
Is God Mean?
Part 2 - How Can A Good God Punish People?

“The LORD is gracious and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. 
The LORD is good to all, and his mercy is over all that he has made.” 

(Psalms 145:8–9 ESV)

 As noted in the first part of this series, God is on trial. Not only is His existence 
doubted by many, but His character is also under assault. Whereas David extolled the 
grace and mercy of God, claiming that He is “good to all,” the critic claims that God is 
cruel, mean and vindictive.

• Robert A. Wilson: “The Bible tells us to be like God, and then on page after page 
it describes God as a mass murderer.”1

• Charles Templeton: “The God of the Old Testament is utterly unlike the God 
believed in by most practicing Christians... His justice is, by modern standards, 
outrageous... He is biased, querulous, vindictive, and jealous of his 
prerogatives.”2

• Thomas Paine: “Whenever we read the obscene stories, the voluptuous 
debaucheries, the cruel and torturous executions, the unrelenting 
vindictiveness, with which more than half the Bible is filled, it would be more 
consistent that we called it the work of a demon, than the word of God.”3

• Richard Dawkins: “The God of the Old Testament is arguably the most 
unpleasant character in all fiction: jealous and proud of it; a petty, unjust, 
unforgiving control-freak; a vindictive, bloodthirsty ethnic cleanser; a 
misogynistic, homophobic, racist, infanticidal, genocidal, filicidal, pestilential, 
megalomaniacal, sadomasochistic, capriciously malevolent bully.”4

For believers, and even for many non-believers, these accusations against God are 
quite shocking, so we must consider why these accusations are made. What evidence 
is given to support the charges?

 First, there is the charge that the Bible contains many atrocities committed by 
God’s people. The horrendous offer made by Lot in Genesis 19:8 and the brutalization 
of the Levite’s concubine recorded in Judges 19 are used to indict the character of 
God. Likewise, the many atrocities committed in the name of Christ, such as the 
Crusades and various inquisitions, are used as proof that God is mean. Richard 
Dawkins quotes the physicist Steven Weinberg as saying, “Religion is an insult to 
human dignity. With or without it, you’d have good people doing good things and evil 
people doing evil things. But for good people to do evil things, it takes religion.”5 
What this line of evidence fails to consider is that the Bible records many things 
which God does not approve! This was certainly the case with the horrific events 
recorded in Judges 19-21. The book of Judges concludes with this indictment of 
Israel: “In those days there was no king in Israel. Everyone did what was right in his own 
eyes,” (Judges 21:25 ESV). Yes, crimes have been committed in the name of Christ, 
but those actions are not condoned by Jesus, the One who said, “Love your enemies 
and pray for those who persecute you,”(Matthew 5:44 ESV).
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 The second charge is more serious and a very complicated issue to deal with. 
The charge is that God, according to the Bible, kills people including children. Here 
is some of the evidence given in support of the charge:

• God destroyed the whole world in the flood except for one family, Genesis 6.
• God wiped out the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah, Genesis 19.
• God ordered the killing of 3,000 Israelites because of their sin in making a 

golden calf, Exodus 32.
• God killed 24,000 Israelites with a plague because they worshipped Baal, 

Numbers 25:1-9.
• God ordered the complete destruction of the Amorites and all inhabitants of 

Canaan (including children), Deuteronomy 7:1-2; 20:16-18; Joshua 6:21. “the Bible 
story of Joshua’s destruction of Jericho, and the invasion of the Promised Land in 
general, is morally indistinguishable from Hitler’s invasion of Poland, or Saddam 
Hussein’s massacres of the Kurds and the Marsh Arabs.” (Richard Dawkins)6

• The Mosaic Law punished by death crimes such as adultery, blasphemy and 
cursing one’s mother or father, Leviticus 20:7-16; 24:10-16.

What defense can be made for these actions? How can a good God punish man so 
severely? Why would these punishments extend to innocent children?

A Word Of Caution

“Will you even put me in the wrong? Will you condemn me that you may be in the 
right? Have you an arm like God, and can you thunder with a voice like his?” 
(Job 40:8–9 ESV)

“For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, declares the 
LORD. For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your 
ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.” (Isaiah 55:8–9 ESV)

“But the LORD is in his holy temple; let all the earth keep silence before him.”
(Habakkuk 2:20 ESV)

 If you are already critical of God and the Bible you may not be fazed by the 
accusations made above, but as a believer I can only approach this subject with great 
caution. Questioning the character of God does nothing to disprove the existence of 
Him, rather it is an exercise in determining whether I personally like Him or not. A 
child may think his parents are mean when they make judgments about attending a 
rock concert, going to a prom, etc.   What seems "important" and "good" to the child 
is often viewed very differently by the parent.  Similarly, what man thinks is 
"important" and "good" is valued differently by God. But I digress. These are serious 
accusations made against God, accusations that strike at His character and thus at the 
heart of what all Christians believe. Yet, there is a part of me that feels unworthy to 
even consider these matters, for He is God and I am man and His actions are not 
subject to my understanding or approval. As Job came to realize, “Behold, I am of 
small account; what shall I answer you? I lay my hand on my mouth.” (Job 40:4 ESV)
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God: His Character

“The LORD, the LORD, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in 
steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for thousands,forgiving 
iniquity and transgression and sin, but who will by no means clear the guilty, visiting 
the iniquity of the fathers on the children and the children’s children, to the third and 
the fourth generation.” (Exodus 34:6–7 ESV)

 C.S. Lewis once wrote, “What would really satisfy us would be a God who said 
of anything we happened to like doing, ‘What does it matter so long as they are 
contented?’ We want, in fact, not so much a Father in Heaven as a grandfather in 
heaven - a senile benevolence who, as they say, ‘liked to see young people enjoying 
themselves’, and whose plan for the universe was simply that it might be truly said at 
the end of each day, ‘a good time was had by all’.”7 If this is our concept of God, a 
God who only loves, then we do not understand the character of God. As God 
declared of Himself in the passage above, He is a God of love, but also a God of 
justice and justice requires that wrongdoing be punished. Compare how the Psalmist 
described the nature of God:

• “Righteousness and justice are the foundation of your throne; steadfast love and 
faithfulness go before you.” (Psalms 89:14 ESV)

• “righteousness and justice are the foundation of his throne. Fire goes before him 
and burns up his adversaries all around.” (Psalms 97:2–3 ESV)

The same God, but in one instance “love and faithfulness” go before Him and in 
another it is “fire” that goes out to destroy His enemies. Why the difference? Let’s 
consider what else the Scriptures reveal about God’s character.

1. As we have already seen, the foundations of God’s throne are “righteousness 
and justice.” (Psalm 89:14 ESV)

2. God loves righteousness: “For the LORD is righteous; he loves righteous 
deeds; the upright shall behold his face.” (Psalms 11:7 ESV) 

3. God commits no injustice: “The LORD within her is righteous; he does no 
injustice; every morning he shows forth his justice; each dawn he does not fail; 
but the unjust knows no shame.” (Zephaniah 3:5 ESV)

4. God judges in righteousness: “But the LORD sits enthroned forever; he has 
established his throne for justice, and he judges the world with righteousness; 
he judges the peoples with uprightness.” (Psalms 9:7–8 ESV)

What are we to conclude from these Scriptures? The nature of God is righteousness, 
therefore He loves those who act righteously, those who pattern their lives after His 
nature. Those who do not are said to act unrighteously, so He will judge them in 
righteousness. He who is holy calls us to be holy, Leviticus 11:45, and those who reject 
this call are subject to the judgment of the Righteous One; their conduct is against the 
divine nature. 
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God: The Judge

“But now, O LORD, you are our Father; we are the clay, and you are our potter; we are 
all the work of your hand. Be not so terribly angry, O LORD, and remember not 
iniquity forever. Behold, please look, we are all your people.” (Isaiah 64:8–9 ESV)

“God reigns over the nations; God sits on his holy throne. The princes of the peoples 
gather as the people of the God of Abraham. For the shields of the earth belong to 
God; he is highly exalted!” (Psalms 47:8–9 ESV)

“And he made from one man every nation of mankind to live on all the face of the 
earth, having determined allotted periods and the boundaries of their dwelling 
place, that they should seek God, in the hope that they might feel their way toward 
him and find him. Yet he is actually not far from each one of us, for ‘In him we live and 
move and have our being’; as even some of your own poets have said, ‘For we are 
indeed his offspring.’ Being then God’s offspring, we ought not to think that the divine 
being is like gold or silver or stone, an image formed by the art and imagination of 
man. The times of ignorance God overlooked, but now he commands all people 
everywhere to repent, because he has fixed a day on which he will judge the world in 
righteousness by a man whom he has appointed; and of this he has given assurance 
to all by raising him from the dead.” (Acts 17:26–31 ESV)

 One might question why God should be Judge over us; why should we be 
subjected to His standards? Simply put, the Creator has the right to judge the 
creations; the King has the right to judge His subjects. Yes, this is a fearful 
proposition, but only for those who violate the Divine will: “For in the hand of the 
LORD there is a cup with foaming wine, well mixed, and he pours out from it, and all the 
wicked of the earth shall drain it down to the dregs.” (Psalms 75:8 ESV) Again, the 
character of God shows that He is righteous, that He demands righteousness in man 
and that He judges the unrighteous. As the Creator and King, He has this right!

 Before we begin to look at some of the particular judgments and punishments 
issued by God, let’s notice the purpose of these punishments as they will help us to 
understand their severity.

1. God’s punishments are retribution for wrongdoing: “Beloved, never avenge 
yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, ‘Vengeance is 
mine, I will repay, says the Lord.’” (Romans 12:19 ESV)

2. God’s punishments are sometimes a means of correcting the sinner: “My son, 
do not despise the LORD’s discipline or be weary of his reproof, for the LORD 
reproves him whom he loves, as a father the son in whom he 
delights.” (Proverbs 3:11–12 ESV)

3. God’s punishments are meant to serve as examples for others to not commit 
the same transgressions: “We must not put Christ to the test, as some of them 
did and were destroyed by serpents, nor grumble, as some of them did and 
were destroyed by the Destroyer. Now these things happened to them as an 
example, but they were written down for our instruction, on whom the end of 
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the ages has come. Therefore let anyone who thinks that he stands take heed 
lest he fall.” (1 Corinthians 10:9–12 ESV)

Throughout history these have been recognized as acceptable reasons to punish 
another. If a man commits a crime our own sense of justice demands that he be 
punished for the transgression. Yet, we also hope that the criminal can be reformed, 
that the punishment inflicted will correct him. Finally, the punishment of the crime 
may be publicized in various ways to serve as an example to others that wrongdoing 
has consequences. If we accept these principles of justice in the courts of man, why 
should we reject these principles of justice in the court of God?

God: The Judge Of Nations

“May God be gracious to us and bless us and make his face to shine upon us, Selah 
that your way may be known on earth, your saving power among all nations. Let the 
peoples praise you, O God; let all the peoples praise you! Let the nations be glad and 
sing for joy, for you judge the peoples with equity and guide the nations upon earth. 
Selah” (Psalms 67:1–4 ESV)

“The wicked shall return to Sheol, all the nations that forget God.” (Psalms 9:17 ESV)

 Among his numerous attacks on the character of God, Richard Dawkins raises 
this question: “Why should a divine being, with creation and eternity on his mind, 
care a fig for petty human malefactions?”8 It would seem that Mr. Dawkins actually 
provides the answer in his question: God cares about human malefactions precisely 
because He has creation and eternity on his mind! His desire is that all of the nations 
come to Him and experience His saving power, see Acts 17:26-31, but those who 
refuse Him will perish. Let’s note how this has been true over time.

 The flood as recorded in Genesis 6-9 reveals how God’s justice was exercised 
on the world. Take note of these particulars:

• The punishment was because every thought of man was evil, Genesis 6:5-6.
• The punishment was delayed 120 years, Genesis 6:3. Furthermore, we read in 

2Peter 2:5 that Noah was a herald of righteousness. Should we not conclude from 
this that the delay in punishment was precisely so that the world could be 
warned of the impending judgment?

• God spared the righteous, Genesis 6:8-9.
• The flood was also a means of saving the righteous from a sin-sick society, 

1Peter 3:20-21.
The righteousness and justice of God are clearly evident. Man’s sin was deserving of 
punishment, but God did not act hastily or capriciously. Rather, He exercised 
patience in giving man opportunity to repent. He exercised righteousness in sparing 
the righteous from the calamity. Eternity was on His mind because the righteous 
needed to be saved from corruption.

 Now let us turn our attention to Israel’s invasion of Canaan. The Israelites were 
given these instructions: “When the LORD your God brings you into the land that you 
are entering to take possession of it, and clears away many nations before you, the 
Hittites, the Girgashites, the Amorites, the Canaanites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, and 
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the Jebusites, seven nations more numerous and mightier than yourselves, and when 
the LORD your God gives them over to you, and you defeat them, then you must 
devote them to complete destruction.You shall make no covenant with them and 
show no mercy to them.” (Deuteronomy 7:1–2 ESV) Before we move into the 
particulars of this case we must first understand that this was not a matter of 
favoritism with God, as is claimed by some. The book of Jonah makes it clear that God 
cared for the Gentiles as well: “should not I pity Nineveh, that great city, in which 
there are more than 120,000 persons who do not know their right hand from their 
left,” (Jonah 4:11 ESV). Also, as Deuteronomy 28 makes clear, Divine justice was not 
reserved for the Gentiles, but would also be used in regard to God’s people, Israel. 
So, why did God destroy the Canaanites? Consider the following:

• The Canaanites were punished because of the sins they committed. In doing so 
they were devoting themselves to destruction. “Whoever sacrifices to any god, 
other than the LORD alone, shall be devoted to destruction.” (Exodus 22:20 ESV)

•  God gave them opportunity to repent and executed punishment only when 
their iniquities could no longer be tolerated.  God made this clear in promising 
the land of Canaan to Abraham. “And they shall come back here in the fourth 
generation, for the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet complete.” (Genesis 15:16 
ESV)

• Their idolatrous practices would corrupt Israel, “You shall not intermarry with 
them, giving your daughters to their sons or taking their daughters for your 
sons, for they would turn away your sons from following me, to serve other 
gods. Then the anger of the LORD would be kindled against you, and he would 
destroy you quickly” (Deuteronomy 7:3–4 ESV)

• Israel’s failure to drive out the Canaanites did contribute to Israel’s demise: 
“They did not destroy the peoples, as the LORD commanded them, but they 
mixed with the nations and learned to do as they did. They served their idols, 
which became a snare to them. They sacrificed their sons and their daughters to 
the demons;” (Psalms 106:34–37 ESV)

 God, the Creator and King of the Canaanites, had the right to punish them for 
their sins. He did not act capriciously, for He gave them 400 years to repent. 
Furthermore, He also considered the effect that their idolatrous practices would have 
on others. God had eternity on His mind; the eternal consequences on the souls of 
Israel and of all mankind.

 Just a quick word on the death penalty in the Law of Moses. One must 
remember that the Law of Moses was Israel’s religious and civil law. While its 
punishments may seem harsh by modern standards, they were set in place for a 
reason. Israel needed to be impressed with the Holiness of God, their King. They 
needed to emulate that holiness lest they turn from Him like the other nations and 
suffer the same consequences. “You shall be holy, for I the LORD your God am holy. 
Every one of you shall revere his mother and his father, and you shall keep my 
Sabbaths: I am the LORD your God. Do not turn to idols or make for yourselves any 
gods of cast metal: I am the LORD your God.” (Leviticus 19:2–4 ESV)
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What About The Children?

“visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children and the children’s children, to the 
third and the fourth generation.” (Exodus 34:7 ESV)

“The soul who sins shall die. The son shall not suffer for the iniquity of the father, nor 
the father suffer for the iniquity of the son. The righteousness of the righteous shall 
be upon himself, and the wickedness of the wicked shall be upon himself.” (Ezekiel 
18:20 ESV)

“Behold, all souls are mine” (Ezekiel 18:4 ESV)

 We have saved the most challenging question for last. Why would God in 
exercising judgment on wicked nations extend His punishment to the children, as He 
did in Joshua 6:21? The passages above will serve as our guide in answering this 
difficult question. First, the children were not punished because of any sin they had 
committed. They did not inherit the sinfulness of their ancestors as Ezekiel 18:20 
makes clear. However, the punishments of God can and do extend to the innocent, 
even to the children of the third and fourth generation. Why should this occur? I offer 
four viable reasons.

1. The soul of every person belongs to God. While we may deem it unfair that a 
young child should die, God as the owner of all souls is within His right to take 
a life at any time, whether young or old.

2. The very young can emulate the wicked practices of their parents. We see this 
in how quickly children emulate the habits, both good and bad, of their 
parents today. Could the children of the Canaanites have brought idolatry into 
Israel? We cannot reject the possibility.

3. This exercise of justice would serve as examples to others. God, in punishing 
all of the Canaanites, was setting them as an example to Israel and to other 
nations. Departure from God puts your life and the lives of your children at 
risk!

4. God had their eternity in mind. For one who dismisses the possibility of the 
afterlife, physical death is the worst thing imaginable. Yet, the Bible teaches 
that the innocent will be with God for all eternity. We may cringe at the thought 
of children being killed, but God had their eternity in mind; an eternity with 
Him.

God Is Not Mean, He Is Just

“Righteousness and justice are the foundation of your throne; steadfast love and 
faithfulness go before you.” (Psalms 89:14 ESV)

 We noted earlier that most men will acknowledge three legitimate ways in 
which punishment is in keeping with justice. First, punishment is retribution for a 
crime committed. God punishes for this very reason. While man may not wish to 
acknowledge God as his Creator, it does not change the fact that as the Creator and 
King, God has the right to punish man for behavior that is not in keeping with 
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holiness. God is just in punishing us for our sins. Second, we noted that punishment 
serves the purpose of correcting the wrongdoer. While we have not dealt with this 
issue at length, the Bible declares that many of God’s punishments were for 
corrective purposes. Read Deuteronomy 28 and you see that the destruction of a 
nation was reserved for when a nation refused to heed God’s warnings and repent. 
We noted that man was given 120 years to repent before the flood, but he did not. The 
Canaanites were given 400 years to repent, but they would not. Again, God is just. 
Finally, punishments serve as deterrents. God does not punish simply to deter others 
from committing the same crimes, He punishes because the sin deserves 
punishment. Yet, those punishments have been recorded so that we might learn to 
reverence and fear God, so that we might not suffer the same. “Now these things 
happened to them as an example, but they were written down for our instruction, on 
whom the end of the ages has come,” (1 Corinthians 10:11 ESV). Again, God is just.

 The psalmist once wrote, “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom; all 
those who practice it have a good understanding,” (Psalms 111:10 ESV). In 
considering the justice of God we should be impressed with His greatness, His 
holiness and His justice. In short we should fear Him, for He created us and He will 
judge us. God is not mean, He is just.

 One question remains: what about Hell? How can a good God punish man for 
all eternity? This question we will consider in part 3.

Joshua Creel
10-3-09
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