What If Jesus Was Serious...About Justice?
Week 4 ~ Chapters 20-25

Chapter 20 ~ If Jesus Was Serious...Then God Can Be Both Merciful And Angry

Many people view God, as described in the Old Testament, and Jesus, as described in the New
Testament, very differently. In one sense, that’s understandable. While there are some stories
and accounts in the Old Testament that are troublesome, it is important, as Skye points out, to
see that “...judgment and mercy are qualities that mark God’s character throughout the Bible.”
(page 104, emphasis added.)

Nevertheless, Jesus (who is God incarnate) is the fullest/clearest picture we have of God and
what God is like. So we need to read ALL of Scripture through the lens/light of Christ.

Skye makes the point that while there are accounts of God’s anger, wrath, and vengeance in
Scripture, we are not called to imitate that...namely because our character hasn’t been formed
enough to be trusted with that. However, we are called, time and again, to imitate God’s mercy.

To say it another way, when God gets angry it is for good reason...always. When we get angry, it
is often for less than good reasons and tends to cause a bigger mess than whatever made us
angry in the first place. (Or maybe I'm just speaking for myself.)

This chapter makes me think of Psalm 30:5, “For His anger lasts only a moment, but His favor
lasts a lifetime.” I am also reminded of something Dallas Willard used to say, “There’s nothing
that can be done in anger that cannot be done better without it.”

e What are some points/stories that might make someone think God in the Old Testament
is different from Jesus in the New Testament? How might we reconcile those
(perceived) differences?

e Let’s reflect on anger and mercy. Share a time when you were angry. How did you
exhibit your anger? Share a time when you were merciful. How did you exhibit mercy?

e When/where/how have you seen someone try to pass off their anger as “passion”,
“piety” or even “godliness”?

e How are you growing in your capacity to show mercy? Or, how are you practicing
being merciful?

hapter 21 ~ If ri Then Mercy An ice Are Partners, Not Enemi
Quick review, “...in Scripture, justice is fundamentally relational. It’s about the right ordering

of relationships or the restoration of those relationships when they’ve become disordered so
that everyone can flourish.” (page 108)



It’s easy, perhaps tempting, to pit justice and mercy against each other...i.e. in order to have one
we must sacrifice the other. But, as Skye points out, that’s not how the Bible portrays it, “The
ancient biblical culture understood justice as having a relational objective rather than merely
a legal one. Therefore, justice could partner with mercy toward the shared goal of restoring
human flourishing to a community. So when a violation occurred that brought disorder to a
relationship, rather than choosing to respond with either justice or mercy, people followed
divine wisdom in their effort to repair and restore the order that was lost, which called for a
combination of justice and mercy.” (pages 108-109) I would add, this is at least what
Torah-informed people were supposed to do...whether they actually did or not is another matter.

e Consider a time when an injustice occurred (perhaps to you or a loved one; maybe a
more societal one; or both)...in that situation, were you wanting
retribution/punishment or restoration? What might restoration have looked like in that
situation?

e How quick are you to forgive? Or, if you're willing, can you share about a time when
you struggled to forgive?

Chapter 22 ~ If Jesus Was Serious...Then Our Mercy, Like God’s, Should Exceed All
Expectations

Skye makes the point that some people (though surely not you or me) approach faith/religion
the same way they approach their taxes, “All they want to know is the minimum amount
required of them, what loopholes apply, and how to avoid closer scrutiny.” (page 111) Natural
consequences of such an approach are that no real transformation occurs, virtue is not
cultivated into a person’s character, and often such a person doesn’t reflect/represent Jesus very
well at all.

Most people’s resistance to Jesus’ call to mercy and forgiveness is a fear that they will become a
doormat (i.e. we'll be wronged again and again, experiencing pain over and over) and/or that
justice won’t be served. It requires trust to forgive as opposed to seeking revenge. But if the
Cross teaches us anything, it’s that love does not come without some pain. As much as we want
to avoid pain, if we're going to embrace the call to love, we need to be prepared to experience
pain.

I'm reminded of Paul’s words, echoing Jesus, “Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not
curse...Do not repay anyone evil for evil....Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for
God’s wrath, for it is written, ‘It is mine to avenge; I will repay,’ says the Lord. On the
contrary: ‘If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink. In
doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head.” Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome
evil with good.” (Romans 12:14, 17, 19-21)

Friends, this is a hard thing to do. It requires trust in God...which requires cultivating a deep
and abiding relationship with God.



e How are you cultivating a deep, trusting relationship with God so that you will be able
to do His will...namely, forgive when needed?

e Are you known more for your anger or for your forgiveness? Explain.

e Share a time when you desired to get even, to get vengeance. What was the outcome of
that situation?

Chapter 23 ~ If Jesus Was Serious...Then Justice Alone Won't Rescue Us From Our Sins

We don’t like to talk about sin, do we? Perhaps we’re comfortable talking about systemic or
structural sin...sin that’s “out there”. But what about our own personal sin? The parable that
Skye references in this chapter (The Parable of the Unmerciful Servant in Matthew 18) makes
the following points...

> QOur sin is great...far more than we could possibly pay off or rectify.

> We have been offered mercy and a clean slate.

> Thus, we should have a posture of mercy toward others, keeping in mind the mercy we

have experienced.

But if we don’t think our own sin is very great, then we won’t appreciate the mercy that was
shown to us...and we won’t feel much inclined to offer mercy to others. As Skye points out,
“Until we grasp the depth of our own sin, we will never recognize the true scale of God’s
mercy.” (page 117)

Here are a couple other passages to keep in mind as we ponder this point...

> [Jesus speaking to a Pharisee named Simon] “Two men owed money to a certain
moneylender. One owed him five hundred denarii, and the other fifty. Neither of them
had the money to pay him back, so he canceled the debts of both. Now which of them
will love him more?’ Simon replied, ‘I suppose the one who had the bigger debt
cancelled.” ‘You have judged correctly,” Jesus said.” (Luke 7:41-43)

> “At one time we too were foolish, disobedient, deceived and enslaved by all kinds of
passions and pleasures. We lived in malice and envy, being hated and hating one
another. But when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared, He saved us, not
because of righteous things we had done, but because of His mercy. He saved us
through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, whom He poured out on
us generously through Jesus Christ our Savior...” (Titus 3:3-6, emphasis added)

e As you think about all you do and the posture/attitude of your heart most of the time,
how motivated are you by the forgiveness and mercy that was shown to you? How
cognizant are you of that reality?

e Why do you think we don't talk about (personal) sin much? Or, how important do you
think it is that we (as Christians/the Church) discuss our own sin?



e [Even when we discuss systemic/structural sin, what role should mercy play in that
conversation? (Hint: this takes us back to considering what our goal is regarding
Justice...retribution or restoration?)

One more thought...when we downplay sin, we also downplay the Cross. Jesus’ crucifixion is
NOT something we should ever downplay!

Chapter 24 ~ If Jesus Was Serious...Then God’s Mercy Comes With A Condition

In this chapter Skye warns (via the Parable of the Unmerciful Servant) of an
overly-individualized faith that is compartmentalized or separated from all the other aspects of
our lives. He contrasts the image of handbells versus sleigh bells. (Effective image, if you ask
me.) “Our relationship with God must reverberate through every part of our lives and every
relationship.” (page 121)

e [Is your faith compartmentalized or integrated with the rest of your life? How do you
assess that?

e Skye gets a bit provocative by saying God’s mercy is “conditional”. What do you
think/feel about that?

(Food for thought: We like to talk about God’s love as “unconditional”. Which it is...sort of. I
would draw your attention to the Parable of the Prodigal Son. While the father in the story loved
his wayward son, until that son came home he was not able to receive or benefit from his father’s
love. So while God’s love is unconditional and unchanging...our ability to receive that love is very
conditional.)

Chapter 25 ~ If Jesus Was Serious...Then We Will Be Judged By A Higher Standard Than The
Golden Rule

> Silver Rule = Do No Harm
> Golden Rule = Love Like Self
> Platinum Rule = Love Like God

“We are to love others with the same love that our heavenly Father has lavished on us—a love
that is infinite in depth and unyielding in mercy.” (page 126, emphasis added)

This is a high calling. We are destined to fail. This is why mercy and forgiveness are so
important, so necessary. Yet, we are also destined to grow in our ability to love like God. This
really is the hope and goal of following Jesus...to love like He loves. As John tells us, “We love
because He first loved us.” (I John 4:19) Additionally, this is why we’ve been given the Holy
Spirit...God’s own Self deposited in us. We’re not destined to fail forever. The whole point of our
faith is to grow in this love...so that we become conduits of God’s love and ultimately experience



theosis (union with God), which is our true destiny that God is relentlessly working to bring
about. The question is, are we cooperating?

e What is your moral code? How consistently are you adhering to it? When have you
found it challenging to keep?

e What are you doing, how are you practicing, loving as God loves? Where do you notice
areas in which you need to grow? (i.e. how are you learning to love those you find hard
to love?) How are you cooperating with God to form you into the type of person who
loves like He does?

1 Training Exercise ~ Ex ing Ex ion ing Above & Bevon

Undoubtedly, someone is going to ask something of you this week. In all likelihood you'll fulfill
the request. But what will your heart/attitude be toward the task?

This week we read a lot about loving like God loves, forgiving as God forgives, being merciful
because we have been shown mercy. In all this the consistent factor is God...who is extravagant
with His love, forgiveness, mercy. And since we're trying to be like God, the invitation this week
is to practice a little extravagance ourselves. How might you go above and beyond, exceed
expectations, when someone asks something of you or needs something from you? Maybe it’s by
paying a little more attention to detail. Perhaps it is simply by fulfilling the request with a better
attitude, a more happy heart. It certainly will require putting forth a little more effort.

Keep in mind that the goal is to grow in our capacity to love...to become more like God.

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

Exodus 34:5-9
Matthew 21:12-17
Luke 19:1-10
Colossians 3:12-14
Matthew 18:21-35
Ephesians 4:29-32
Matthew 6:14-15
Luke 6:27-36



