12 “11 For as high as 

the heavens are above the earth, so great is his steadfast 

love toward those who fear him; 12 as far as the east is 

from the west, so far does he remove our transgressions 

from us.” 

2. Imputation (Christ's righteousness added to your account) 

a. Romans 5:18-19 “18   Therefore, as one trespass led to 

condemnation for all men, so one act of righteousness 

leads to justification and life for all men. 19 For as by the 

one man’s disobedience the many were made sinners, so 

by the one man’s obedience the many will be made 

righteous.” 
b. Romans 4:4-5 “4 Now to the one who works, his wages are 

not counted as a gift but as his due. 5 And to the one who 

does not work but believes in him who justifies the 

ungodly, his faith is counted as righteousness,” 
c. Isaiah 61:10  “10 I will greatly rejoice in the LORD; my 

soul shall exult in my God, for he has clothed me with the 

garments of salvation; he has covered me with the robe of 

righteousness, as a bridegroom decks himself like a priest 

with a beautiful headdress, and as a bride adorns herself 

with her jewels.” 
 

iii. We  are reconciled to God  

1. Ephesians 2:12-16 “12 remember that you were at that time 

separated from Christ, alienated from the commonwealth of 

Israel and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope 

and without God in the world. 13 But now in Christ Jesus you 

who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of 

Christ. 14 For he himself is our peace, who has made us both one 

and has broken down in his flesh the dividing wall of hostility 15 
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by abolishing the law of commandments expressed in ordinances, 

that he might create in himself one new man in place of the two, 

so making peace, 16 and might reconcile us both to God in one 

body through the cross, thereby killing the hostility.” 
 

2. Colossians 1:21-22 “21   And you, who once were alienated and 

hostile in mind, doing evil deeds, 22 he has now reconciled in his 

body of flesh by his death, in order to present you holy and 

blameless and above reproach before him,” 
 

iv. We are united with Christ and freed from sin 

1. 2 Corinthians 5:21 “so that in him we might become the 

righteousness of God." 
2. Romans 6:5-7 “5  For if we have been united with him in a death 

like his, we shall certainly be united with him in a resurrection 

like his. 6 We know that our old self was crucified with him in 

order that the body of sin might be brought to nothing, so that we 

would no longer be enslaved to sin. 7 For one who has died has 

been set free from sin.” 
3. Galatians 2:20 “I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer 

I who live, but Christ who lives in me. And the life I now live in 

the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave 

himself for me.” 
4. Titus 2:14 “who gave himself for us to redeem us from all 

lawlessness and to purify for himself a people for his own 

possession who are zealous for good works.”
4
 

 

v. We are given joy and peace of a clean conscience  

1. Hebrews 9:14 “how much more will the blood of Christ, who 

through the eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish to 

God, purify our conscience from dead works to serve the living 

God.” 
2. Hebrews 10:19-22 “19   Therefore, brothers, since we have 

confidence to enter the holy places by the blood of Jesus, 20 by the 

new and living way that he opened for us through the curtain, 

that is, through his flesh, 21 and since we have a great priest over 

the house of God, 22 let us draw near with a true heart in full 

assurance of faith, with our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil 

conscience and our bodies washed with pure water.” 
3. Romans 5:1-2 “1   Therefore, since we have been justified by 

faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ. 2 

Through him we have also obtained access by faith into this 

grace in which we stand, and we rejoice in hope of the glory of 

God.” 

                                                 
4
 See also Gal. 1:4 "gave Himself for our sins, that He might deliver us out of this present evil age, 

according to the will of our God and Father." 
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vi. We are shown God's love  

1. 1 John 4:10 “In this is love, not that we have loved God but that 

he loved us and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins.” 

2. Parable of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:10-32) 

 

 Why is it important to understand that our salvation does more than place us in heaven? 

 

 

 

IV. Thought Questions 
 

a. How does God perfectly exercise both justice and mercy when He forgives?  

 

  

 

b. Why is it significant that God justifies?  How is His verdict different from a 

human one? 

 

 

 

c. In light of what God has done, why is it offensive to God for believers to refuse to 

forgive? 

 

 

d. How does God's forgiveness help us extend forgiveness? 

 

 

V. Conclusion  
 

 Forgiveness is hard because it means we choose to absorb the damage of a person's 

actions and release them from their obligation to suffer a penalty and to make restitution.  The 

command of God in Colossians 3:13 to forgive as the Lord has forgiven us is a supernatural 

command.  But the depth of our sinful rebellion against God, the depth of His love, and the cost 

required to forgive us should drive us to see any sin committed against us as petty in comparison 

(Matt. 18:21-35).  Though this is true, forgiving others can still be a difficult command that we 

must obey despite how we feel.  It requires supernatural strength and supernatural mind.  Praise 

the Lord that we are renewed and have the "mind of Christ" (1 Cor. 2:16) and that God is at work 

in us to will and to do for His good pleasure (Phil. 2:13)!   

 

 As we seek to be a people who glorify God by extending forgiveness quickly, freely, and 

happily, no matter the circumstance, we must daily 1) reflect on the magnitude of mercy 

demonstrated to us in God's forgiveness of our sins, 2) remember that our forgiveness cost us 

nothing, and 3) rest in the knowledge that God will bring all sin to justice in the end - either 

through Jesus' death on the cross or through judgment of unbelievers (Rom. 12:14). 

 

 


