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Mercy and Justice: Proverbs 
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 We’re drawing to the close of our study through Proverbs.  

Next week will be the last study in Proverbs before moving back 

into Romans.  Last week we focused on the themes of work and 

money in Proverbs, and this morning the focus will be mercy and 

justice.  These two studies, last week and today, have a lot of 

overlap.  Two of the points I made last week are especially 

connected to what we’ll be seeing this morning.  I made the point 

about work that we must work honestly.  And I also made the point 

about money that we should be generous, like Jesus has been so 

generous to us.   

 So I want to expand on those points this morning.  Working 

honestly is one piece of how we combat injustice.  We refuse to be 

involved in injustice.  But not only that, we also show mercy 

toward those who have suffered injustice.  We are generous to 

those in need.  We are to be people of compassion.   

I hope that by talking about these themes in Proverbs, we 

will be motivated to be thinking of others, looking to the needs of 

others, and wanting to show the love of Christ to a hurting world, 

whether that’s becoming active in addressing various injustices in 

the world, maybe getting involved in efforts to combat modern day 

slavery, or helping a young woman in a crisis pregnancy so that 

she can avoid the temptation to abort her precious child, or 

ministering to the homeless, or adopting or fostering children, or 

counseling an individual with an addiction.  The world around us is 

broken in many ways, and God calls us to be people who stand 

against injustice and show compassion and mercy toward those in 

need.     

I want to be clear at the outset how this relates to our 

salvation in Christ, which is by faith alone.  We are saved by faith 

alone, but saving faith is never alone.  Genuine trust in Jesus Christ 

will produce a radically transformed life—a life that no longer 

follows the priorities of selfish gain, but follows the difficult and 

glorious road of sacrifice for the good of others. 

 I want us to be a people who don’t merely talk, but do.  Not 

that we’re trying to earn our salvation by our doing.  But our hope 

in God and our delight in the Gospel should make it so that we 

can’t help but do good for others.  We ought to weep over the 

injustices in the world.  Our hearts should break for those who are 
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oppressed.  We ought to be filled with compassion for those who 

are hurting.   

Ephesians 2:8-9 speak of justification by faith alone.  “For 

by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your 

own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no 

one may boast.”  And then verse 10 says, “For we are his 

workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God 

prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.”  And Titus 

2:13-14 says we are to be “waiting for our blessed hope, the 

appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ, 

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.” 

God has good works prepared for us to do.  Jesus redeemed 

us in order that we might be zealous for good works.  Our good 

works play no role in our justification.  We’re not saved by our 

works.  But genuine faith will surely produce many good works.  

Martin Luther said, “God doesn’t need your good works.  Your 

neighbors do.” 

So I want to encourage us and exhort us, as justified 

sinners, to do good works for our neighbors, especially the 

helpless, oppressed neighbors.  For the glory of God, for the spread 

of the Gospel, for our own spiritual growth, to strengthen the 

witness of the church, let us do good in the world.  Let us be 

individuals who open our eyes to the desperate needs in our world 

and labor to address those needs.  Let us be a praying people who 

plead with the Lord on behalf of those who are being trampled 

upon.   

In our Christian lives, we should ask ourselves this 

question: Is our attention so much on how to avoid sin, that we are 

doing very little good for others?  Of course, we have to do both.   

I would contend that if you become more intentional about doing 

good for others, it will be a help to you in your struggles against 

lust, greed, gossip, anger.  Idle hands are the devil’s handiwork.  

But if you busy your hands in acts of kindness and engage your 

heart in worship and witness, that will be a huge step in fighting 

temptation. 

Open Your Eyes 

“Whoever gives to the poor will not want, but he who hides his 

eyes will get many a curse.” (Proverbs 28:27, ESV)  
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 It’s very easy to hide our eyes from the needs around us.  

We want to keep our eyes on the things that are comfortable and 

pleasant.  But we turn our eyes away from those things that might 

be depressing or disturbing of difficult to get involved in.  We’d 

rather just pretend that those things don’t exist.  If the news on the 

TV is too discouraging, we can easily switch the channel to a sit-

com that will make us laugh.   

 But God wants us to open our eyes to the needs of this 

broken world.  We need to acknowledge the effects of sin, not only 

in our own personal lives, but all around the world.  We need to 

have our eyes open to the ways of the Lord, in order that we 

understand what is right and holy and good.  And we also need to 

have our eyes open to the world around us, in order that we 

understand what needs to change. 

“Evil men do not understand justice, but those who seek the LORD 

understand it completely.” (Proverbs 28:5, ESV)  

“A righteous man knows the rights of the poor; a wicked man does 

not understand such knowledge.” (Proverbs 29:7, ESV)  

 We need to understand that God has made all of us in His 

image, and therefore all human life is precious.  It’s not just the 

wealthy who have rights, but also the poor.  Unfortunately, in a 

fallen world, it is easy to exploit those who have less—those who 

are vulnerable.  And that’s why it’s important for us to open our 

eyes to these things.  There are many who are unable to defend 

themselves.  So if nobody is looking out for them, they are very 

susceptible to being taken advantage of.   

 Gary Haugen, who is the founder of the International 

Justice Mission, defines injustice like this: (I’m paraphrasing, I 

don’t remember his exact wording) Injustice is when people take 

from others the good things God has intended for them—whether 

that’s taking their very lives through murder, or taking their liberty 

by making them slaves, or stealing their dignity, for instance 

through sexual abuse or by treating them as inferior in some way, 

or depriving them of the fruits of their labor by unjust business 

practices.   

“The fallow ground of the poor would yield much food, but it is 

swept away through injustice.” (Proverbs 13:23, ESV) 

Sadly, there is a whole lot of injustice that is going on in 

the world, and in our own city.  Let’s not be blind.  Let’s open our 

eyes, in whatever contexts God places us (in schools, in the 

workplace, in our neighborhoods), so that we can be on the lookout 
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for those who are less fortunate.  Let’s have eyes that are not fixed 

on pursuing our own comfort, but eyes that are attentive to those 

who need help, who need to be protected.  Is there a kid at school 

who is being bullied?  Is there someone in your company who is 

obviously being denied a promotion (or who is being fired) in an 

unjust way?  Are there shady things going on in your 

neighborhood that all the neighbors just turn a blind eye to? 

 Another practical thing we should be attentive to in the 

church is partiality.  Favoritism is a subtle form of injustice (maybe 

sometimes not-so-subtle).  It may not be violently destructive like 

many other forms of injustice.  But it deprives individuals of their 

dignity by acting as though they have less rights than others.  

James 2 in the New Testament speaks to this.   

“My brothers, show no partiality as you hold the faith in our Lord 

Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory. For if a man wearing a gold ring 

and fine clothing comes into your assembly, and a poor man in 

shabby clothing also comes in, and if you pay attention to the one 

who wears the fine clothing and say, “You sit here in a good 

place,” while you say to the poor man, “You stand over there,” or, 

“Sit down at my feet,” have you not then made distinctions among 

yourselves and become judges with evil thoughts?” (James 2:1–4, 

ESV)  

The word that is translated “partiality” or “favoritism” in 

verse 1 is a word that the New Testament writers created in order 

to convey an Old Testament expression.  It is literally, “receiving 

the face.”  To show partiality is to assess a person by their face, by 

their outward characteristics—their skin color, their clothes, the car 

they drive, where they live, where they work, where they’re from.  

Favoritism is to evaluate individuals, and to treat individuals, 

based merely on external things.   

 This illustration James uses is only one example of 

favoritism.  The difference might not be in the way the individuals 

are dressed.  It might be that they have different ethnic 

backgrounds.  It might be that one has a career that is highly 

respected by the world, and the other has a less-respected job.  So 

the passage has a much wider application than just rich and poor. 

Also, the scenario that James describes is a very blatant 

example of favoritism, but favoritism can manifest itself in much 

more subtle ways as well.  We might not tell people to sit in 

different places, but we may subtly avoid certain individuals and 

gravitate toward others.  When that happens in our hearts—when 

we are evaluating others and treating them differently based on 

external things—then we are committing the sin of partiality. 
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We see this very vividly and painfully in the racial divide 

that has caused so much turmoil in the history of our country.  

Based solely on color of skin, our country, and our churches, have 

been divided.  Brothers and sisters, it must not be this way.  There 

must not be divisions based on race or wealth or position in 

society.  As the church of Jesus Christ, we must be an example of 

impartiality.  This is part of how we stand for justice.  We must be 

a light in this dark world.  In a world of injustice, we must be a 

community where there is fairness, equality, impartiality.  We must 

be a place where anyone and everyone can come and be welcomed 

warmly, where there will be no discrimination of any kind, where 

no one is looking down on anyone else.   

 So let’s open our eyes to injustice in the world and 

partiality in the church. 

Open Your Mouth 

“Open your mouth for the mute, for the rights of all who are 

destitute. Open your mouth, judge righteously, defend the rights of 

the poor and needy.” (Proverbs 31:8–9, ESV)  

 We need to see it first.  And then we also need to speak up.  

That might mean confronting someone at work about something 

they’re doing that’s not right.  It might mean calling the police to 

report something that has happened.  It might mean talking to the 

teacher or the principal at school.  It might mean writing to those in 

congress about particular forms of injustice.  You might link arms 

with a ministry that is reaching out to the needy—like LIVING 

ministry on the north side which is having a large event this 

coming Saturday to ministry to homeless individuals, or a crisis 

pregnancy center, or an adoption or fostering agency, or Living in 

Liberty which is a ministry to victims of sex trafficking, or groups 

like the International Justice Mission which is engaged in many 

very poor countries in the world, fighting for those who are 

oppressed. 

 Other ways to do this is simply by raising awareness about 

certain injustices in our world.  Do some research on modern day 

slavery, and talk about it with your friends.  Let people know that 

there are more slaves in the world today than at any other point in 

history.  Do some research on abortion, and find sensitive ways to 

discuss that issue with others.  Speak up for the rights of those who 

cannot speak up for themselves.     

Open Your Wallet and Your Life 

This brings us back to the verse I quoted earlier. 
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“Whoever gives to the poor will not want, but he who hides his 

eyes will get many a curse.” (Proverbs 28:27, ESV)  

 Give to the poor!  Find ways to be a blessing to those who 

are less fortunate than you.  Maybe it would be sponsoring a child 

through an organization like Compassion International, or sending 

a Christmas box through Samaritan’s Purse, or giving some gifts 

through Angel Tree for children whose parents are in jail.  The 

benevolence offering we have on the first Sunday of each month is 

used by the deacons to help folks in need, both in our congregation 

and in our community.   

 But it’s not just about writing a check.  It’s not just about 

opening your wallet.  It’s about opening your life to others in a 

way that reflects the character of God. 

“Do not rob the poor, because he is poor, or crush the afflicted at 

the gate, for the LORD will plead their cause and rob of life those 

who rob them.” (Proverbs 22:22–23, ESV)  

 We want to make sure we’re on the right side of this.  If 

we’re opposing the poor, stepping the poor, crushing the afflicted, 

then God will judge us.  But if we’re on the side of the poor, 

defending, advocating, helping, loving, out of an overflow of the 

love that God has poured into our lives . . . this will be pleasing to 

God.  

“Whoever oppresses a poor man insults his Maker, but he who is 

generous to the needy honors him.” (Proverbs 14:31, ESV)  

 “To do righteousness and justice is more acceptable to the LORD 

than sacrifice.” (Proverbs 21:3, ESV)  

 Don’t just do your duty.  Don’t just write a check so that 

you won’t feel guilty.  Open your life to the needs around you.  

Actively pursue righteousness and justice. 

Bruce Waltke, in his commentary on Proverbs, gives this 

helpful statement about the difference between the righteous and 

the wicked: “The righteous are willing to disadvantage themselves 

to advantage the community; the wicked are willing to 

disadvantage the community to advantage themselves.” (quoted in 

Ortlund, Proverbs, 177) 

 Where is your heart?  Are you just looking out for # 1, and 

therefore you’re willing to step on whoever you need to step on so 

that you can get what you want?  Or are you looking to the good of 

others, and it brings you joy to promote the good of others even if 

it means inconveniencing yourself? 
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Pray for Righteous Leaders . . . Be a Righteous Leader 

“When the righteous triumph, there is great glory, but when the 

wicked rise, people hide themselves.” (Proverbs 28:12, ESV)  

“Like a roaring lion or a charging bear is a wicked ruler over a 

poor people. A ruler who lacks understanding is a cruel oppressor, 

but he who hates unjust gain will prolong his days.” (Proverbs 

28:15–16, ESV)  

 These verses declare what can be seen throughout history, 

that wicked rulers are a great detriment to a society, whereas 

righteous rulers are a tremendous blessing.  This should prompt us 

to pray for our government leaders. 

“First of all, then, I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions, 

and thanksgivings be made for all people, for kings and all who 

are in high positions, that we may lead a peaceful and quiet life, 

godly and dignified in every way.” (1 Timothy 2:1–2, ESV)  

Paul instructs us to pray for the leaders in our society, that 

they will exercise their authority justly and honestly and wisely.  

Let us pray for our leaders.  Maybe you’re tempted to think that 

criticism and complaints will have more of an impact than prayer, 

but the Bible tells us otherwise.  As we pray for the president and 

governors and mayors and judges and members of the congress 

and senate, who knows what God will be pleased to do through 

those prayers—for the spread of the Gospel and the sanctity of life 

and the sanctity of marriage and the protection of the freedoms we 

enjoy in this country and for the protection of those who are weak 

and vulnerable.   

And as we pray for the leaders in our government, that they 

would be just and defend the weak, let’s also be righteous leaders 

ourselves.  God has given each of us certain spheres of influence, 

and we have opportunities to have an impact on the lives of others.  

So in whatever opportunities you have to lead, lead righteously.  

Use your influence to open people’s eyes to the needs in our world, 

and to open your mouth to defend the weak. 

 William Wilberforce is a good example for us.  He was a 

member of Parliament in England, and he was very instrumental in 

bringing the slave trade to an end in 1807 and then finally 

abolishing slavery in 1833, just before his death.  Wilberforce was 

a man who understood the battle for justice, and he understood it in 

proper relation to the Gospel.  He never separated the two.  He 

never gave first priority to addressing injustice over the importance 

of the essential Gospel message.  In fact, he said we must cherish 
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Christian doctrine if we are to have any perseverance in doing 

good.  If the church makes social change her main goal, then we 

lose both the Gospel and the power to persevere in doing good.  

The precious truth of the Gospel is what kept Wilberforce going 

for almost 46 years in his battle against slavery.  He knew that 

slavery was not the ultimate problem of the universe.  And having 

that proper, Gospel perspective on life is what enabled him to 

persevere.  He knew that sin is the fundamental problem, and 

Christ is the solution.   

 Let’s pray for leaders like that.  And let’s be leaders like 

that. 

Praise God for His Mercy and Justice 

 In closing, we look to the great mercy and justice of our 

God.   

“If a king faithfully judges the poor, his throne will be established 

forever.” (Proverbs 29:14, ESV)  

 This is similar to the verses I read just a moment ago from 

chapter 28.  Those who judge righteously will be blessed.  But this 

verse also points us beyond any mere human ruler.  No mere 

human will have an eternal rule. 

Jeremiah 23:5-6, “Behold, the days are coming, declares the Lord, 

when I will raise up for David a righteous Branch, and he shall 

reign as king and deal wisely, and shall execute justice and 

righteousness in the land.  In his days Judah will be saved, and 

Israel will dwell securely.  And this is the name by which he will 

be called: ‘The Lord is our righteousness.’”  This prophecy looks 

forward to a coming Savior.  A King in the line of David who will 

be just and righteous, and will save Judah and protect Israel.  And 

He will be called, “The Lord is our righteousness.” 

And when the angel spoke to Mary, foretelling the birth of 

Jesus, he said, “He will be great and will be called the Son of the 

Most High. And the Lord God will give to him the throne of his 

father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever, 

and of his kingdom there will be no end.”” (Luke 1:32–33, ESV)  

Friends, we could become very discouraged if we only 

looked at the injustice in our world.  We need to lift our eyes to see 

the perfect rule that is coming in the Person of Jesus Christ.  He 

will one day set all things right.  He will judge with unwavering 

justice.  There will be no shade of corruption or unfairness in Him.  

And He will also be abundantly merciful to those who are trusting 

in Him. 
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Here we see the wonder of the Gospel, which transcends 

our earthly categories of mercy and justice.   

“He who justifies the wicked and he who condemns the righteous 

are both alike an abomination to the LORD.” (Proverbs 17:15, 

ESV)  

 These are things that a just judge does not do.  The judge 

who acquits the guilty person is an unjust judge.  The judge who 

sentences to death the innocent person is an unjust judge.  These 

actions are an abomination to the Lord. 

 But guess what happens through Christ, in the miracle of 

the Gospel?  God justifies the wicked.  That’s us.  We’re the 

wicked ones.  We’re the ones who deserve to be condemned, 

sentenced to eternal death.  And how does God do this?  By 

condemning the righteous.  He sent Jesus Christ, His own Son, 

sinless and perfect, to die a criminal’s death on that wooden cross.  

What would otherwise be an abomination to the Lord, is in His 

wise plan, the best news we will ever hear.  Jesus Christ, the 

righteous, was condemned for us, the wicked, in order that we 

might be declared righteous in the courtroom of God.  And this is 

perfectly just because of Christ’s sacrificial death for us. 

 Let’s praise God for His mercy and justice in our lives, and 

let’s emulate His character.  Let’s open our eyes, and open our 

mouths.  Let’s open our wallets and our very lives, so that the 

world would see the grace of God at work within us. 


