Getting the Most Out of
Loving Justice
Throughout its history, the ability of the church to practice justice has determined whether the values of God advance or decline. When Christians are practicing justice, they show that God is loving and powerful to work against some of the strongest forces of hate and evil in the world. When the church is weak, complacent or engaging in injustice, God is made to look more like a personal crutch for the weak and the immoral.
And who can blame the world for this perception? The church is suspect when some preachers tell us to expect new living room furniture from God but say nothing about God caring or doing anything about little children starving or being shot to death in various parts of the world. If the church is to regain a powerful hearing, then it must hear the cry of justice from the Scriptures.
It is no accident that the powerful revivals of Wesley and Finney were accompanied by fervent challenges to the social order. Conversely, great periods of decline for the church have been during periods when the church lost its social conscience.
It could be argued that secularism was caused by the church’s inability to face the great ills caused by industrialism. Certainly Karl Marx was unimpressed with the church’s challenge to the alienation found in the rise of the modern workplace. So he looked elsewhere for an answer.
If the church as a whole had been following the societal values laid out in Scripture, the outcome might have been different. For instance, “Golden Rule” Jones of Toledo, Ohio, was a Christian businessman in the latter nineteenth century who ran his factory on the basis of the Golden Rule. He treated his workers as he would have wanted to be treated in their place, paid decent wages, limited his own salary and profit shared with his employees.
What Does the Bible Say?
Scripture is full of themes of liberation and the challenge to deal justly with all people. Scripture was written by people who experienced oppression and the spiritual and physical salvation from that oppression. God chose the nation of Israel and through them showed justice in the specifics of their cultural context. An honest study of the Bible reveals just how far we have strayed from that challenge. In Western culture Scripture is often read from the perspective of the elite who miss much of the meaning that would have been obvious to those who first read it. Thus, these studies require us to look with “new eyes” at old passages.
For example, in Acts we need to see the problem that made the first deacons a necessity. We need to notice the cultural issues in the life of Moses. We need to see the corporate issues that faced the nation of Israel and God’s challenges of justice given to the prophets. We need new eyes to see the issues of justice in our midst.
The studies in this guide deal with culture and justice. The studies work best when used in a group because of the dynamic of the group discovery process. However, they can also be used by individuals as well.
The studies may be different from others you have used because of the topics addressed and because of a conscious attempt to appreciate the subtleties in Scripture. This means there may not always be a simple answer. Rather, there should be a growing appreciation for the depth of scriptural insight as we learn to read Scripture from new perspectives.
Let your imagination flow as you read each passage. Try placing yourself in the situations of the people you’re reading about. Avoid “spiritualizing” things that are meant to be taken historically. If, for example, a passage is talking about freeing prisoners from bondage, do not assume automatically that it really refers to freeing people from the “bondage of sin.” Instead, take seriously the specific challenge of the passage, whether it is a spiritual challenge, a political challenge or a social challenge. Some of the questions may seem easy at first and others may appear difficult; however, persistence with Scripture will result in greater depth of understanding.
The activities in the group discussion section will offer important help in the discovery process. These are meant to aid you in the process of relating each passage to current issues. If you are studying in a group, you may want to assign the activities to individuals as “homework” assignments prior to the study and then review the assignments during the group discussion time. Maps of the Holy Land (included in the back of many Bibles) and a Bible dictionary will prove helpful aids for several of the studies.
Many of the studies are written from a North American vantage point. This was done because we wanted to address some specific issues that need attention. However, the studies can be used by people in any country by making an analogy to the specific situation of their country.
It is our hope that these studies will be beneficial to you as you seek to do justice, to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God (Micah 6:8).

Suggestions for Individual Study
1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.
2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.
3. Each study deals with a particular passage—so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.
4. This is an inductive Bible study, designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. The study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what, when, where and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.
Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.
5. It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names or places.
6. Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that have come to mind.
7. You may want to go on to the suggestion under “Now or Later,” or you may want to use that idea for your next study.

Suggestions for Members of a Group Study
1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.
2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, he or she will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.
3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses which are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate in in-depth study on equal ground.
4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.
When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.
5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.
6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.
7. Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.
8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions at the back of the guide.
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Does God Care About Injustice?
Habakkuk 1—2; 3:16-19
Imagine that you cried out to God about the injustices in our world—the terrorism and trouble in various places—and God responded with the words: “I am going to do something in your days that you will not believe. I’m raising up the nation you most distrust to sweep across the whole earth to seize dwelling places not their own.” What would be your response?
 
GROUP DISCUSSION. Spend some time talking about current world events. Make a list of countries that could be considered your country’s enemy. Talk about some of the things that these countries have done that would make them supposed enemies. What would be the general response if God declared that these “enemy” countries were sent to punish your nation?
 
What are some ways that hatred or fear of an enemy might lead a nation into self-righteousness?
 
PERSONAL REFLECTION. Do you ever feel like God doesn’t care about the injustice in your life or in the world around you? How do you respond when you feel this way?
 
 
In this passage, Habakkuk gets that kind of message from God. Habakkuk had viewed Babylonia (now Iraq) as the incarnation of evil. He was not prepared, therefore, when God announced that the Babylonians would be used to judge his nation. Read Habakkuk 1:1—2:1.
1. What was Habakkuk’s cry and complaint (1:2-4)?

2. Look at the Lord’s answer (1:5-11). Imagine you are Habakkuk. What would it be like to hear these words?

3. How did Habakkuk reply to God’s answer (1:12—2:1)?

4. Read Habakkuk 2:2-20. In verse 2 God began to explain his answer to Habakkuk. What is the challenge of verses 2-3?

Why must a person have faith in order to meet the challenge?
5. In 2:4-5, what does it mean to be righteous and faithful, and not “puffed up” or arrogant?

6. It is hard to be faithful when we feel threatened by other countries. What are the temptations?

7. Chapter 2 lists five “woes.” State each one in your own words and describe how each consequence is a direct result of the wrong committed.

8. How is the final woe connected to all the rest?

9. Why is it easier for us to see the idolatry of others rather than our own?

10. What are some of your idols?

11. Read Habakkuk 3:16-19. What was Habakkuk’s conclusion about God?

12. How can his conclusion sustain us during times of turmoil and injustice?

Prayerfully consider how God regards your country. What are some items of prayer that can bring you closer to God’s heart?
Now or Later
Read God’s Long Summer by Charles Marsh for an overview of the events and religious views that lead to the political upheavel of 1964. The book focuses on five figures, from civil rights activists to a Ku Klux Klan leader.
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Acceptable Worship
Isaiah 58
John D. Rockefeller, the millionaire founder of Standard Oil Company is remembered today through the philanthropic foundation that bears his name. What is not so often remembered is that he was a deeply pious man, attending a Baptist church regularly. While his life demonstrated personal piety and his public charity is well known, his religion had little effect on his business practices. His fortune was built on practices that a careful reading of Isaiah 58 calls into question. A few examples: his workforce (like that of most of the major companies) was paid exploitative wages, had no recourse if they were injured on the job (the U.S. had one of the world’s highest rates of job-related injuries and deaths of any industrializing country) and had an average workweek of 60-70 hours. He made secret agreements with railroads to get discounts on shipping his oil; he used price wars and sabotage to undercut small oil refineries and force them to sell to him so that within twenty years he controlled all of the oil industry.
 
GROUP DISCUSSION. Choose two or three examples of leaders (public figures) who attend church but behave unethically toward their employees or those for whom they are responsible. Discuss why this happens, thinking especially of the underlying cultural and social values that support such behavior.
 
PERSONAL REFLECTION. When have you ever felt an issue in your life was holding you back from worship?
 
 
During the time of Isaiah, people were being exploited in employment, the poor











Now or Later
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