What If Jesus Was Serious...About Justice?
Week 2 ~ Chapters 7-13

Chapter 7 ~ If Jesus Was Serious...Then God Cares More About Justice Than Identity

God is kind, compassionate, merciful, gracious, just, etc. We certainly want God to be that way
towards us. But how do we feel if God is also that way to those we might consider our enemies or
toward those we might consider unworthy?

The fact of the matter is that none of us, nobody, is “worthy”. Or to say it differently, God doesn’t
treat some people with favor because they have somehow earned God’s favor. Jesus said, “But I
tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be children of
your Father in heaven. He causes His sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on
the righteous and unrighteous. If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are
not even tax collectors doing that? And if you greet only your brothers and sisters, what are
you doing more than others? Do not even pagans do that? Be perfect, therefore, as your
heavenly Father is perfect.” (Matthew 5:44-48)

The apostle Paul said, quoting God from Exodus 33, “What then shall we say? Is God unjust?
Not at all! For He says to Moses, T will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have
compassion on whom I have compassion.’ It does not, therefore, depend on human desire or
effort, but on God’s mercy.” (Romans 9:14-16)

God is kind, compassionate, merciful, gracious, just, etc. because that is who God is, not because
we somehow manipulate, cajole, coax, persuade God into being that way towards us. It’s simply
God's character...and God ALWAYS acts according to His character.

We generally take that as good news...except when God acts favorably toward those we don’t like
or those we would prefer He didn’t. Skye puts it this way, “It’s all too easy to reduce God to a
tribal deity, a small g god who fights for my team and no one else’s, who is interested
primarily in my group’s flourishing and power. But a look back at the exodus story reveals a

far larger vision of God’s care and justice.” (page 47)

Our goal should not be to “get God on our side”; rather it should be to become like God,
reflecting His kindness, compassion, mercy, grace, justice, etc.

e Let’s be honest...who would you/we rather see God NOT be kind to?
e Which groups today claim to be favored by God?
e How/where do you see group identity taking precedence over justice?

e How are we cultivating God’s character in ourselves (individually and collectively)?



Chapter 8 ~ If Jesus Was Serious...Then Experiencing Oppression Should Give Us Compassion
For Others

There is probably nothing more grievous than atrocities done by God’s people or in the name of
God. Of all people, God’s people should know better.

Skye writes, “Experiencing injustice ourselves should make us more just toward others, but
history shows the opposite is often true...history shows that the persecuted can quickly become
the persecutors once they have power.” (page 52)

e Why do you think that is? Why do the previously oppressed tend to become the
oppressors?

We don’t like to talk about sin much, do we? Especially our own sin. But have you ever
considered that there might be a good, healthy reason to remember our sin? As Skye says, “The
truly righteous person remembers their own sin. As a result, they respond to the sin of others
with greater compassion rather than greater judgment. Living justly means never forgetting
what it was like to live under the hatches, even when we find ourselves at the helm.” (page 54)
If we forget our own sin, we can easily think of ourselves as above committing evil and easily
think of ourselves as above others. Such thinking becomes fertile soil for all kinds of injustice.

Justice has to do with using power well...and conversely, injustice has to do with misusing
power. People are often tempted to think that if they had power, they would use it for good.
What about you? Do you trust yourself with power? Explain.

e Asyou consider the challenges in your life, especially any mistreatment you may have
experienced, what effect would you say it had on you? Are you a softer person (more
compassionate) or a harder person (more self-protective) because of it?

Chapter g ~ If Jesus Was Serious...Then Evil Will Consume Those Who Practice It

There are two main points in this chapter. The first is basically a review of an important point
from earlier in the book, “..God creates order from disorder so that His people—and all of
creation—can flourish. This God-ordained order is what we call justice.” (page 56) The second,
“...those who practice injustice, who reject God’s order to pursue evil and oppression...become
children of chaos, and chaos eventually consumes them.” (page 57)

The Biblical stories from which these points are drawn include the Creation narrative, the Flood
narrative, and the Exodus narrative (specifically the parting of the Red Sea). I'm sure we’re all
familiar with these stories, but have we seen how the themes of order and chaos, justice and evil,
are woven through each of them in a consistent fashion? This is why it’s important not to take
any one particular story/account in the Bible as an isolated incident. There is likely something
that ties it to other events and an important theme.



If you're like me, you might be encouraged by the idea that those who practice evil will be
consumed by it, but you might also wonder when? And if you're like me, you might also be
hoping sooner rather than later. This is why it’s good to remember the words of II Peter 3:9,
“The Lord is not slow in keeping His promise, as some understand slowness. He is patient with
you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.” It is important to
remember that God is just...but God also is merciful. We want God to bring justice quickly. But
we also have to trust that God knows best and His timing is perfect.

e Being honest, whose evil would you like to see consume them sooner rather than later?
Who do you want to see get their just desserts right now? (How might that desire be an

invitation to grow both in patience and in mercy? Remember, our ultimate goal is to be
like God.)

e While we're still early in this series, how are your thoughts, ideas, concept of justice
being affected or perhaps challenged?

Chapter 10 ~ If Jesus Was Serious...Then Rest Is How We Remember And Extend Justice

One of the ways we know that justice was/is important to God is simply by looking at the
emphasis given to the Sabbath. Be that the weekly Sabbath, the every seven years Sabbath, or
the year of Jubilee (every 50 years). This practice and rhythm was all about justice or keeping
injustice at bay. Sadly, while the Israelites did an OK job keeping the weekly Sabbath, there’s no
record/evidence of the year of Jubilee being practiced as prescribed. That’s too bad, because it’s
a brilliant plan. But, like all things, wouldn’t it be better if we followed God’s plan over our own?
What will it take for us to get it through our heads that God can be trusted and has our best
interest in mind?

As Skye points out, Sabbath is about more than just rest...it’s also about freedom, liberation, and
justice. I appreciate how Skye ties in the importance of rest to neuroscience, to how our brains
work, and that we need to slow down in order to cultivate the requisite empathy that fuels
justice. “...practicing the Sabbath gives us space to remember God’s justice and equips us with
the empathy necessary to extend His justice to others the way Jesus did.” (page 62)

e Do you practice Sabbath? What does that look like for you? Beyond resting, how is
social concern integrated into your Sabbath? (Or, how are you extending rest to
others?)

e Ifyou don’t practice Sabbath, what might be some steps you could take in that
direction? What are some considerations you might need to think through? Probably
most importantly...do you want to practice Sabbath? (Generally, where there’s a will,
there’s a way.)

e Beyond practicing Sabbath, what are other ways you/we might cultivate empathy?



Chapter 11 ~ If Jesus Was Serious...Then Just Laws Will Lead To Community Flourishing

If someone were to ask you, “What is the Bible all about?”, how would you answer? (This is one
of those times when the safe “Sunday School” answer is your best bet...Jesus.) Everything in the
Old Testament points to Jesus; everything in the New Testament reflects upon Jesus.

Yet there are SO MANY details—stories, commandments, poems, prophecies, letters, etc.-- that
make up the Bible that we can lose track of the main thing...Jesus. And what does Jesus—who is
God in the flesh—care about? I'm guessing you’d say “Love”. Which is correct/true. But we can
also say justice...which is a particular dimension of love. As philosopher and activist Cornell
West says, “Justice is what love looks like in public.”

Skye writes, “The instructions given to Moses are God’s way of properly ordering His
relationship with Israel, and they are wise guidelines for how the ancient Israelites should
properly relate to one another so that everyone can experience life and blessing. In this way,
the entire Torah—including both the stories and the commandments—is about rightly ordered
relationships. In other words, the Torah is all about justice.” (page 65) Or to say it another way,
the Torah is all about LOVE.

So when we say everything boils down to Love God & Love Others (particularly the Love Others
part), we're talking about Justice. Thus, Justice is not a peripheral issue...it is core/central to our
faith and to God’s heart and will. Essentially, Justice is what Love looks like when it’s lived out
amongst others. So, then, we can accurately say that injustice is a lack of love or a failure to love.

Another way we can describe what love looks like is with the words of Micah 6:8, “He has shown
you, O mortal, what is good. And what does the Lord require of you? To act justly and to love
mercy and to walk humbly with your God.” (emphasis added)

e How does it change how you think about it when we basically equate justice and love
(or justice as love played out in the social/public sphere)?

e We need to be leery of anyone who tries to separate justice from love. Are there any
examples you can think of when people try to do that?

Chapter 12 ~ If Jesus Was Serious...Then Justice Must Permeate Our Relationship With God &
Others

Our lives are far more interconnected and interdependent than we generally realize. Skye points
out, “We know from the natural sciences that ecosystems are complex webs of
interdependence...This is true not only of ecosystems but also of economic systems, social
systems, and even spiritual systems.” (page 70)

Likewise, there is an interconnection between our relationship with God and our relationship
with one another. How we treat the image of God (humans) reflects on what we really think
about God. As Skye points out, “...the Lord knows our human inclination to segregate and



isolate justice. We desperately want to believe we can have a rightly ordered relationship with
God while simultaneously despising, mistreating, condemning, and violating the dignity of
those created in His image.” (page 71)

A couple of good complimentary passages to go with this idea come from I John (one of which
Skye notes at the end of the chapter)...

> “This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down His life for us. And we ought
to lay down our lives for our brothers and sisters. If anyone has material possessions
and sees a brother or sister in need but has no pity on them, how can the love of God be
in them? Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in
truth.” (I John 3:16-18)

> “We love because He first loved us. If anyone says, ‘I love God,” but hates their brother
or sister, they are a liar. For anyone who does not love their brother or sister, whom
they have seen, cannot love God, whom they have not seen. And He has given us this
command: Whoever loves God must also love their brother and sister.” (1 John 4:19-21)

e Think of someone who you find challenging to love. (Keep in mind that love is NOT a
feeling, but rather a commitment to do what is in the other’s best interest.) What might
God be inviting you to do in regards to them, to do right by them?

e In what ways might you be keeping your spiritual/religious life separate from your
social/public/relational life?

e What relationships in your life would you identify as not rightly ordered? How might
you partner with God to work on making them rightly ordered?

Chapter 13 ~ If Jesus Was Serious...Then Our Worship Of God Will Be Multidimensional

What comes to mind when you think of “worship”? What sort of activities do you identify with
worship? I suspect things like prayer, praise, thanksgiving, Scripture reading/meditation, etc.
Those are all good things. I suspect also that our imaginations go to a particular place...perhaps
a sanctuary or maybe a private place. Again, not bad things. But what we need to be careful of is
compartmentalizing “worship” to religious or spiritual activities (as we typically conceive them).
Worship really includes all our efforts to live a life ordered the way God wants, which will
naturally include any acts of compassion, mercy, and justice. Such opportunities can come at
any time, from anywhere.

As Skye says, “...the Lord makes it abundantly clear that the primary way we honor, serve, and
worship Him is by loving, serving, and honoring those created in His image.” (page 75) Thus,
the opportunity to “worship” is all around us, all the time.

So, then, for example, volunteering with Gleaners or at Still Waters is just as important, just as
worshipful as attending Sunday service. Being kind to a neighbor in need is just as important as



praying. You get the idea. Perhaps a helpful way to think about it is that our personal and
communal religious/spiritual practices are ways in which we receive God’s love so that we can
share it with those who come our way throughout our days/weeks. And let us remember that
without love, compassion, mercy, justice, our religious/spiritual practices mean nothing to God.

e As you consider your giving practices and patterns (or even, generally speaking, how
you use money), how are compassion, mercy, justice prioritized?

e [tis easy to buffer/insulate our lives from the needs of others. How do you go about
keeping the needs of others in front of you?

e How much of your “church” involvement would you say is justice, compassion, mercy
oriented?

(Scroll down for Soul Training Exercise)



Soul Training Exercise ~ Sabbath

As chapter 10 pointed out, Sabbath is about more than just rest...it allows us to slow down,
reflect, reorder our lives in such a way that we cultivate empathy and care for others. With that
in mind, the invitation this week is to Sabbath. Take a day to not be productive, to simply rest,
reflect, refresh, remember. Let’s not be legalistic about it, but let’s learn to order our lives in
such a way that honors how God has made us.

In John Mark Comer’s book, The Relentless Elimination Of Hurry, he reminds his readers that
the Sabbath was commanded twice (see Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5) The rationale the first
time was tied to God’s created order. God created for six days and rested on the 7th, and that is
the pattern/rhythm God’s image-bearers are to follow. The rationale the second time was
connected to remembering enslavement in Egypt. So, combined, we see that Sabbath is about
rest and worship AND about resistance...resisting the dehumanizing patterns of injustice and
oppression that we play into all the time without realizing it.

Theologian and Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann writes, “People who keep Sabbath
live all seven days differently.”

Friends, this is one Soul Training Exercise that I hope we make a fixture in our lives. It generally
takes some time, some fits and starts, to make it a regular practice, but it’s worth it. We need it.
The world needs it.

Read & Reflect on... (these are the scriptural passages Skye has at the end of each chapter)

Exodus 22:21-24
Romans 2:6-11
Deuteronomy 24:17-22
Matthew 18:23-35
Exodus 14:15-31

Mark 4:35-41

Leviticus 25:8-18
Isaiah 58:1-14
Matthew 5:17-20; 7:15-20
I John 4:7-21

Luke 14:1-14



