Believing Is Seeing #38

“When Life Is Not Fair”

John 18:12-14; 19-24

Life is not fair!

Read the newspapers, watch the evening news on TV, or just take a look around you and you may come to this conclusion.  Whether natural disasters, terminal illness, accidents, or intentional harm, adversity strikes indiscriminately.  Often our best intentions and actions are overlooked, and sometimes the credit goes to others less deserving.

Max Lucado writes,

May I gently but firmly remind you of something you know but may have forgotten? Life is not fair.
That’s not pessimism, it’s fact. That’s not a complaint, it’s just the way things are. I don’t like it. Neither do you. We want life to be fair. Ever since the kid down the block got a bike and we didn’t, we’ve been saying the same thing, “That’s not fair.” 

But at some point someone needs to say to us, “Who ever told you life was going to be fair?”

God didn’t. He didn’t say, “If you have many kinds of troubles,” he said, “When you have many kinds of troubles” [James 1:2]. Troubles are part of the package.
 

When life doesn’t seem fair, many people wonder where God is.  They may not say it as such, but they move from “Life is not fair!” to “God is not fair!”  Or they may conclude that, if God did not cause the calamity, He must be either unconcerned or unable to do anything about it.

Is it that simple?  Is God really that unfeeling, unable to understand how we feel when life is not fair?  Our text from John chapter 18 would seem to indicate otherwise.

The Unpleasant Reality of Unfairness 

Last week we considered the first section of John 18 in which Jesus was betrayed by Judas and placed under arrest.  Verses 12-14 and 19-24 record the beginning of legal proceedings against Jesus.

Then the detachment of soldiers with its commander and the Jewish officials arrested Jesus. They bound him and brought him first to Annas, who was the father-in-law of Caiaphas, the high priest that year. Caiaphas was the one who had advised the Jews that it would be good if one man died for the people…

Meanwhile, the high priest questioned Jesus about his disciples and his teaching. 

“I have spoken openly to the world,” Jesus replied. “I always taught in synagogues or at the temple, where all the Jews come together. I said nothing in secret. Why question me? Ask those who heard me. Surely they know what I said.” 

When Jesus said this, one of the officials nearby struck him in the face. “Is this the way you answer the high priest?” he demanded. 

“If I said something wrong,” Jesus replied, “testify as to what is wrong. But if I spoke the truth, why did you strike me?” Then Annas sent him, still bound, to Caiaphas the high priest.  

Matthew 26:59-66 picks up the narrative at this point

The chief priests and the whole Sanhedrin were looking for false evidence against Jesus so that they could put him to death. But they did not find any, though many false witnesses came forward.

Finally two came forward and declared, “This fellow said, ‘I am able to destroy the temple of God and rebuild it in three days.’“ 

Then the high priest [Caiaphas] stood up and said to Jesus, “Are you not going to answer? What is this testimony that these men are bringing against you?” But Jesus remained silent.

The high priest said to him, “I charge you under oath by the living God: Tell us if you are the Christ, the Son of God.” 

“Yes, it is as you say,” Jesus replied. “But I say to all of you: In the future you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and coming on the clouds of heaven.” 

Then the high priest tore his clothes and said, “He has spoken blasphemy! Why do we need any more witnesses? Look, now you have heard the blasphemy. What do you think?”

“He is worthy of death,” they answered. 

Those familiar with the events of Passion Week may be aware of these actions.  But what many may not know is that the Gospel accounts of Jesus’ arrest and trials demonstrate that most if not all the rules of Jewish jurisprudence were blatantly ignored. Here are eighteen specific laws governing cases like that of Jesus:
· No trials were to occur during the night hours before the morning sacrifice.
· Trials were not to occur on the eve of a Sabbath or during festivals.
· All trials were to be public; secret trials were forbidden.
· All trials were to be held in the Hall of Judgment in the temple area.
· Capital cases required a minimum of twenty-three judges.
· An accused person could not testify against himself.
· Someone was required to speak on behalf of the accused.
· Conviction required the testimony of two or three witnesses to be in perfect alignment (Deuteronomy 17:6-7; 19:15-20).
· Witnesses for the prosecution were to be examined and cross-examined extensively.
· Capital cases were to follow a strict order, beginning with arguments by the defense, then arguments for conviction.
· All Sanhedrin judges could argue for acquittal, but not all could argue for conviction.
· The high priest should not participate in the questioning.
· Each witness in a capital case was to be examined individually, not in the presence of other witnesses.
· The testimony of two witnesses found to be in contradiction rendered both invalid
· Voting for conviction and sentencing in a capital case was to be conducted individually, beginning with the youngest, so younger members would not be influenced by the voting of the elder members.
· Verdicts in capital cases were to be handed down only during daylight hours.
· The members of the Sanhedrin were to meet in pairs all night, discuss the case, and reconvene for the purpose of confirming the final verdict and imposing sentence.
· Sentencing in a capital case was not to occur until the following day.

As Chuck Swindoll concludes:

Put bluntly, the trials that resulted in Jesus of Nazareth’s being nailed to a cross provide the classic example of an unfair and illegal rush to judgment. Biased and fallacious in every way, these trials rep​resent the darkest day in the history of jurisprudence. The accused was the only perfect and completely innocent person who has ever lived. Yet He was declared guilty…guilty of crimes He never committed.

In other words, Jesus Himself experienced the unpleasant reality of unfairness.  Not only is God aware of injustice, He knows how it feels!

The Ultimate Reason for Unfairness


When we encounter injustice or adversity, our first reaction is often emotional.  We become angry or resentful, and when those feelings are allowed to take root they can turn into bitterness.

Bitterness may be directed toward another person or toward God. Unlike anger, which can appear and then disappear quickly, bitterness tends to persist, sometimes for a lifetime. The bitter person often looks for opportunities to get even but rarely shows any willingness to forgive. Over time the bitter person can sink further and further into a self-created swamp of negativism, hypercriticism, resentment, and sometimes self-pity. In times of difficulty, calamity, or injustice, perhaps the most natural questions to ask are:

· “Why?”

· “Why did this happen?”

· “Why did it happen now?”

· “Why didn’t things turn out like I expected?”

· “Why do bad things happen to good people?”

· “Why do some people seem to get away with sinful actions without getting caught or stopped?”

· “Why have I experienced the pain or loss that has come into my life? Why have my prayers not been answered?

· “Where is God when it hurts?”﻿
 ﻿

For centuries, people have struggled with questions like these, looking for the ultimate reason for unfairness in our world.  In fact, there are various reasons for unfairness: sometimes we suffer the consequences of our own choices, while other times we fall victim to the choices of others.  Still other instances occur not as direct consequences of a choice made today, but because of choices made by others years before.  Ultimately the reason why bad things happen goes back to the beginning of human history, as Lucado points out,

The scales of life were forever tipped on the side of fairness when God planted a tree in the Garden of Eden. All complaints were silenced when Adam and his descendants were given free will….
 
In the case of Jesus, Annas and Caiaphas and all those involved in these illegal trials chose to do the things that they did.  Were these hearings unfair?  Yes they were!  Why?  Because those in power chose to use (or should I say abuse) their authority in order to accomplish their agenda.

The same still happens today.  We can find ourselves victimized by the consequences of choices—whether our own, those around us, or even Adam and Eve’s choice in the Garden of Eden.  But what do we do about it?

The Unusual Response to Unfairness 

In Jesus we see the unusual response to unfairness. We read in 1 Peter 2:18-23,

Slaves, submit yourselves to your masters with all respect, not only to those who are good and considerate, but also to those who are harsh. For it is commendable if a man bears up under the pain of unjust suffering because he is conscious of God. But how is it to your credit if you receive a beating for doing wrong and endure it? But if you suffer for doing good and you endure it, this is commendable before God. To this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps. “He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his mouth.”  When they hurled their insults at him, he did not retaliate; when he suffered, he made no threats. Instead, he entrusted himself to him who judges justly.

What was Jesus’ unusual response to unfairness?  Peter uses two words: endure and entrust.  “Endure” speaks more of what Jesus did not do in the face of injustice.  He did not retaliate, He did not get revenge, He did not even reply verbally. How much violence and destruction could be averted if people would follow this example?  So much suffering can be attributed to retaliation.  When we refuse to retaliate, it can break that cycle.

Now before I go on, I want to make one point.  I have heard it said, based on what Jesus did (and did not do) in His arrest and trials, that Christians should not even stand up for their own human rights when they are threatened or violated.  I don’t believe this is the case. The apostle Paul often invoked his civil rights as a citizen of the Roman Empire, whether it was appealing his case to Caesar, preventing an illegal interrogation by scourging, or demanding that the civic leaders of Philippi publicly escort them from the jail after they had been wrongly incarcerated.  Jesus willingly laid down His rights as a human being (let alone as God) in order to fulfill the sacrifice for sin.  We are not called to do that same thing.  There is nothing wrong with maintaining our legal rights, though we must do so with a proper attitude.

“Entrust” is a more positive term, though it may also appear to be passive.  The important part of entrusting ourselves is the object of our trust.  He did not trust the system, His own resources or abilities, or some vague notion of fate or karma.  No, Jesus “entrusted himself to him who judges justly.”  As Lucado notes,

Don’t look for fairness here—look instead where Jesus looked. Jesus looked to the future. Read his words: “In the future you will see the Son of Man coming.” While going through hell, Jesus kept his eyes on heaven. While surrounded by enemies he kept his mind on his father. While abandoned on earth, he kept his heart on home. “In the future you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of God, the Powerful One, and coming on clouds in the sky” [Matthew 26:64].
 


We might admit that life is not fair, but we should add that life is not fair yet.  One day God will set everything right.  As God told Habakkuk—who had complained that life (and God) was not fair, 

For the revelation awaits an appointed time; it speaks of the end and will not prove false. Though it linger, wait for it; it will certainly come and will not delay.  See, he is puffed up; his desires are not upright—but the righteous will live by his faith [Habakkuk 2:3-4].
The rest of Habakkuk chapter two contains the sentences of judgment passed on all the evil the prophet had witnessed.  But notice the words, “it speaks of the end.”  Justice will not be immediate, but it will be ultimate.  This is why verse four ends with the well known words, “The righteous will live by his faith.”  That word “faith” is a synonym for the word “entrust.”  Rather than taking matters into our own hands, we leave justice in the hands of God, knowing that He will eventually make all things right and fair.

One final aspect of the unusual response to unfairness is appreciation.  Am I suggesting that we should be happy that life is unfair, that we are suffering unjustly?  Not directly.  But we should appreciate the fact that God’s justice is not immediate but is tempered by mercy.

Mercy is not justice. But neither is it injustice. There is justice and there is non-justice. Non-justice includes everything outside of the category of justice. In the category of non-justice we find two sub-concepts, injustice and mercy. Mercy is a good form of non-justice while injustice is a bad form of non-justice. In the plan of salvation God does nothing bad. He never commits an injustice. Some people get justice, which is what they deserve, while other people get mercy. Again, the fact that one gets mercy does not demand that the others get it as well. God reserves the right of executive clemency.
 

Often when we are the victims of unfairness, we cry out for God’s justice.  But when we are deserving of God’s justice ourselves, we cry out for His mercy!  

Anyone claiming that [life] is unfair should look at Lamentations 3:39, “Why should any living man complain when punished for his sins?” As the theme of this section declares, “Because of the Lord’s great love we are not consumed, for his compassions never fail” (Lam 3:22). Thus, the Israelites’ very existence bore evidence that God still cared for them.


We sing the hymn “Great Is Thy Faithfulness” which is based on this very passage from Lamentations.  The context of those words is appreciation that God did not treat His people they way they deserved…else they wouldn’t be around to complain about it!


While preparing for this message, I came across a sermon written a number of years ago but never preached.  It was written during a time in which injustice was very real and very personal.  But God used that situation and the truth of His Word to impress upon me much of what I have shared with you today.  I’d like to conclude this message with the conclusion of that message:

From time to time in our lives we encounter injustice.  We may be wrongly accused of what we haven’t done, and get what we do not deserve.  Other times we fail to receive what our good intentions and actions deserve.  During these times we might cry out for justice.  We might complain that life is just not fair.

But when we consider what we really deserve according to God’s justice, how His mercy has spared us from what we deserve, and how God’s grace has provided us what we don’t deserve, there is really only one conclusion.


Life is not fair…



…thank God!
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