What If Jesus Was Serious...About Justice?
Week 1 ~ Introduction & Chapters 1-6

Introduction

Justice is a word that gets thrown around a lot. But do we have an agreed-upon understanding
of what we mean when we use that word or when we point to issues of “justice” or "injustice"?
Through this series our goal is to unify around Jesus’ understanding of justice. Along the way,
what we'll discover is that God is passionate about justice, so our inherent desire for justice
comes to us honestly. It’s part of what makes us the image of God.

Furthermore, the main message of Jesus, what we call the “Gospel”, is that the Kingdom of God
is here, now, and available and accessible to all through Him. But talk is cheap. Declaring such a
message is easy. Creating a community that lives into that message is the challenge. But that is
exactly what the Church (followers of Jesus, past, present, and future) is called to do. So we
proclaim that message, but then we must LIVE that message. The character, quality, and
attributes of the Kingdom of God are meant to be on display in and through the Church. And
justice is a big/main part of God’s Kingdom. Ideally, when people seek justice, they should be
able to look at followers of Jesus and see a community of justice. But again, what exactly do we
mean by that? This book we’re reading and discussing together will help us answer that.

Here’s a fun (and important) piece of Biblical knowledge for you. In the Greek language, which
the New Testament was written in, the Greek word “dikaiosyne” can be translated as justice OR
righteousness. So anytime we encounter the word “righteousness” in the New Testament (over
90 times), we can, accurately, substitute the word “justice”. For example, “But seek first His
kingdom and His righteousness (justice), and all these things will be given to you.” (Matthew
6:33) “For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of righteousness
(justice), peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.” (Romans 14:17) And while in the Hebrew of the Old
Testament righteousness and justice are not the same exact word, they are closely related. For
example, “Righteousness and justice are the foundation of Your kingdom; love and faithfulness
go before You.” (Psalm 89:14)

I bring all this up just to reinforce the point that justice is not a secondary or peripheral issue in
the Bible or, more importantly, in the Kingdom of God. This is why we’re giving it our attention

in this season.

And you know my introductory remarks would not be complete without offering you a Bible
Project video...

https://bibleproject.com/videos/justice/
Now on to some of Skye’s thoughts in his introduction...

Skye mentions that American Christians have a unique distortion that results in (among other
things) a tendency to separate Gospel proclamation (evangelism) from Gospel demonstration


https://bibleproject.com/videos/justice/

(justice). He goes on to say, “For large segments of the American church, Christianity morphed
into an individualized faith about one’s personal relationship with God, private morality, and
escaping to heaven from an earth destined for destruction.” (page 12) This particular distortion
is reinforced by a highly individualized culture that views individual rights and freedoms as
having the highest value/priority..

e How would you describe/articulate the calling/mission of the Church?

e How have you seen evangelism and justice separated or one emphasized over the
other? Why do you think that is?

e How aware are you that American Christianity has its own unique distortion? (To be
fair, every culture does...but it behooves us to be aware of the distortion we are most
prone to.) How have you been affected by that distortion?

One of my plans as we go through this book is to highlight an assertion Skye makes and simply
ask you to respond to it...i.e. What do you think/feel about what he said? Do you agree or
disagree, and why? That sort of thing. For example...

e Skye says, “The reduction of the church’s mission to a single dimension—either social
reform or saving souls—is most prevalent within modern, white, Protestant, American
Christianity.” (page 14) What do you make of that?

Throughout this book Skye is going to encourage us to use both/and, as opposed to either/or,
thinking and to hold things in tension. This can be challenging for us because we have a
tendency to avoid tension. But part of being a follower of Jesus in this world is embracing the
tension that naturally comes our way and allowing God to use it to form us. So, let’s embrace the
tension/challenge.

***Note to Table Group Leaders: As always, there’s going to be more material and questions
here than you can possibly get through in one session. You're not going to be able to give each
chapter equal attention. That’s OK. The goal IS NOT to get through all the material/questions.
Just choose the points and discussion questions (or come up with your own) that you feel will
contribute to your group having a good conversation. Remember, connection and relationships
over content.***

Chapter 1 ~ If Jesus Was Serious...Then Our Understanding Of Justice Must Begin In The Old
Testament

Skye says, “...justice is a very popular subject today. It seems like everything, from economics
to environmentalism, is now framed as a justice issue in our social discourse, but it’s important
to recognize that different definitions of justice’ exist, rooted in different traditions and
assumptions.” (page 22) For our purposes, we want to understand the Biblical/Christian
definition of justice and the assumptions that undergird our faith tradition.



Skye begins his analysis by defining two key Hebrew words found in the Old Testament that
both get translated into English...

> “Tsedaqah” = the right/proper ordering of relationships (a very relational and
community-focused word)

> “Mishpat” = making relationships right again when things have gone wrong

These words demonstrate that from the Biblical (and Jesus’) perspective justice is about
relationships, order, flourishing, and restoration...i.e. things (and especially relationships) being
as they should be...by God’s standards.

Now, hopefully these words/concepts seem familiar to you. You'll recall that we began this year
with the book, The Very Good Gospel. In that book, Lisa Sharon Harper also went back to the
Old Testament to demonstrate the focus and priority of justice in God’s good creation. So part of
this series is to reinforce and build upon what we covered in that series.

Skye says, “First, justice is about everyone in a community fulfilling their obligations to
everyone else so that everyone can thrive together. (Tsedaqah) Second, when these
relationships become disordered, as they always do, biblical justice is the work of restoring
order by righting wrongs.” (Mishpat) (page 23)

I was listening to a podcast recently (sorry, I can’t remember the name of the podcast or the
person who said this) and the guest stated that, historically and globally, people born into most
cultures learn early on a sense of duty and obligation to contribute to the common good. In
modern Western cultures, by contrast, people learn early on a sense of entitlement and
expectation that the world owes them something. That really struck me. Sadly, I think she is
right. And I can’t help but wonder if many of the challenges we face today in our culture/society
stem from that and if it manifests itself in the multitude of injustices (real or perceived) that we
see today.

e Prior to reading this chapter, how would you have defined justice? How does that
compare to what was laid out in this chapter?

e What obligations do you have to other members of your community? How are you
contributing to the common good?

e From your experience/observation does it seem that “justice”is framed more from a
punitive standpoint or a restorative standpoint? (Explain and/or give examples.)

Chapter 2 ~ If Jesus Was Serious...Then Justice Is Part of God’s Creation

In this chapter Skye, referencing Old Testament scholar John Walton, demonstrates how the
Genesis creation account goes from Unorder (Pre-creation) to Order (Creation) to Disorder
(Fall). Skye concludes this chapter, “In the creation story, when everything is properly ordered,



God calls it ‘good’. This is what the Bible means by fjustice’--everything is just as it should
be...To seek justice, therefore, is to cooperate with God against the state of unorder and the
forces of disorder. Justice means joining with God in His creative and redemptive work to
make things right again.” (page 27)

Harkening back to Lisa Sharon Harper’s The Very Good Gospel, this is what we were created for.
When the Bible speaks of humans having “dominion” over God’s creation it means we are to
cultivate and maintain justice on God’s behalf. Nothing about this mandate/vocation for
humanity changes from Old Testament to New Testament. The Church, you and I, now carry the
mantle for this work.

e  Where do you observe unorder, and how can you cooperate with God (and others) to
bring order? (Or, how are you already cooperating with God, and how is that going?)

e Where do you observe disorder, and how can you cooperate with God (and others) to
restore order? (Or, how are you already cooperating with God, and how is that going?)

Chapter 3 ~ If Jesus Was Serious...Then All People Are Made In God’s Image And Crave Justice

This world is not as it should be, and people don’t behave as they ought (and that includes each
of us). People across time and place seem to agree with these sentiments. This is one of Skye’s
points in this chapter. Or, as he says it, “A sense of oughtness is universal to our species...a
vision of justice is innate to every human society.” (page 30)

e Skye asserts that, “...we have moral cravings because we are moral creatures who occupy
a moral universe.” (page 30) What do you think/feel about that?

e Do you believe that a rightly ordered world is possible/achievable? If so, how? If not,
why not?

e How/where have you seen Christians deny/diminish the importance of justice in
preference_for more “spiritual” pursuits/priorities?

Some (perhaps many) would say that America is a modern-day empire. (I certainly would.) For
the sake of discussion, let’s run with that assumption. Skye’s point in this chapter is that empires
tend to have a warped view of people, and thus of justice. (Namely, empires miss—or
dismiss—God’s perspective and determine their own values regarding good/bad,
right/wrong...bascially the human tendency on steroids.)

e In what ways do you think America misses God’s perspective? Or, what aspects of
America’s idea of justice doesn’t square with God’s?

e What does America value and prioritize? What does God value and prioritize?



Skye makes this comment, “...using underestimated people to accomplish His purposes is one of
God’s specialties.” (page 34)

e What group of people might currently be underestimated?
As strong and powerful as empires are, ironically, they generally run on fear. And as Skye points
out, “...fear causes us to misinterpret reality and ignore the nature of God’s kingdom and
Jjustice.” (page 36) When we (individually or collectively) fear, our tendency is to reach for some
kind of power in order to alleviate that fear.

e How does fear contribute to injustice?

e How do you/we reach for power when afraid? (Or, what forms of power do you/we
tend to reach for when afraid?)

Chapter 5 ~ If Jesus Was Serious...Then We Should Resist Evil

We all likely, unwittingly I assume, cooperate with evil more than we realize. We often miss the
harm we cause because those harmed are generally outside our view/purview. But just because
we don’t see it, or aren’t directly contributing to harm, doesn’t mean it’s not happening.

Additionally, one of the temptations for us who tend to benefit from our place in the empire is to
not critique the empire and its ways. This is one of the ways empires gain and sustain
power...too many people turn a blind eye to injustice.

As mentioned in the last chapter, beneath the bravado of empires lies a deep well of fear. One
way cultures deal with fear is through scapegoating (finding someone to blame). The easiest
people to scapegoat are the ones who can’t really fight back...minorities. As Skye says, “The true
fragility of empires is revealed in their tendency to view the most innocent and vulnerable as a
threat and then target them for destruction.” (page 38) (To be fair, most societies do some form
of scapegoating. Empires just tend to do it on a bigger and more blatantly.)

This chapter reminds me of something Martin Luther King, Jr said, “The Church must be
reminded that it is not the master or the servant of the state, but rather the conscience of the
state.” Part of the prophetic witness of the Church is to critique the state. Within powerful
empires, it becomes tempting to not fulfill that calling...out of fear, of either
repercussions/reprisals or loss of privilege.

e What are some ways we cooperate with evil? What are some ways we can resist evil, or
gently subvert evil, or practice “gentle noncooperation with evil? (Try to be

specific...perhaps brainstorm together.)

e Inourday, age, and place, who tends to get scapegoated?



e How might the Church serve as the conscience of the state? (Be specific.)

Chapter 6 ~ If Jesus Was Serious...Then God Hears The Cries Of The Oppressed

So far in this book we have seen a lot of reflection upon Israel’s time in slavery in Egypt. They
were oppressed people. God saw their plight and heard their pleas and delivered them. But
there’s a significant detail Skye didn’t mention that I think is worth noting.

How long were the Israelites slaves in Egypt? The Bible tells us that they were enslaved for 400
years. Let me say that again, FOUR HUNDRED YEARS! (Just for the sake of perspective, the
United States has only been a nation for 250 years.) This means that generations upon
generations of Israelites were born into slavery, lived in slavery, and died in slavery...for four
centuries...without getting to experience God’s deliverance.

Why do I bring this up? Because it is important to note that, yes, God does see/hear, care, and
act...but He does so on His timing. And His timing is rarely the same as our timing. We need to
keep this in perspective as we observe and experience injustice around us and around the world.
It is tempting to wonder, “Why isn’t God doing something about this?” In fact, this might be one
of the greatest tests of our faith. Even if we don’t get to see God’s deliverance in our lifetime, let
us not give up hope or stop trusting that God will (eventually) make things right.

More to the point of this chapter, as Skye points out, we do have a tendency to ascribe virtue to
our group identity (surely we're the good guys, right?) and to ascribe vice, or at least suspicion,
to those outside our group. What we need to remember is that Jesus is calling people from ALL
KINDS OF GROUPS into His family, His Church.

e Who are you negatively prejudiced toward?

e Even if were not oppressed, we can join our prayers with those who are oppressed.
What oppressed group do you have a heart for?

e How have you been challenged by God’s seeming inaction/unresponsiveness? In what
ways are you challenged by God’s timing? What do you want to see God hurry up with?

(scroll down for Soul Training Exercise)



Soul Training Exercise ~ Reflecting On & Contributing To The Common Good

We all benefit from the contributions of others. Hopefully, we all contribute to the benefit of
others in some way. This is as things ought to be...i.e. it’s one aspect of justice.

This week’s invitation is to prayerfully reflect on all the ways you benefit from other people
working for the common good. Additionally, give some thought to all the various ways you
contribute to the common good. Allow this exercise to deepen your appreciation/gratitude for
others and perhaps give you fresh perspective and inspiration on your contribution.

Remember, our calling is to participate with God in making a more just world.
Read & Reflect on... (these are the scriptural passages Skye has at the end of each chapter)

Psalm 33:4-5
Ezekiel 18:5-9
Genesis 1:1-5

Isaiah 45:5-13
Deuteronomy 32:1-4
Isaiah 56:1-2
Exodus 1:15-21

I Corinthians 1:18-31
Luke 3:1-20

Exodus 2:1-10
Matthew 8:5-10



