Retribution

From what has been said, it becomes clear that the Bible’s proclamation of God’s work as Judge is part of its witness to his character. It confirms what is said elsewhere of his moral perfection, his righteousness and justice, his wisdom, omniscience and omnipotence. It shows us also that the heart of justice which expresses God’s nature is retribution, the rendering to persons what they have deserved; for this is the essence of the judge’s task. To reward good with good, and evil with evil, is natural to God.

So, when the New Testament speaks of the final judgment, it always represents it in terms of retribution. God will judge all people, it says, according to their works (Mt. 16:27; Rev 20:12-13). Paul amplifies. “God ‘will give to each person according to what he has done.’ To those who by persistence in doing good seek glory, honor and immortality, he will give eternal life. But for those who are self-seeking and who reject the truth and follow evil, there will be wrath and anger. There will be trouble and distress for every human being who does evil….For God does not show favoritism”(Rom 2:6-11). The retributive principle applies throughout: Christians as well as non-Christians will receive according to their works. Christians are explicitly included in the reference when Paul says, “For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, that each one may receive what is due him for the things done while in the body, whether good or bad”(2 Cor 5:10). Thus retribution appears as a natural and predetermined expression of the divine character.
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Sometimes God saves by judging. To speak of judgment as a form of salvation surprises people who have religious baggage and don’t actually read the Bible, but only hear it filtered by sermons or theological systems. They assume that judgment is something bad or awful. But in the biblical context, judgment is generally a good thing. It means the coming of truth and justice into our deceived and oppressed world. If some bad and dishonest people are out to deceive or oppress others, God brings justice by bringing judgment – the natural consequences of their bad actions – on the evildoers so they are incapacitated and can’t fulfill the additional evil they intended. If others are misjudging you, God comes as your vindicator, your justifier. God tells the truth, which exposes the lies of your misjudgers. Over and over again, biblical writers anticipate the day when God will come to judge evil, to expose it and permanently incapacitate it while vindicating good….

Sometimes, though, it’s a little more complicated. What if we are the one who have done evil, and we see the just consequences of evildoing coming on us? In this situation, God saves by judging…and then by forgiving. So often the danger or evil we face is self-created, self-inflicted, self-sabotaging- and we keep doing it because we are self-deluded and self-deceived through denial. By judging our evil, by naming it for what it is, by penetrating our denial and self-delusion, God begins saving us.

But God goes further. The consequences of our bad behavior loom over us, we hear God’s judgment and realize we’ve done something stupidly wrong and we have second thoughts about what we’ve done. As we repent, as we become truly sorry, as we have a change of heart, God goes further by forgiving us, thus bringing salvation in an even fuller sense. Salvation is what happens when we experience both judgment and forgiveness, both justice (exposing the truth about our wrong) and mercy (forgiving the negative consequences we deserve). Without both we don’t end up with true salvation.
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