God and Justice
One of the earliest self-descriptions of God is found in Deuteronomy 10:17-18 where it is written: 
“For the LORD your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, 
the great God, mighty and awesome,
who shows no partiality and accepts no bribes. 
He defends the cause of the fatherless and the widow, 
and loves the foreigners residing among you,
 giving them food and clothing.”
Yahweh is a God of justice. 
But what does that mean?  
What does it imply for us?  
Is it really a foundational truth about God?  

These seven studies look at passages from the Law, the Psalms, the Prophets, the Gospels and the Epistles to see the way this theme is developed and expressed throughout the whole of Scripture.

Justice is a fundamental characteristic of God, 
yet it has often been overlooked in the way the church lives out its life.  
In the USA during the civil rights movement, many churches were silent in the face of the injustice of racism.  Others actually supported it. 
 In Uganda, where 80% of the population claims to be Christian, the church has barely spoken up against government corruption which is rated among the top five in the world.
In Latin America, the church was often complicit in the exploitation of the poor by the wealthy landowners it wished not to offend. 

These things ought not to be so; may these studies help awaken us to our calling.  
Scripture texts are taken from the HOLY BIBLE, NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION®.
 Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 Biblica. Used by permission of Zondervan. All rights reserved.

Study 1
The Basic Assumption:  “Will not the Judge of all the earth do right?"

Something to memorize…

”He is the Rock, his works are perfect, and all his ways are just.
A faithful God who does no wrong, upright and just is he.”
Deuteronomy 32:4
Background

Starting in Genesis 12, God called Abraham to go where he would lead him.  At the time, Yahweh had not made himself known in any particular way, but Abraham’s response to the voice of God started him on a journey of coming to know this God more and more.  

By the time of the story in Genesis 18, Abram has learned some significant truths about God.
The Story

 16 When the men got up to leave, they looked down toward Sodom, and Abraham walked along with them to see them on their way. 17 Then the LORD said, "Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do? 18 Abraham will surely become a great and powerful nation, and all nations on earth will be blessed through him. 19 For I have chosen him, so that he will direct his children and his household after him to keep the way of the LORD by doing what is right and just, so that the LORD will bring about for Abraham what he has promised him."
 20 Then the LORD said, "The outcry against Sodom and Gomorrah is so great and their sin so grievous 21 that I will go down and see if what they have done is as bad as the outcry that has reached me. If not, I will know."
 22 The men turned away and went toward Sodom, but Abraham remained standing before the LORD.  23 Then Abraham approached him and said: "Will you sweep away the righteous with the wicked? 24 What if there are fifty righteous people in the city? Will you really sweep it away and not spare the place for the sake of the fifty righteous people in it? 25 Far be it from you to do such a thing—to kill the righteous with the wicked, treating the righteous and the wicked alike. Far be it from you! Will not the Judge of all the earth do right?"
 26 The LORD said, "If I find fifty righteous people in the city of Sodom, I will spare the whole place for their sake."
 27 Then Abraham spoke up again: "Now that I have been so bold as to speak to the Lord, though I am nothing but dust and ashes, 28 what if the number of the righteous is five less than fifty? Will you destroy the whole city because of five people?" The LORD said  "If I find forty-five there," he said, "I will not destroy it."
 29 Once again he spoke to him, "What if only forty are found there?"  He said, "For the sake of forty, I will not do it."
 30 Then he said, "May the Lord not be angry, but let me speak. What if only thirty can be found there?"  He answered, "I will not do it if I find thirty there."
 31 Abraham said, "Now that I have been so bold as to speak to the Lord, what if only twenty can be found there?"  He said, "For the sake of twenty, I will not destroy it."
 32 Then he said, "May the Lord not be angry, but let me speak just once more. What if only ten can be found there?"  He answered, "For the sake of ten, I will not destroy it."
 33 When the LORD had finished speaking with Abraham, he left, and Abraham returned home. Genesis 18:16-33
Questions to talk about…
1. What assumptions about God are wrapped up in Abraham’s statement in verse 25? Make a list of them.  

(five that you might accent are:

* God is the judge of all the earth; he is not just a local deity like the gods Abram would have known of previously

* God will do what is right – he is not capricious or unjust like many of the gods were thought to be 
* God will judge; there is an accounting before God.

* God is merciful; he will postpone judgment for the sake of the righteous

* People can intercede for God to do what is right)
2. Read Deuteronomy 10:14, 17-18 and 32:4…
14 To the LORD your God belong the heavens, even the highest heavens, the earth and everything in it. 15 Yet the LORD set his affection on your ancestors and loved them, and he chose you, their descendants, above all the nations—as it is today. 16 Circumcise your hearts, therefore, and do not be stiff-necked any longer. 17 For the LORD your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great God, mighty and awesome, who shows no partiality and accepts no bribes. 18 He defends the cause of the fatherless and the widow, and loves the foreigners residing among you, giving them food and clothing..  Deuteronomy 10:14, 17-18
He is the Rock, his works are perfect, and all his ways are just.  A faithful God who does no wrong, upright and just is he. Deuteronomy 32:4   
Are the assumptions from Abraham’s story and the descriptions of God seen in Deuteronomy ones that you share?  Why or why not? 
What leads you to question or doubt them sometimes?    
If these assumptions and descriptions are valid, what implications can you make regarding how we are to respond to God?  

3. According to Genesis 18:19, God’s people are to be marked as people who do “what is right and just…”   
How would a community of people who are committed to that way of living treat each other? What sorts of relationships would be formed?  How would they do business with each other? 
How would they treat outsiders?   
What motives would they have to keep on living like this? 
Would you want to live in a community marked by this way of living?    Why or why not?   What challenges and opportunities would it present for you? 

Two quotes to consider…

How do you respond to the following quotes? 

We tend to think of 'justice' as something public, and often think of it as retribution. When we say "I want justice", we often mean "I want my rights"…. On the other hand, we tend to think of 'righteousness', if we think of it at all, as a property of an individual and usually in the private sphere. But, in the Bible “justice” and “righteous” are the same word… (This) implies that our conception of 'justice' and 'righteousness', by which we give them different meanings, is likely to be wrong. So what is the real meaning of both words? I like the definition of 'justice' given by Paul Marshall:  Justice is: right relationships among all things in the created order of things           Andrew Basden.  http://www.basden.demon.co.uk/xn/tsedeq.html
Justice in the Bible is not simply obeying the law. It means living in relationships of love and caring. Justice begins with God and flows from God’s overwhelming love. God wants justice for all of creation (Ps 9:7-9) and chose the people of Israel to be living examples of God’s justice (Gen 12:1,2; Deut 10:17-19; Isa 1:16,17; Hos 10:12). http://www.americanbible.org/brcpages/Justice
A Prayer
Grant us, Lord God, a vision of your world as your love would have it: 
a world where the weak are protected, and none go hungry or poor;  
a world where the riches of creation are shared, and everyone can enjoy them; 
a world where different races and cultures live in harmony and mutual respect; 
a world where peace is built with justice, and justice is guided by love.  

Give us the inspiration and courage to build it,
 through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

Study 2
The Good News:  God is the Judge
Something to memorize…


”Righteousness and justice are the foundation of your throne;

love and faithfulness go before you.” 

Psalm 89:14
"For I, the LORD, love justice; I hate robbery and iniquity. 
Isaiah 61:8
Background

Many of the Psalms celebrate the fact that God is the just Judge.   For example:

Psalm 9:8
He will judge the world in righteousness; he will govern the peoples with justice.
Psalm 9:16
The LORD is known by his justice; the wicked are ensnared by the work of their hands. 

Psalm 11:7
For the LORD is righteous, he loves justice; upright men will see his face.
Psalm 33:5
The LORD loves righteousness and justice; the earth is full of his unfailing love.
Psalm 36:6
Your righteousness is like the mighty mountains, your justice like the great deep. O LORD, you preserve both man and beast.
 Psalm 45:6
Your throne, O God, will last for ever and ever; a scepter of justice will be the scepter of your kingdom.
 Psalm 58:11
Then men will say, "Surely the righteous still are rewarded; surely there is a God who judges the earth."
Psalm 72:2
He will judge your people in righteousness, your afflicted ones with justice.
Psalm 75:2
You say, "I choose the appointed time; it is I who judge uprightly.
Psalm 82:8
Rise up, O God, judge the earth, for all the nations are your inheritance.
Psalm 85:10
Love and faithfulness meet together; righteousness and peace kiss each other.

Psalm 99:4
The King is mighty, he loves justice— you have established equity; in Jacob you have done what is just and right.

Psalm 101:1
I will sing of your love and justice; to you, O LORD, I will sing praise.
Psalm 103:6
The LORD works righteousness and justice for all the oppressed.
Psalm 140:12
I know that the LORD secures justice for the poor and upholds the cause of the needy.

Make a list of what these psalms emphasize about God.    Why is his justice something to sing about?

A closer look…
Many of the Psalms are difficult for some readers because in their praise of God’s judgment they often express harsh sentiments that God would do violence to others (e.g. “Break the arms of the wicked and the evildoers” … Ps.10:15).  However, these prayers are prayed by people who really did suffer at the hands of enemies, and they are rooted in the conviction that a just God must judge evil in order to be righteous.  Psalm 10 is such a prayer.  Try reading a portion of this Psalm in light of having experienced radical evil.   For instance, imagine you live in northern Uganda or in the Congo where the Lord’s Resistance Army is active.*  The LRA’s method of operation is to lie in wait in the tall grass (‘the bush’) outside of rural, remote villages which they attack at night (v. 8). They burn homes, steal food and anything else they need, abduct children to become soldiers or sex slaves, and ruthlessly murder or maim others (vv.9-10).  Try to read this psalm from the perspective of having somehow survived one of these raids…

1 Why, LORD, do you stand far off? 
       Why do you hide yourself in times of trouble?

2 In their arrogance the wicked hunt down the weak,  catching them in the schemes they devise....
7 Their mouths are full of lies and threats; 
       trouble and evil are under their tongues.

8 They lie in wait near the villages; 
       from ambush they murder the innocent. 
       Their eyes watch in secret for their victims;

9 like a lion in cover they lie in wait. 
       They lie in wait to catch the helpless; 
       they catch the helpless and drag them off in their nets.

10 [The innocent] are crushed, they collapse; 
       they fall victim to superior strength.

11 The wicked say to themselves, "God will never notice; 
       he covers his face and never sees."

12 Arise, LORD! Lift up your hand, O God.  Do not forget the helpless.

13 Why do the wicked revile God? 
       Why do they say to themselves,  "He won't call us to account"?

14 But you, God, see the trouble of the afflicted; 
       you consider their grief and take it in hand. 
       The victims commit themselves to you; 
       you are the helper of the fatherless.

15 Break the arms of the wicked and the evildoers; 
       call them to account for their wickedness  that would not otherwise be found out.

16 The LORD is King for ever and ever;   the nations will perish from his land.

17 You, LORD, hear the desire of the afflicted; 
       you encourage them, and you listen to their cry,

18 defending the fatherless and the oppressed, 
       so that mere earthly mortals will never again strike terror.
* The LRA has waged a 20+ year civil war in northern Uganda which currently has been displaced to the Congo.  It is estimated that the LRA has abducted up to 30,000 children and has caused millions of people to be displaced from their homes.

Questions to talk about…
1.  What might verses 12-18 mean for a person in that situation?
2.  What truths about God does the psalm focus on?  
3.  How are these truths about God important to you as you consider situations of injustice? 
The Croatian theologian Miraslav Volf used to think that wrath was unworthy of God. Isn’t God love? Shouldn’t divine love be beyond wrath?   After his experience of the atrocities of the Balkan conflicts of the 1990’s he realised that he would rebel against a God who wasn’t wrathful at the sight of the world’s evil. God isn’t wrathful in spite of being love. God is wrathful because God is love.
Miroslav Volf Free of Charge (Zondervan 2005) pp 138-139

A broader look…
Often when we think about the justice or righteousness of God, we think of it in relation to the punishment of sinners as in Psalm 10, but in the Bible it often is used in relation to God’s protection of His people. It is constantly viewed as an attribute of God in which His people should rejoice since it the basis of God’s faithfulness to his promises.. 
Read aloud Psalms 96, 97 and 98.  All three are psalms of praise.  Make a list of all the things for which the writers thank God in these three psalms. How do you respond to these psalms? 
Two quotes to consider…
“Biblical justice is shaped by God’s intention for humanity to live in what the Biblical writers call shalom – a word that means living in right relationship with one another, the creation, and the Creator.  What justice requires is that conditions for shalom be created or restored.” 

Dr. Howard Zehr   http://emu.edu/blog/restorative-justice/2009/03/30/gods-justice-punishment-or-restoration/
"… the Bible is a book about justice; but what a strange and haunting form of justice! Not our familiar modern Western justice, of no one invading one's right to determine one's life as one will. Rather the justice of the widow, the orphan and the alien. A society is just when all the little ones, all the defenseless ones, all the unprotected ones have been brought back into community, to enjoy a fair share in the community's goods, and a standing and voice in the affairs of the community. Biblical justice is the shepherd leaving the corral to look for the hundredth one and then throwing a feast when the one is found."    Nicholas Wolterstorff, Philosophers Who Believe (p.272-273)   

 In light of these definitions of “justice”, why is God’s judgment something to celebrate?

A Prayer

Almighty God, you have given all peoples one common origin,
and your will is to gather them as one family in yourself.
Fill the hearts of all with the fire of your love
and the desire to ensure justice for all our sisters and brothers.
By sharing the good things you give us,
may we secure justice and equality for every human being,
and a human society built on love and peace,
through Jesus Christ our Lord.
Amen.
Study 3

A Case Study from the Prophets: Amos and Justice
Something to memorize…

15 "Does it make you a king  to have more and more cedar? 
       Did not your father have food and drink? 
       He did what was right and just, so all went well with him.
16 He defended the cause of the poor and needy, and so all went well. 
       Is that not what it means to know me?"  declares the LORD.

Jeremiah 22:15-16

Background…
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 Amos was the earliest prophet whose words are preserved in the form of a book. He prophesied in the Northern Kingdom of Israel somewhere between the years 760-750 B.C. Amos was a shepherd who lived in the region of Tekoa, not many miles from the city of Jerusalem. He was an ordinary man chosen by God for a specific purpose: to prophesy to Israel.  (6:14-16)
Rev. Saundra L. Washington writes,
 “Amos' message was to an age of unprecedented post-war prosperity in the middle of the 8th century BC. Materialism had become the order of the day. Politically, the kingdom was secure. Samaria, its capital, was considered impregnable. Under Jeroboam II, Israel enjoyed a remarkable cultural, social, and economic revival. It was the last glorious period in the history of the kingdom of Israel. The hopes and expectations of the people were lifted to the highest heights. They looked forward with great anticipation to even greater success and declared a great "Day of the Lord" (5:18) when God Himself would take the battlefield against their antagonists.  What they did not realize was that they themselves had become God’s antagonists and were therefore ripe for judgment!
It was also a time of fervent patriotism. Everyone seemed unanimous in the conviction that God had at long last begun to fulfill His ancient promises to the nation (Genesis 9:25-27). The fact that Amos confronted people in power about Israel’s injustice was seen as unpatriotic and treasonous (7:10-13). 
Amos starts by naming the sins of the nations that surrounded Israel (1:2-2:5). Then in 2:6 he begins to name the evils going on right in Israel.  
Questions to talk about…
Read 2:6-8, 3:9-10, 4:1-5, 5:7-13, 6:1-7, 6:12, 8:4-6.  As you read, list the things that Amos exposes that were going on ‘behind the scenes.’
Compare what Amos says to Israel with what Jeremiah said later on to Judah in Jeremiah 5:26-31.  How was justice being violated?  
“… justice to Amos is not just conformity to a civil code, though it is involved to some degree. But for him, it was having the right dealings with and relationship toward others .....”   Rev. Saundra L. Washington
All this was going on in Israel while the outward forms of worship were still being practiced.  How do you respond to the strong words of God in 5:21-24 (see also Isaiah 1:10-17)?  
How is it that people (like us??) can worship and sing praises, yet still be enmeshed in injustice? 
Two quotes to consider…
“ Amos’ message of God’s opposition to injustice, his criticism of the people’s worship of material things, and his witness of God's special concern for the poor and oppressed, affirm that the worship of God in any age is worthless if social oppression and injustice are ignored.”   Claude Mariottini http://www.claudemariottini.com/blog/2007/10/amos-and-social-justice.html
...evil perseveres as long as the poor are trampled upon (5:11); evil lingers as long as human justice conforms to the dictates of created interests (5:12); evil dominates as long as dissidents are forced to silence and the powerless are denied due process (5:12). In summary, evil shall continue unabated among God’s people as long as their established order continues its policies of exclusivism, harassment, intimidation, and violation of the rights of people.                                                                        Ruth Ann Foster

http://www.christianethicstoday.com/issue/024/Dangerous%20Waters%20of%20Justice%20and%20Righteousness%20By%20Ruth%20Ann%20Foster_024_11_.htm
More questions to talk about…

From 5:14-15, 24, what does real spirituality look like? How does this affect your understanding of what it means to be a Christian?  
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. quoted Amos 5:24 as he confronted racial injustice in the USA.  What connections can you make between the things that concerned Amos and our society today?  
Can you identify some ways you see that the river of justice is being blocked from flowing? What will you do about it? 
A Prayer…
O God,
Open our eyes that we may see the needs of others; 
Open our ears that we may hear their cries; 
Open our hearts that we may feel their anguish and their joy.
Let us not be afraid to defend the oppressed, the poor, the powerless, 
because of the anger and might of the powerful. 

Show us where love and hope and faith are needed, 
and use us to bring them to those places. 
Open our ears and eyes, 
our hearts and lives,
that we may to do some work of justice and peace for you.
Amen.

Study 4:
Our Calling: To Do Justice
Something to memorize…
Blessed are they who maintain justice, who constantly do what is right.
 Psalm 106:3
Background…
Just as there is a basic assumption that God is just, so there is a basic assumption throughout the Bible that God’s people will be just and righteous in their dealings.  This assumption is seen as far back as God’s call to Abram:
 17 Then the LORD said, "Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do? 18 Abraham will surely become a great and powerful nation, and all nations on earth will be blessed through him. 19 For I have chosen him, so that he will direct his children and his household after him to keep the way of the LORD by doing what is right and just, so that the LORD will bring about for Abraham what he has promised him."

Questions to talk about….

Look at the following passages from the Law, the Psalms, and the Prophets: 
What do you learn about God’s expectation of his people from them?  
In what ways do these passages challenge you?    How do they encourage you?  
What would it mean to be part of a community that seeks to lives by these passages? 
Do not pervert justice or show partiality. Do not accept a bribe, for a bribe blinds the eyes of the wise and twists the words of the righteous. Follow justice and justice alone, so that you may live and possess the land the LORD your God is giving you. Deuteronomy 16:19-20

Do not deprive the alien or the fatherless of justice, or take the cloak of the widow as a pledge. Deuteronomy 24:17
Praise be to the LORD your God, who has delighted in you and placed you on his throne as king to rule for the LORD your God. Because of the love of your God for Israel and his desire to uphold them forever, he has made you king over them, to maintain justice and righteousness." 2 Chronicles 9:8  


Blessed are they who maintain justice, who constantly do what is right. Psalm 106:3
  
Good will come to him who is generous and lends freely, who conducts his affairs with justice.  Psalm 112:5
  
…learn to do right!  Seek justice, encourage the oppressed. Defend the cause of the fatherless, plead the case of the widow. Isaiah 1:17
Thus says the LORD, "Do justice and righteousness, and deliver the one who has been robbed from the power of his oppressor. Also do not mistreat or do violence to the stranger, the orphan, or the widow; and do not shed innocent blood in this place. Jeremiah 22:3
'Thus says the Lord GOD, "Enough, you princes of Israel; put away violence and destruction, and practice justice and righteousness. Stop your expropriations from My people," declares the Lord GOD. Ezekiel 45:9
But you must return to your God; maintain love and justice, and wait for your God always.
 Hosea 12:6
"This is what the LORD Almighty says: 'Administer true justice; show mercy and compassion to one another.  Zechariah 7:9
“But let justice roll on like a river,  righteousness like a never-failing stream!”  Amos 5:24

He has told you, O man, what is good; and what does the LORD require of you  but to do justice, to love kindness, And to walk humbly with your God?  Micah 6:8
A Closer Look

Read Matthew 25:31–46

What do you notice about the basis upon which God separates people?

Jesus refers (verse 37) to those who are blessed as “righteous”. What do you think it means to be “righteous” from this passage?

What’s important to Jesus about our lives? How does this relate to what you have thought about what it means to be Christian? 
Jesus says that serving people around you is the equivalent of serving the King himself. What does this tell us about Jesus?

What are some practical ways you can follow Jesus in the way he describes in this story?
Two Quotes to Consider…
God has a bigger plan for the world: working for redemption, and using people from all over the world to bring justice, hope, and good news. It is crucial to the gospel to be providing for people in need. This is what God will care about when you end your life, but also this is what will help you see God on earth.      “Jesus Justice and Poverty” www.intervarsity.org
“The waters of justice and righteousness are dangerous to those of us who have promised to follow Christ and to live in covenant with His people. God’s justice is dangerous because:

· to ignore it reveals we are not truly his;

· to misunderstand it can lead to depersonalizing and compartmentalizing those made in God’s image;

· to rationalize away its demands hardens our hearts to God;

· to seek to live out the demands of God’s justice is risky and goes against the grain of normal behavior and cultural norms;

· to pray for God’s justice calls us into involvement with those who need justice.
Are we courageous disciples? Are we brave enough to be God’s light and justice to those in the shadows? If we are to know God fully through his Son Jesus Christ, we must live justly. If the world is to know Jesus Christ through us, we must risk entering into the dangerous waters of God’s justice and righteousness. 
Ruth Ann Foster

http://www.christianethicstoday.com/issue/024/Dangerous%20Waters%20of%20Justice%20and%20Righteousness%20By%20Ruth%20Ann%20Foster_024_11_.htm

A Prayer…
O Lord our God,
grant us grace fearlessly to contend against evil
and to make no peace with oppression.

May we reverently use our freedom create and maintain justice
in our communities and among the nations,
to the glory of your holy name.
Amen.

Study 5
Jesus and Justice


Something to memorize…
"Woe to you Pharisees, because you give God a tenth of your mint,
 rue and all other kinds of garden herbs,
 but you neglect justice and the love of God. 
Luke 11:42
"Here is my servant whom I have chosen, the one I love, in whom I delight; 
I will put my Spirit on him, and he will proclaim justice to the nations.  
A bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering wick he will not snuff out,
 till he leads justice to victory…” 
Matthew 12:18-20

Background…
Jesus does not often directly speak about justice, but he does speak a lot about love. 
28 One of the teachers of the law came and heard them debating. Noticing that Jesus had given them a good answer, he asked him, "Of all the commandments, which is the most important?" 
    29 "The most important one," answered Jesus, "is this: 'Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. 30 Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.'  31 The second is this: 'Love your neighbor as yourself. 'There is no commandment greater than these." 
    32 "Well said, teacher," the man replied. "You are right in saying that God is one and there is no other but him. 33 To love him with all your heart, with all your understanding and with all your strength, and to love your neighbor as yourself is more important than all burnt offerings and sacrifices." 
    34 When Jesus saw that he had answered wisely, he said to him, "You are not far from the kingdom of God." And from then on no one dared ask him any more questions. 

Questions to talk about…

Given the definitions of justice we have been looking at, what connections do you see between the strong call for justice in the Law, Psalms and Prophets and Jesus’ command to love? 
Amos compared the law of God to a plumb line to reveal the injustice of Israel in his time.  In a similar way, Jesus holds up the love of God and neighbor as the plumb line to expose injustice.  

Read the following three stories in Luke’s gospel. 

Luke 7:36-50        
Luke 10:25-37            
Luke 19:1-9  
How do these stories demonstrate the sort of justice God envisions?  What do they mean for you? 

Jesus told the Pharisee in the Good Samaritan story to “go and do likewise.”  How will you express this sort of neighborliness to the ‘outsiders’ into your life?   

In Zacchaeus’ story, Jesus says that his response was the sign that salvation has come to his house.  What does that imply about what conversion looks like today?

Read Luke 4:14-21 in which Jesus quotes part of Isaiah 61:

14 Jesus returned to Galilee in the power of the Spirit, and news about him spread through the whole countryside. 15 He was teaching in their synagogues, and everyone praised him.  16 He went to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, and on the Sabbath day he went into the synagogue, as was his custom. He stood up to read, 17 and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was handed to him. Unrolling it, he found the place where it is written: 
18 "The Spirit of the Lord is on me, 
       because he has anointed me 
       to proclaim good news to the poor. 
       He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners 
       and recovery of sight for the blind, 
       to set the oppressed free,

19 to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor."
20 Then he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant and sat down. The eyes of everyone in the synagogue were fastened on him. 21 He began by saying to them, "Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing." 
Just as Isaiah 61 shaped Jesus’ mission, his mission should shape ours.  How does this affect your understanding of what it means to be a Christian?  

A Quote to Consider…

To ignore issues of justice and integrity exposes the church to accusations of aiding injustice. Genesis 2 clearly reveals that God created humankind to live together in community; being called the people of God requires even greater attention to injustice, especially that perpetuated by God’s people. Modern American culture particularly is at odds with Christ’s “upside-down” kingdom and often is outright anti-God in its enamoration of materialism, hierarchical structures, acceptance of violence, misuse of the environment, and blind disregard for those who do not possess the American dream.
Recalling the themes of Mary’s song in Luke 1:46-55, Jesus revealed His upside-down kingdom as a radical reversal of normal human values. The focus then of His coming was on the poor, the enslaved, the blind, and the downtrodden, a focus that embodied God’s nature as defender of the weak. Jesus fulfilled the Old Testament teaching concerning justice for the needy and helpless in his teaching (Luke 4:l6ff) and in his attention to the physical as well as the spiritual needs of people.
The church then becomes the stage on which Jesus’ radical way of living is acted out.  
Ruth Ann Foster

http://www.christianethicstoday.com/issue/024/Dangerous%20Waters%20of%20Justice%20and%20Righteousness%20By%20Ruth%20Ann%20Foster_024_11_.htm

A Prayer…
  Loving God,
you have reconciled us in Christ Jesus
and have given us the ministry of reconciliation.
We pray for all those from whom we are estranged.
Bring healing to strained or broken relationships.
Forgive us for the times we have wronged others,
whether by ignorance, neglect, or intention.
Grant us the courage and the grace to seek their forgiveness
and opportunity to make amends.
Where others have wronged us,
grant us a gracious spirit ,that we might forgive
even as we have been forgiven in Jesus Christ.
 Amen.
Study 6

The Cross and God’s Justice
Something to memorize…
21 But now apart from the law

 the righteousness of God has been made known, 

to which the Law and the Prophets testify. 

22 This righteousness is given through faith

 in Jesus Christ to all who believe. 

Romans 3:21-22 
Background…
Why did Jesus have to die?  That question has both a historical answer and a theological one.  Historically, he was condemned to death because of concern that he was leading a revolt against Roman power.  The Jewish leaders were afraid his teaching would incite people to rebel against Rome which would bring about a crushing response from the Roman military. The Roman leaders had no patience with potential threats to their power.  And so, Jesus was executed to put an end to his movement.   

Theologically, the New Testament asserts that in this act, God was redeeming the world from the power of sin and death.  Since the judgment of God against sin was borne by Jesus, forgiveness and new life could now justly be poured out upon all who follow him.    

Questions to talk about….
The New Testament uses a variety of ways to describe what happened in and through Jesus’ death and why it matters.  Look at the following passages from Romans, 1 Peter, and Colossians and talk about what each points out regarding the meaning of what happened on the cross.  
Romans 3:21-26
21 But now apart from the law the righteousness of God has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify. 22 This righteousness is given through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference between Jew and Gentile, 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and all are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. 25 God presented Christ as a sacrifice of atonement,  through the shedding of his blood—to be received by faith. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished— 26 he did it to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus. 
Paul uses images from three spheres of life to describe how what happened on the cross.  Each taken just by itself can lead to a distortion, but taken together they give us a glimpse of why Jesus’ death is so central to Christian faith:
Atonement – This is an image from the religious sphere.  Jesus’ death is a sacrifice in that he bears the judgment of God on behalf of others.
Justification – This is from the legal sphere. Jesus’ death in our place means we are “in the right” before the justice of God.

Redemption – This is from the economic sphere. Jesus’ death paid the price to free us from enslavement to sin and death.
From this passage, how would Paul explain how the cross of Christ reveals the justice of God?
1 Peter 2:20-25
But if you suffer for doing good and you endure it, this is commendable before God. 21 To this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps. 
    22 "He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his mouth." 
    23 When they hurled their insults at him, he did not retaliate; when he suffered, he made no threats. Instead, he entrusted himself to him who judges justly. 24 "He himself bore our sins" in his body on the cross, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; "by his wounds you have been healed." 25 For "you were like sheep going astray," but now you have returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls.  
For Peter, what is the importance of the cross in terms of how we live? What does it mean that Christ’s suffering on the cross set an example for us (v. 21)?  What does it mean in practical terms to follow the way of Jesus on the cross?
Colossians 2:6-15
 6 So then, just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live your lives in him, 7 rooted and built up in him, strengthened in the faith as you were taught, and overflowing with thankfulness.  8 See to it that no one takes you captive through hollow and deceptive philosophy, which depends on human tradition and the elemental spiritual forces of this world rather than on Christ. 

 9 For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form, 10 and in Christ you have been brought to fullness. He is the head over every power and authority. 11 In him you were also circumcised with a circumcision not performed by human hands. Your sinful nature was put off when you were circumcised by  Christ, 12 having been buried with him in baptism, in which you were also raised with him through your faith in the working of God, who raised him from the dead. 
 13 When you were dead in your sins and in the uncircumcision of your sinful nature,  God made you alive with Christ. He forgave us all our sins, 14 having canceled the charge of our legal indebtedness, which stood against us and condemned us; he has taken it away, nailing it to the cross. 15 And having disarmed the powers and authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross. 
From this passage, what is the significance of  Jesus’ death on the cross?  How does it relate to God’s judgment against sin and evil?  What does it mean for you that Christ has done this? 
Two Quotes to Consider…

In the cross alone are integrated love and justice, the twin foundations upon which we may build our moral and spiritual home, individually and nationally. It is theoretically and practically impossible to build any community apart from love and justice. If only one of these two is focused upon, an inevitable extremism and perversion follow. Throughout history, mankind has shouted its ideals of liberty, equality and justice; yet the ideologies that have risen, supposedly in the pursuit of human progress, have left in their wake some very dastardly experiments that echo with the whimpering sounds of man, like a trapped animal. Rising above the cry of liberty, equality and justice is the more rending plea for that sense of belonging we call love. And the love unbounded by any sense of right or wrong is not love but self-centredness and autocracy. In the cross of Jesus Christ, the demands of the law were satisfied, and the generosity of love was expressed.   
                                                       Ravi Zacharias, Can Man Live Without God? 
Forgiveness is not the same thing as sweeping under the carpet. Justice requires that sin is recognised for what it is; forgiveness is not possible unless sin is recognised as sin. Real forgiveness aims at reconciliation, at relationships being restored. For there to be real reconciliation, justice and mercy BOTH have to be demonstrated. 

This is the principle behind the bringing together of offender and victim in restorative justice; the offender needs to understand the impact of the offence upon the victim; the victim needs to see that the offender has understood this and really repented of it before there can be real forgiveness.  
This is what is happening on the cross. At the cross the effects of our sin and evil are demonstrated, as Christ bears the consequences of human sin. There are two possible ways of thinking about this, both I believe faithful to scripture. One is that on the cross Jesus received the punishment for sin that should have been ours. A slightly different view is that God’s wrath includes allowing the consequences of sin to happen and effectively being the punishment for sin. God bears the consequences of our sin. 

Either way, the cross demonstrates that sin matters to God profoundly; the cross demonstrates that we live in a universe where justice really matters and not one where sin can just be ignored. True forgiveness requires that wrongdoing is recognised as wrongdoing. 

But the cross also demonstrates that by bearing the consequences of human sin, God freely gives love., compassion and mercy to human sinners. As a result of the cross we are set free from the consequences of our sin which God in Christ has overcome, thereby reconciling the world to himself.

The cross is a place where justice and mercy meet – or better, it shows that true justice involves mercy, because the aim of true justice is to put things right.
                                                                         www.saintjohns.co.uk/.../CROSS
A Prayer…

Lord Jesus, Redeemer of all,
hear our prayer. 

For the love you bear
to those who ask forgiveness,
look mercifully on us,
as once you looked on Mary Magdalene
and on Peter who denied you. 

Look on us, Lord Jesus Christ,
as you looked on the thief on his cross
and on every sinner
whom you have ever forgiven. 

Look on us, merciful Lord,
as you looked on your mother, Mary,
standing in sorrow beneath your cross.
Let us feel in our hearts her compassion for you,
and let our eyes weep for the sorrows
our sins have caused. 

Call us from darkness
to our Father’s house,
give us a new heart
and a place at your side
at the banquet of your kingdom.
Amen.
Study 7-  Our Hope and Our Aim
To Memorize…
6 The wolf will live with the lamb, 
       the leopard will lie down with the goat, 
       the calf and the lion and the yearling together; 
       and a little child will lead them.

7 The cow will feed with the bear, 
       their young will lie down together, 
       and the lion will eat straw like the ox.

8 The infant will play near the hole of the cobra, 
       and the young child put his hand into the viper's nest.

9 They will neither harm nor destroy 
       on all my holy mountain, 
       for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the LORD 
       as the waters cover the sea.

Isaiah 11:6-9

Questions to talk about…
What are we looking for anyway?  What is the vision of the future God is calling us towards?  

A couple things it’s not:
We are not destined for sitting on clouds and playing harps…
We are not destined for some sort of disembodied bliss…
Read the following passages and talk about what they contribute to your understanding of what is to come:
Isaiah 11:1-9

Isaiah 32:16-20
Isaiah 33:14-24

Isaiah 51:3-5
Matthew 6:9-10 

Romans 8:18-23

2 Peter 3:13
Revelation 21:1-4, 22-26
Pursuing God’s love and justice in the world can be very hard since so many forces push back against them.  What resistance to God’s love and justice have you experienced?  Are there ways you resist it yourself?  

Do these poetic, figurative pictures of God’s will for the earth inspire you to keep on following God’s way despite the resistance you may experience now? Why or why not?  

Is there one passage or image that especially catches your heart and imagination? 
What are some implications these descriptions of God’s future have for you right now? 
Two Quotes  to Consider…
The Christian vision of the future is really quite earthy!  The vision for the future is a renewed, restored earth, free from sin.   These passages from the prophets, epistles and Revelation are all pictures of ‘shalom’ – where peace, harmony, and right relationships reign.  In other words, it is what happens when God’s justice is fully established.  This is the Kingdom of God – where God’s will is done on earth as it is heaven. In the meantime God’s people are to work towards this vision.  What we do now can either contribute towards shalom or be yet another barrier to it.                 Bill Cutler
I work in a very tough area of Britain. There is not much hope sociologically where I live and work, they're all sorts of conditions of poverty and deprivation and so on.  I really do believe that the message of the kingdom of God is for places like this. …It's because I believe in God's kingdom of justice and peace already existing because of Jesus, and yet to come in the future, this gives me the energy and the focus to work for the kingdom of God in the present.                                           NT Wright
http://abcnews.go.com/Nightline/FaithMatters/Story?id=4330823&page=1
Overview of the Seven Bible Studies…

In what ways have these Bible studies shaped your understanding of God? 

How are they affecting the choices you make about the way you live? 

What next steps do you need to take to be faithful to what you have read and heard?

A Prayer…

Eternal God, 
in whose perfect kingdom no sword is drawn but the sword of righteousness, 
no strength known but the strength of love: 
So mightily spread abroad your Spirit,
 that all people may live in peace, as children of one Father,
 to whom be dominion and glory, now and forever.  
Amen.
Almighty God, 
guide the nations of the world into the way of justice and truth, 
and establish among us that peace 
which is the fruit of righteousness,
 that we may become a new community of the Spirit;
 through Jesus Christ our Lord.  
Amen.

Justice

In modern society, justice is most often described as fairness according to the law. When people receive justice, they receive the penalty they deserve, or they are repaid for the damages done to them. In the Bible, justice is related to the Law of Moses, which the Lord gave to the people of Israel as a gift for their protection and well-being. But God’s justice goes beyond simply obeying the law; it is mainly concerned with doing what is right in all relationships. Here is a modern example: A company’s manufacturing process creates poisonous waste that flows into a nearby river. The company is following the law by keeping the waste flow to the limit set by the law. But that means some poisonous waste still flows into the river. This company is following the law, but is it doing all it can to protect and care for the environment and the people who use the river?

Justice in the Bible is not simply obeying the law. It means living in relationships of love and caring. Justice begins with God and flows from God’s overwhelming love. God wants justice for all of creation (Ps 9:7-9) and chose the people of Israel to be living examples of God’s justice (Gen 12:1,2; Deut 10:17-19; Isa 1:16,17; Hos 10:12).

In the New Testament, the apostle Paul describes how God’s justice comes from God’s overwhelming love, which flows through God’s followers to the poor and needy (2 Cor 9:7-11). Responding to a question about which of the commandments was most important, Jesus answered in a way that emphasized God’s justice: “...you have only one Lord and God. You must love him with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength...love others as much as you love yourself” (Mark 12:29-31; see also Lev 19:18). When Jesus announced the purpose for his work on earth, he said it was to bring the good news to the poor, prisoners, those with physical limitations, and anyone who suffers (Luke 4:18; Isa 61:1,2). Justice brings protection and freedom to all. When a person’s deepest and most basic needs are taken care of by acts of justice, they are set free from the painful effects of their need.

Justice is so important to God that if God’s people don’t do justice in their relationships with others, their worship and other acts of devotion toward God are meaningless (Isa 1:10-17; Jer 9:23,24; Amos 5:21-24). While all of God’s people are expected to be just, those who have power and wealth are especially responsible for being living examples of God’s justice (2 Sam 8:15; Ps 45:6,7; Prov 16:12; Jer 21:11,12). Those who use power and wealth to take advantage of others will suffer the Lord’s judgment (Amos 2:6-8). This means that some will not see God’s justice as an advantage for them. All people, especially the poor and oppressed, have a right to have their basic needs met. As those in need are given what they deserve, those who have made them needy in the first place may suddenly have less, or may even become oppressed and needy themselves (Amos 5:10-15; Luke 1:51-53; 6:20-25).

http://www.americanbible.org/brcpages/Justice
