Questions We Ask God #1

“Are You Unfair?”

Luke 1:8-20, 26-38
Since January we have been considering questions in our morning sermons: Questions God asked in the Old Testament and questions Jesus asked in the New Testament. Even our Palm Sunday and Easter Sunday sermons took the form of questions: “Which One: Barabbas or Christ?” and “Why do you look for the living among the dead?”

Beginning this morning, and including the evening sermons as well, we are going to address a different category of inquiries: Questions we ask God. I had requested that members of both Maroa and Texas churches fill out cards asking questions they would like to ask God. Over the next few weeks I will address these through Scripture.

The first question asked, “Why was Zechariah punished but Mary wasn’t—they both questioned God’s will?” This query refers to the time before Jesus was born. Luke 1 records two angelic visits: the angel Gabriel first appeared to the priest Zechariah with news that his aged wife would bear a son (who would be John the Baptist); and the same angel appeared to Mary announcing that she would bear the Messiah, the Son of God. Zechariah and Mary seemed to respond similarly, but the response of God (through Gabriel) was very different. Why was that?

This question speaks to a larger inquiry many ask: Is God unfair? It is an old complaint, as old as Job and the Psalms, but it remains a stumbling block to faith.
 The subject was raised by several in the pages of Scripture, perhaps none as direct as the prophet Habakkuk in the book that bears his name. We read in Habakkuk 1:2-4, 12-13,

How long, O Lord, must I call for help, but you do not listen? Or cry out to you, “Violence!” but you do not save? Why do you make me look at injustice? Why do you tolerate wrong? Destruction and violence are before me; there is strife, and conflict abounds. Therefore the law is paralyzed, and justice never prevails. The wicked hem in the righteous, so that justice is perverted…

O Lord, are you not from everlasting? My God, my Holy One, we will not die. O Lord, you have appointed them to execute judgment; O Rock, you have ordained them to punish. Your eyes are too pure to look on evil; you cannot tolerate wrong. Why then do you tolerate the treacherous? Why are you silent while the wicked swallow up those more righteous than themselves?

Habakkuk looked around at his own society, filled with violence and injustice, and wondered why God wasn’t doing anything about it. In verses 5-11, God responds with what He was about to do regarding the Israelites’ evil. In verses 12-13, Habakkuk questions God’s sense of fairness—how could He use the Babylonians (who were more evil than the Israelites) to teach the Israelites a lesson? 

The bottom line is simple: “Is God unfair?” This morning I want to address the specific instance in Luke 1 and then look at the broader subject of fairness.

The Particulars of this Case

We begin with the particulars of this case. Please allow me to read both texts and then address each one. 

Luke 1:8-20

Once when Zechariah’s division was on duty and he was serving as priest before God, he was chosen by lot, according to the custom of the priesthood, to go into the temple of the Lord and burn incense. And when the time for the burning of incense came, all the assembled worshipers were praying outside. 

Then an angel of the Lord appeared to him, standing at the right side of the altar of incense. When Zechariah saw him, he was startled and was gripped with fear. But the angel said to him: “Do not be afraid, Zechariah; your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to give him the name John. He will be a joy and delight to you, and many will rejoice because of his birth, for he will be great in the sight of the Lord. He is never to take wine or other fermented drink, and he will be filled with the Holy Spirit even from birth. Many of the people of Israel will he bring back to the Lord their God. And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to their children and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous—to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.” 

Zechariah asked the angel, “How can I be sure of this? I am an old man and my wife is well along in years.” 

The angel answered, “I am Gabriel. I stand in the presence of God, and I have been sent to speak to you and to tell you this good news. And now you will be silent and not able to speak until the day this happens, because you did not believe my words, which will come true at their proper time.”

Luke 1:26-38

In the sixth month, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee, to a virgin pledged to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. The angel went to her and said, “Greetings, you who are highly favored! The Lord is with you.” 

Mary was greatly troubled at his words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be. But the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favor with God. You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus. He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever; his kingdom will never end.” 

“How will this be,” Mary asked the angel, “since I am a virgin?” 

The angel answered, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God. Even Elizabeth your relative is going to have a child in her old age, and she who was said to be barren is in her sixth month. For nothing is impossible with God.” 

“I am the Lord’s servant,” Mary answered. “May it be to me as you have said.” Then the angel left her.

Let’s start with Zechariah the priest. He and his wife Elizabeth were very old at this time and had never borne children. This was an embarrassment for any couple in the biblical world, even more so for a priest. So when the angel announces that the elderly couple is about to have a son, it is hard to fault Zechariah for his disbelief. The news was almost too much to take in.

So why did Gabriel react as he did, in essence punishing Zechariah? The key is in the question the priest asked: “How can I be sure of this?” According to virtually every commentary I consulted, the question amounted to a demand for a sign.
 This was not uncommon in the Old Testament, to ask for a miraculous sign to confirm the authenticity of the messenger and his message,
 but in the New Testament the request for a sign is frequently regarded as a lack of faith. A sign capable of removing all doubt may remove faith itself.

The angel, therefore, didn’t appreciate this seasoned priest’s lack of trust. Zechariah, of all people, should have trusted the word of God, and he should have believed in the power of God to fulfill His promises.
 When Zechariah asked for some kind of sign, the angel explained that he himself ought to be sign enough.

Let’s face it: Zechariah should not have doubted, for several reasons. 1) He was well acquainted with the Scriptures and knew about the divine interventions in the births of Isaac and Samson and Samuel. He should have concluded that since God had done it before, he could do it again. 2) Zechariah was a priest, not an atheist. He was a man of God and thus was noted for his piety and faith, an “upright” man. 3) He was offering prayer in the temple on the most important day of his life. Moreover, the offering of incense symbolized petition for corporate Israel. As part of the community of faith, he should have had a bigger view of God. 4) He was confronted by a being he knew to be supernatural (thus his terror). So he knew the message was from God.

As it turned out, Gabriel gave Zechariah a very personal “sign” that he would have to live with for the next nine months.
 He would be silent, quite unable to speak until the time Gabriel’s words were fulfilled.

Now it is important to remember that the purpose of Gabriel’s judgment is not to annul the choice of Zechariah, nor does it result in his fall from grace or halt the fulfillment of God’s promise.
 Zechariah was not “canceled” from God’s plan (as our present “cancel culture” so often does) but he was disciplined for his lack of belief.

With that understanding in mind, Mary’s question differs dramatically from that of Zechariah. His question suggests that a miraculous sign would be enough to win his confidence. Mary’s question, on the other hand, reflects genuine confusion. She asked, “How can this be?” She qualified her question by saying, literally, “since I do not know a man.”
 Mary was not disbelieving—she was simply asking for enlightenment.

We might wonder why Mary was puzzled. She was soon to be married, so there seems no insurmountable difficulty in the thought of her bearing a son. Maybe Mary understood Gabriel to mean that she would bear a child without the intervention of a man, perhaps even that conception would be immediate.
 That would explain her confusion.

Returning to the original question, “Why was Zechariah punished but Mary wasn’t—they both questioned God’s will?” I would conclude that, while it may appear that they both questioned God’s will, Zechariah asked for a sign in doubt, while Mary asked for specifics in faith. Furthermore, consider the differences between the two: Zechariah was a man; he was old; and he was a priest. He should have known better. As James 3:1 warns, “Not many of you should presume to be teachers, my brothers, because you know that we who teach will be judged more strictly.” On the other hand, Mary was a woman; she was young; and she was a peasant. She did not have the opportunities to learn and experience God and His Word as Zechariah did. I do believe at times God takes these factors into consideration when it comes to how He hands out consequences.

The Principle of this Case

But let’s dig a little deeper into the principle of this case. Is God unfair? Philip Yancey writes in his book, Disappointment with God:

Why doesn’t he consistently punish evil people and reward good people? Why do awful things happen to people good and bad, with no discernible pattern?
Imagine a world designed so that we experience a mild jolt of pain with every sin and a tickle of pleasure with every act of virtue. Imagine a world in which every errant doctrine attracts a lightning bolt, while every repetition of the Apostles’ Creed stimulates our brains to produce an endorphin of pleasure.

The Old Testament records a “behavior modification” experiment almost that blatant: God’s covenant with the Israelites. In the Sinai Desert, God resolved to reward and punish his people with strict, legislated fairness. He signed the guarantee with his own hand, making it dependent on the one condition that the Israelites had to follow the laws he laid down. If they were obedient, Moses said, God would set them “high above all the nations on earth”; they would “always be at the top, never at the bottom.” On the other hand, if they disobeyed they would become “a thing of horror and an object of scorn and ridicule to all the nations where the Lord will drive you…. Because you did not serve the Lord your God joyfully and gladly in the time of prosperity, therefore in hunger and thirst, in nakedness and dire poverty, you will serve the enemies the Lord sends against you.”

I read on, scanning the books of Joshua and Judges to see the results of this covenant based on a “fair” system of rewards and punishments. Within fifty years the Israelites had disintegrated into a state of utter anarchy. Much of the rest of the Old Testament recounts the dreary history of the predicted curses—not blessings—coming true. Despite all the lavish benefits of the covenant, Israel failed to obey God and meet its terms.

Thus we see that a “fair” arrangement where good deed is immediately blessed and every bad deed is immediately punished didn’t work out so well. 

The truth is, because of God’s sovereignty He can choose how to treat His creation on a case-by-case basis. Jesus told this parable in Matthew 20:1-16, about a group of workers hired to work for a day. Those hired first were told they would receive a denarius—the usual payment for a day’s labor. Other workers were brought in at various times of the day, including some who only worked one hour. At the end of the day the landowner paid everyone a denarius, causing those hired first to cry, “Unfair!” In verses 13-15 the landowner says,

“Friend, I am not being unfair to you. Didn’t you agree to work for a denarius? Take your pay and go. I want to give the man who was hired last the same as I gave you. Don’t I have the right to do what I want with my own money? Or are you envious because I am generous?” 

Ultimately God can choose how to hand out both blessings and punishment for our actions. Because of His mercy and grace He does not treat everyone exactly the same; He does not treat us as our sins deserve. I, for one, am thankful for that!

Truth is, life is unfair! That is just a fact of life. Some people make the same choices and receive vastly different consequences. Sometimes it seems the bad people get rewarded while the good people get punished. Life is not fair.
Jesus’ own life ended in the greatest unfairness of history: the best man who ever lived suffering the worst of punishments. One more victim of a cruel planet. Conditions hardly improved after his death, when Jesus’ disciples received the “rewards” of prison, torture, and martyrdom. The problem of unfairness did not disappear.
No one is exempt from tragedy or disappointment—God himself was not exempt. Jesus offered no immunity, no way out of the unfairness, but rather a way through it to the other side. Just as Good Friday demolished the instinctive belief that this life is supposed to be fair, Easter Sunday followed with its startling clue to the riddle of the universe. Out of the darkness, a bright light shone.
God will sometimes seem unfair from the perspective of a person trapped in time. Only at the end of time, after we have attained God’s level of viewing, after every evil has been punished or forgiven, every illness healed, and the entire universe restored—only then will fairness reign. Then we will understand what role is played by evil, and by the Fall, and by natural law, in an “unfair” event like the death of a child. Until then, we will not know, and can only trust in a God who does know.

The bottom line is this: God is not fair (as we think of the term) but He is just.
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