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The Beatles famously sang, “A/l you need is love.” Yet the Bible reminds us that love alone,
without justice, can lead to painful imbalance. Genesis helps us understand this confusing message.
Abraham loved Sarah, but Hagar was treated unjustly. Jacob loved Rachel, yet Leah was left
unloved. Jacob loved Joseph above his other sons, and the rest were embittered.

In each case, love without justice led to brokenness. Justice demands equal and fair treatment
regardless of our preferences or affections. Love must be joined with justice if it is to reflect God’s
character. Needless to say, the commands to love and pursue righteousness and justice have been
challenging for humanity from the start.

1. The Command to Love

Jesus’ command to “love your neighbor as yourself” (Lev. 19:18, Matt. 22:39) calls for self-giving
care that reflects God’s nature. Love is absolute in its demand—it isn’t conditioned on who the
neighbor is.

But love's action is broad: sometimes, it takes the form of compassion, sometimes discipline, and
sometimes even restraint for the sake of others. That breadth makes it hard for people to discern
how love should look in a given situation.

2. Personal Propensity for Compassion or Judgment
Each of us has a natural temperament. Some lean toward empathy and mercy, while others lean
toward rules and order. When someone who is naturally compassionate encounters the command to
love, they may equate “love” only with being soft, kind, or permissive.
An imbalance of compassion creates tension when justice demands firmness or consequence.

Conversely, someone less naturally compassionate may confuse “justice” with judgment, but
neglect mercy. Our personality filters the command.
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3. The Societal Need for Justice

Society cannot function solely on compassion. If every crime were met with unqualified
forgiveness, the vulnerable would be unprotected, and wrongdoing would multiply.

Justice requires impartial standards, consequences, and accountability. Yet when justice is pursued
without love, it quickly becomes cold, punitive, and oppressive. The balance is delicate:
compassion softens justice; justice prevents compassion from becoming naiveté.

4. The Core Tension

The difficulty, then, lies in holding together:
e Love (the divine command, absolute and universal),
e Compassion (our personal, emotional impulse to help others), and
o Justice (the communal, societal necessity).

People often collapse one into the other:
e Equating love with compassion alone (and ignoring justice).
o Equating love with justice alone (and ignoring compassion).
o Confusing their personal feelings with God’s absolute command.

5. A Biblical Perspective

Scripture itself wrestles with this tension. God’s vision for humanity is that we build communities
where both individuals and society can thrive. For this to happen, justice must be upheld—not only
through rules but also through their fair and consistent application tempered with mercy,
compassion, and lovingkindness.

Scripture shows that the task of preserving justice belongs to the community. God appoints judges
and even establishes boundaries for them: they must refuse bribes and make decisions fairly. (Deut.
16:19). The biblical command is urgent and repeated: “Justice, justice you shall pursue” (Deut.
16:20). This is impartial justice, extended to all people everywhere.

God is fully aware of the reality of evil, which is why He calls His people to confront it and to

purge it from their midst (Deut. 17:7; 1 Cor. 5:13). Such work cannot be done casually; it requires
resilience and integrity throughout the entire community.
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And this is where the tension lies: we may feel deep compassion for a person who has seriously
broken the law, yet we must also love the broader community enough to uphold justice on its
behalf. God does not ask us to close our eyes to evil or to respond in naive permissiveness. Instead,
He calls us to cultivate the strength of character needed to face hard realities with both mercy and
resolve.

6. The Cross: Justice and Compassion Converge

At the cross, we see God’s justice and compassion converge. The biblical story consistently
portrays God as both righteous and merciful, calling His people to embody the same balance: “to
act justly, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God” (Micah 6:8).

Through the cross, God’s justice is upheld within the story of His people, yet in Christ it becomes
the doorway for His compassion to be revealed to the whole world. As the psalmist says, “Steadfast
love and faithfulness meet; righteousness and peace kiss each other” (Psalm 85:10).

What appears to be a place of judgment becomes, in God’s hands, a place of reconciliation and
healing, where His love overflows beyond Israel to embrace all nations (John 3:16). The cross,
therefore, is not simply about punishment or substitution, but about God’s covenant faithfulness
breaking open into compassion that transforms the entire human story.
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