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Lord's Day 4  

THE UNCHANGEABLE JUSTICE  

 

Q.9 Doth not God then do injustice to man, by requiring from him in his law, that which he cannot 
perform?  

A. Not at all; for God made man capable of performing it; but man, by the instigation of the devil, 
and his own willful disobedience, deprived himself and all his posterity of those divine gifts. 

Q.10 Will God suffer such disobedience and rebellion to go unpunished? 

A. By no means; but is terribly displeased with our original as well as actual sins; and will punish 
them in his just judgment temporally and eternally, as he hath declared, “Cursed is every one 
that continueth not in all things, which are written in the book of the law, to do them.”  

Q.11 Is not God then also merciful? 

A. God is indeed merciful, but also just; therefore his justice requires, that sin which is committed 
against the most high majesty of God, be also punished with extreme, that is, with everlasting 
punishment of body and soul. 

 

We are looking at the material presented by the catechism from the point of view of the practical 
question that has been asked throughout the ages, Men and brethren, what must we do to be saved? 
That question is of great practical significance; and in some form, although not always in the true form, 
everyone asks the question: What must I do to be saved?  

With a view to this question we have asked first of all, what is our misery? And we found that the 
nature of our misery was in our sin, in our guilt and in our corruption. This guilt and corruption is 
universal. Our corruption proceeds from the common guilt and responsibility of the human race. There 
is a universal, organic corruption; and there is a universal, organic guilt. So we can understand that all 
men are under sin and death. That is our misery.  

Now before we can give an answer to the question, what must I do to be saved, there is one more 
question that must be asked. That question we have in this fourth Lord's Day is: What is God's attitude 
to our sin and corruption? What must He do with regard to our sin? Will He accommodate himself to it? 
Will He let it go unpunished?  

That is the subject of this Lord's Day; and the general answer which the catechism gives is that the 
Lord is unchangeably just. God cannot change. If any one of the two parties must be changed, we must 
not expect that God will change.  

Therefore, in the light of the unchangeable justice of God, the catechism gives an answer to three 
questions. The first question is, if man cannot perform that which God demands of him, does not justice 
require that God relinquish his demand? Can God justly demand of man that which he cannot perform? 
The second question is: if God cannot relinquish his demands and man cannot perform these demands, 
cannot God then relinquish the punishment? And the third question is, does not God's mercy overrule 
and set aside His justice? To these the catechism gives a threefold answer.  

 

 

 

Theme: The Unchangeable Justice of God 

(1) An Unchangeable Demand 



 18 

(2)  An Unchangeable Punishment 

(3)  An Unchangeable Justice 

(1) An Unchangeable Demand 

You see, there are in these three questions three excuses which man tries in order to find an escape 
from being saved by grace.  

Man does not like to be saved by grace; in fact he does not like to be saved at all. Man hates God; 
and he does not like to humble himself in the dust in true repentance and sorrow for sin. He wants to 
maintain himself; and he wants to maintain himself in his sin. He seeks a way out of his misery with the 
maintenance of his sins.  

Looking at these three questions in that practical light, we might put the intent of the first question 
in this form, granted that God's law demands perfect obedience, and granted that I am not able to 
perform that perfect, spiritual demand of the law, is it then not so that the Lord must be satisfied if I do 
the best I can? That is really the practical purpose of that first question. God is just, I admit that. God is 
good, holy, righteous, and therefore He must be just. To say that God is unjust would be a denial of God; 
but, admitting that God is just, He would do an unjust thing if He demanded of me that which I cannot 
do. Therefore He must be satisfied if I do the best I can.  

We meet with such people in the church; but we have in the world a class of people who profess 
that they do the best they can, and God must be satisfied with that. And, on the basis of that, they claim 
that they are going to heaven. We have many such people, lovable people, charitable, kind, pleasant, 
always doing their best; people that you like, if you do not touch the question of God's unchangeable 
justice. But they are after all only modern forms of the old Pharisaic self-righteous, basing their claim 
upon their own works. But we also meet this in the church. If you ask concerning matters rooted in their 
hearts, even if they live under the preaching of the word, their self-righteous nature reveals itself, and 
changes very slowly. It is a conception that must be rooted out.  

The truth is that even our best works are polluted with sin. There is in our very best works nothing 
—there is not even a beginning of anything in them that may have God's approval. They are wholly 
corrupt. We never love God and we never love one another, so that, even if it were true that God could 
accept the best that we have, there would be nothing in all the best of our works that would not 
deserve God's wrath and would not deserve our condemnation into hell. That must be clear. No matter 
how nice we may appear, there is nothing in our heart that pleases God.  

Therefore that conception must be rooted out; and therefore let us again look at it from God's 
attitude, and say with the catechism that it is impossible for God to be satisfied if we just do our best. 
God cannot relinquish His demands; and if you ask, “Is it not injustice on the part of God to demand of 
man that which he cannot perform?” To this Scripture and the catechism answers, “No, God gave us the 
gifts of righteousness and holiness; but we belong to a human race that has squandered these gifts.” In 
Adam we possessed the power to perform that which the Lord demands of us; but in him we also lost 
that power. In Adam we squandered those gifts of righteousness and holiness.  

In the second place, we must not forget that we squander these gifts every day. The sinner agrees 
with Adam. Man is not simply responsible for what Adam did; he is also in agreement with his act. It is 
true that man is incapable of doing any good and inclined to all evil; but it is also true that he wants to 
be that way. By every act he testifies that, if he stood in paradise, he would do the same thing Adam did. 
The president may declare war, and we are all in war whether we agree with him or not. But our 
situation is worse; Adam declared war on God and all agree with Adam. In every act we show that we 
are in agreement with the first man Adam; and God holds us responsible. 
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(2) An unchangeable punishment 

Very well, so is the import of the second question, granted that God cannot relinquish His demands, 
and granted that God is just when He asks of man that which he cannot do, is it not possible that God 
restrain Himself and refrain from inflicting the punishment? Is it necessary for God to punish? 

It is a question that is answered by many in the negative. They say that it is not necessary for God 
to punish sin; God does not have to punish sin. Does a human father always demand of his child all that 
satisfies his justice, and does he always punish that child if it does not do all the father demands? Must a 
human father always punish his child as severely as the sin of the child requires?  And, if a human father, 
or even a human judge, does not always have to inflict the full punishment for the sin committed, must 
God then do so? Can God not simply say, “you are worthy of punishment, but I will refrain myself?” 

Many say that He can. In fact, modern theology mocks at the fact that God is such a just tyrant, as 
they call it. They mock at the idea that God must punish sin to the full and cannot simply pardon it. They 
call that blood theology. They say, “All you need in order to have peace of mind and heart is to get rid of 
the notion that God is such a tyrant. That was the old concept of God; Moses had that conception of 
God, but gradually that conception has been removed. Christ gave us a better conception; Christ taught 
us that God was not such a just being that must punish sin. He said: Just believe in Me; that is all that is 
necessary. For a time such men as Calvin and the men of the Reformation held on to the conception that 
God is just and must punish sin; but now we have gotten rid of that conception of God. Just get rid of 
the notion that God is so just that He must punish sin, and be saved.” That is modern theology.  

And, if we examine ourselves, we find that this conception has not been banished from our heart. 
Our wicked heart is by nature inclined to that conception. We are inclined to say, “It is true that I am 
sinful, but God must be lenient and must forgive and pardon.” That conception must also be rooted out; 
for in that way God cannot forgive sin. As a human judge may pardon, by remitting the sentence without 
a basis of justice, God cannot pardon. 

God is terribly displeased over sin. This is a weak translation of the original Dutch. The Dutch has it, 
Hy vertoornt Zich schrikkelyk. Not only is God terribly displeased but he is terribly full of wrath because 
of sin. God is in wrath because of sin. That is the teaching of Scripture and of Jesus Himself. The sinner is 
under the wrath of God. The wrath of God burns over the sinner; and it will burn him into hell if he is not 
changed.  

God does not change. God's wrath is an unchangeable wrath; and God's wrath is not of a passing 
nature. His wrath is constant. It burns continually. His wrath is the reaction of His holiness. God is holy. 
Negatively that means that God is separated from all evil; and positively God's holiness means that He 
seeks himself and consecrates all things unto Himself as the highest good.  

Now sin is an attack upon this holiness of God. The sinner ignores God. He turns his back upon Him. 
He hates and rebels against Him. And when the sinner so attacks God's holiness, His holiness reacts 
against that sinner and turns itself upon him in wrath. Therefore, for God's wrath to stop, if only for a 
moment, would be to say that His holiness stops; and this is not possible. If the sinner is always active, 
and he is, then God must always be angry with that sinner; God is constantly burning with holiness. And 
his holiness does not change; He is always holy. You cannot touch Him or His holiness will burn you to 
death. You cannot touch an electric wire, but what it will kill you. God is filled with holiness; and you 
cannot touch Him, but His holiness kills you.  

That is God's wrath. Do not change it. Do not make of God a being in whom the sinner can find a 
place of safety from punishment in order that he may have peace in his sin. God is a consuming fire and 
must punish as long as there is sin. Therefore the theory of a common grace is so foolish.  
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(3) An unchangeable justice 

 And finally there is the third question. The sinner may say: I will grant you all this, I will grant you 
that God is just when He demands of me that which I cannot perform; and I will grant you that God's 
justice demands that He punish sin. But there is also another side to God; and that other side is His 
mercy. God is also merciful. Does not God's mercy mean that He loves me, and will pity and have 
compassion on me?  Does not God's mercy mean that God says, “My justice must strike you down, but I 
will be merciful and have pity and compassion on you, and will just forget my justice?” That is another 
theory.  

Men will say, “God is loving, and kind, and compassionate, and merciful, and will pardon sin and 
not punish it.” Granting that God is just, is He not also merciful?  

The answer to that question is this, Certainly God is merciful, His mercy is as constant as His wrath; 
but His mercy is not something else than His righteousness.  

God is not merciful in the sense that He just forgives sin; God's mercy is His righteousness. God is 
one; and His attributes are one. God's attributes are not separate, attributes in God are one. God is not 
an addition of attributes. All God's attributes are one. His mercy is His righteousness; and His 
righteousness is His mercy.  

Mercy and righteousness are one in God so that, if His mercy is ever to reach me, it must be only in 
the way of righteousness. I cannot say, “God is righteous, I have sinned and God would be just in 
punishing my sin, but He is also merciful.” God's mercy is a righteous mercy. There is no salvation in the 
philosophy that, if I do the best I can, God must be satisfied. There is no salvation in the philosophy that 
God can and will relinquish punishment. There is no salvation in the appeal to His mercy.  

There is only one way, the way of merciful justice. It is the way of the cross. In the cross God's 
mercy and His righteousness have been perfectly reconciled. The way of salvation is the way of merciful 
justice. And that is the way of humbling ourselves to the dust, and confessing our sins, and repenting of 
them, and turning to God in true contrition of heart and sorrow for sin. It is the way of faith and of the 
cross. All our self-righteousness must be cast away; and we must cast ourselves on Christ and on His 
righteous mercy. 


