Gospel of God – SG Series: Week #8
Who is my Neighbor? - Doing Justice

Written by Kyla Snow
Introduction 
It doesn’t take any expert in world affairs to help us come to the conclusion that there is something wrong with our world. We are daily witnesses to evil and suffering. We’ve created laws and established courts to help us deal with the problem of right and wrong actions, to prosecute those in the wrong and liberate victims of oppression. We’ve been bombarded with statistics, and witnessed countless infomercials that attempt try to stir our hearts to give to others by flashing disturbing images of starving children before our eyes. But it’s never enough. After all our attempts solve world hunger or end world poverty, while we have made improvements in many areas, we still have not been able to overcome the problems of evil and injustice our world.

[Watch the video] While it is not ideal, if you are unable to show the video to the group, you will find the transcript at the end
Introductory Text

So, why don’t we just give up? What’s the big deal about overcoming evil and doing justice, anyway? Yet, all throughout the Bible God shows us how much he cares about justice. In fact, the book of James, in chapter 2, tells us that our faith is dead if we do not demonstrate it by practicing good deeds towards others in need. Jesus himself tells a synagogue full of people in Luke 4 that the Spirit of the Lord was upon him to proclaim good news to the poor and set the oppressed free. If justice was central to Jesus’ ministry, how can it not be central to ours? 

It has been said that justice is simply “love in action.” While this sounds extremely simple on the surface, the real challenge comes when we look inside our hearts and recognize areas where love toward others is lacking in our own lives. To truly understand how to do justice well we have to understand why we do justice and to whom we extend justice. 

So, how do we find motivation when there are so many injustices to be overcome? And who deserves our actions of justice and mercy? 

As Christians we know that anything we are able to do is made possible because of God working through us. When Jesus proclaims all the good work he is going to do in Luke 4 he begins with the proclamation that, “The Spirit of the Lord is on me,” implying that it is only by the Lord’s Spirit that he is empowered to do justice. God’s Spirit living in us makes our ongoing justice work possible. And what is the experience of God’s Spirit living in us if not a daily experience of grace at work in our lives?

This grace is so powerful that it once turned a man from a slave ship captain to a pastor who condemned slavery; we know him now as John Newton, the author of the famous hymn, “Amazing Grace.” John Newton would later become a key mentor in the life of another man who was foundational to the abolition of the slave trade in the British Empire, William Wilberforce. 

Like William Wilberforce, we all, perhaps in less glorified and more hidden ways, have opportunities to put our love in action in the lives of those around us. When we realize how much God gave up for us by sending his one and only son to die for us who were dead in transgressions – who prayed for our forgiveness while we rejected him on the cross, who abandoned his throne in heaven in order to set us free from sin and shame – when we realize this truth and let it sink deep into our hearts we cannot help but join God in his work of justice for all people. 
Opening Questions:
1. What do you think about the idea that justice is the natural overflow from the heart of someone who has truly experienced and accepted God’s grace? Do you agree or disagree? 

2. Similar to Kyla’s story in the video, have you experienced God’s invitation to practice justice toward another person in a way that you weren’t particularly looking for? What was the specific need God opened your eyes to and how did he invite you to respond? 

Encountering the Word
Read: Luke 10:25-37, The Parable of the Good Samaritan
25 On one occasion an expert in the law stood up to test Jesus. “Teacher,” he asked, “what must I do to inherit eternal life?”
26 “What is written in the Law?” he replied. “How do you read it?”
27 He answered, “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind’[c]; and, ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’[d]”
28 “You have answered correctly,” Jesus replied. “Do this and you will live.”
29 But he wanted to justify himself, so he asked Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?”
30 In reply Jesus said: “A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, when he was attacked by robbers. They stripped him of his clothes, beat him and went away, leaving him half dead. 31 A priest happened to be going down the same road, and when he saw the man, he passed by on the other side. 32 So too, a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side. 33 But a Samaritan, as he traveled, came where the man was; and when he saw him, he took pity on him. 34 He went to him and bandaged his wounds, pouring on oil and wine. Then he put the man on his own donkey, brought him to an inn and took care of him. 35 The next day he took out two denarii[e] and gave them to the innkeeper. ‘Look after him,’ he said, ‘and when I return, I will reimburse you for any extra expense you may have.’
36 “Which of these three do you think was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of robbers?”
37 The expert in the law replied, “The one who had mercy on him.”
Jesus told him, “Go and do likewise.”
Discuss
1. How is the man described who asks Jesus the questions in this passage?

a. An expert in the law; commentators commonly describe him as a lawyer
2. What do you think is the motivation behind his questions to Jesus, and what does this reveal about the lawyer’s understanding of salvation?

a. The lawyer’s concern with what he has to do to inherit eternal life reveals that he is focused on his works as a way of earning salvation. He does not understand God’s grace. He is trying to justify himself with God based on his adherence to the law, and his own arguments. He is avoiding the real issue, which is his sin and God’s grace.

Now, let’s look at Jesus’ response to the question about who the law expert’s neighbor is. First, let’s set up the scene. 

Jesus tells the story of a man traveling on the road from Jerusalem to Jericho. This road was a steep, rocky, and dangerous 17-mile-long road through desert country that connected the temple in Jerusalem to a community where many Priests and Levites lived in Jericho. Many robbers found easy targets among those traveling down this road; in fact, one stretch of the road was so dangerous that it was called “the way of blood” because so many robberies and murders happened in the area. This is the setting for Jesus’ story of the Good Samaritan. To see a man on the side of the road, then, would not have been an uncommon sighting. 

Jesus introduces four men in this story: a man on the side of the road, a Priest, a Levite, and a Samaritan. It can be assumed that the man on the side of the road was Jewish, like the lawyer listening to Jesus’ story. 

3. First let’s talk about the Pries and Levite: Who are Priests and Levites, and why do you think they both crossed over to the other side of the road when they saw the man lying there?

a. Priests and Levites are the Jewish, religious leaders or the time. They had many rules about remaining ‘clean,’ and if they were on their way to the temple, they may not have wanted to risk becoming unclean by helping the beat up man on the side of the road. Their actions were expected. The fact that they crossed to the other side of the road would not have been surprising to the expert in the law or other listeners of this story.
4. The last person to walk by is a Samaritan man. This is the first time any feelings of the passers-by are mentioned in the passage. What does the Samaritan feel when he sees the man on the side of the road? What do you know about the Samaritans of Jesus’ time that make this response so surprising?

a. Pity, or compassion
b. It is important to know that Samaritans and Jews were enemies during this time. They avoided each other. Samaritans were a mix of Jew and Gentile, considered spiritually defiled, and often called “half breeds;” they were social outcasts. It would be damaging to a Jewish man’s reputation to associate with a Samaritan.

5. This feeling spurs action on the part of the Samaritan, and there are many actions he makes. Read vv. 34-35 again:

 34 He went to him and bandaged his wounds, pouring on oil and wine. Then he put the man on his own donkey, brought him to an inn and took care of him. 35 The next day he took out two denarii[e] and gave them to the innkeeper. ‘Look after him,’ he said, ‘and when I return, I will reimburse you for any extra expense you may have.’

While these are all actions that anyone can do, the Samaritan man had to choose, like the Priest and Levite, whether taking these actions was worth the effort in this situation. He ultimately decided it was. What do you think the Samaritan had to give up in order to take these actions?  
a. Time (he probably had places he needed to be, like the Priest and Levite), money (he paid the innkeeper and told him he would come back to pay more), reputation (crossing social boundaries he wasn’t supposed to cross), pride (helping someone who is his enemy, who has likely mistreated him in the past), safety (as we talked about before, the road is extremely dangerous; by helping the man on the side of the road he was risking his own safety)
6. Why is it so radical that the hero of this story is the Samaritan man? Why didn’t Jesus cast a fellow Jewish man as the hero of the story? What if you placed this story in the present day? What types of people that we normally consider ‘social outcasts’ would be surprising to cast as the hero of a story?
a. Jesus uses a man that his listeners would have considered ‘spiritually defiled’ to set an example of good, moral action for his followers to imitate. He uses him as the ultimate example of loving one’s neighbor. Jesus is challenging the lawyer’s understanding of who God justifies, and who will inherit eternal life. Salvation is not based upon us following certain rules, or being a part of a certain group of people. 
7. What parallels do you see in this story with the gospel story of God’s redemption for humanity? 
a. Much like the Jewish man on the side of the road was the enemy of the Samaritan man who had mercy on him, while we were still enemies of God, He had mercy on us by sending his son to die for our sins. Jesus was an outcast when he walked upon the earth. Yet, he reached out in love to us, who treated him with contempt. Furthermore, it cost the Samaritan his time, money, and reputation to serve the man on the side of the road. In a an even greater way, Jesus gave up everything when he came to serve us.
8. Jesus commanded the lawyer to "go and do likewise…" and follow the example of the Good Samaritan who didn't let excuses get in the way of loving a person in need who God had put in his path. Have you been presented with similar situations to that of the Samaritan man, when you had a choice to administer justice and mercy or not to do so? How did God make you aware of the need and how did he invite you to respond?

a. The answers for 8-9 will be specific to individuals in the group (
9. Did you have to give up something in order to respond to the other person’s need? What was the end result?
10. Has this story challenged the way you think about serving those in need, or “doing justice?” What difference does it make in the way we practice justice toward others to really understand how Jesus has extended his grace equally to each one of us?
Responding to Jesus:

Personally

Has God impressed upon your heart any area where you need to experience his grace, or any attitude in you that he wants to change? Have you been challenged to change your perspective toward a particular group of people or issue?  
As a Group

Think of the community surrounding the meeting place of your small group. Is there a group of people close by, or a situation affecting the community that may benefit from your group’s activity in some way? Or, is there another justice issue that is stirring in multiple group members’ hearts? If so, how can your group work together to extend justice to your community, or the larger world?

Closing Prayer: 

Father, conform our hearts to yours. We desire to be just people, from the inside out. Transform us, Jesus, and let our faith in you, your forgiveness of our sins, and our acceptance of your grace, be reflected in all of our interactions with others. May there be no limit to the people we extend justice to in our communities. Let us see others the way you see them. Holy Spirit, empower us to “do justice” when we see the need. We love you, Lord, and thank you for you grace, for your forgiveness for our sins that is not dependent on anything we do. Help us to share your grace and justice with others through our actions. 
Resources:

Generous Justice, Tim Keller

http://www.gci.org/bible/luke/goodsam
http://www.unlearning101.com/fuhgetaboutit_the_art_of_/2010/04/the-problem-with-the-world.html:
www.worldvision.org
[Video Transcript]

When you hear the word, “Justice,” what comes to mind? Right and wrong; good and evil; courts and lawyers... Maybe you think of the great pioneers of justice such as Martin Luther King, Jr., Nelson Mandela, or Abraham Lincoln. There are the big social justice issues of our day such as human trafficking, immigration reform, or the problem of world hunger. Maybe you think of the many without justice, such as the worldwide 27 million slaves, the 1 billion illiterate, the 1 in 8 people who don’t have enough food to eat daily, or the 19,000 children under age 5 who die each day of preventable causes.

These statistics could go on and on, and I’m sure you’ve heard many of them before. In our day and age, the word “justice” often stirs up thoughts of the big issues, and in effect, keeps us at a distance from the actual people these big, abstract issues affect. The Lord’s command in Micah 6:8 to “do justice and love mercy” can feel complicated and overwhelming when we start to think of all the people in the world who are victims of injustice.

But maybe we're thinking about justice all wrong. Maybe we’re getting caught up in the symptoms of injustice and not looking at the root cause. 

The prolific English author and lay theologian G. K. Chesterton was once asked by a London newspaper to answer question "what's wrong with the world?" Chesterton says something we would not expect. His very brief response read:

Dear Sirs,

I am.

Sincerely yours,
G.K. Chesterton 
Think about that for a moment: “I am.” You, me, we are what’s wrong with the world. 

While we may not particularly like to dwell on the fact that our sin is a real problem, as followers of Jesus, we know at the core of the gospel is the recognition of our sin and his grace. In fact, if we do not have an understanding of the depth of God’s grace that compelled him to send his one and only son to die for our sins, we will be extremely limited in our practice of justice toward others. 

Why? 

Because we start to view others differently when we understand that we are all equal recipients of grace. Tim Keller, pastor of Redeemer Church in New York City, states that “There is a direct relationship between a person’s grasp and experience of God’s grace, and his or her heart for justice and the poor.” He tells the story of a man in his congregation who, upon experiencing God’s forgiveness and grace for the first time, immediately responds by saying, “I’m a racist, you know. I have been all my life.”

His experience of God’s grace opened his eyes to what was not right in his heart, setting him on the course for truly establishing right relationships with others. And establishing right relationship with others requires action.

In Matthew 25, Jesus illustrates what it means to be righteous, a word which is often used as a synonym for “justice.” The righteous in this passage demonstrated their faith in Jesus in the way they cared for the sick, clothed the naked, visited the prisoner, and welcomed the stranger. 

If you think about it, these tasks are all quite simple… The only requirements are to be aware of and respond to the needs of those around us. When we start to become aware, sometimes God opens up our eyes to see needs we didn’t expect. This is certainly true in my own life… 

Several years ago I began working in a Mexican restaurant with one mission in mind: to practice Spanish. But, when I began work, I quickly realized that God’s mission for me was different. In the process of getting to know my co-workers I found out that every employee who was not from the U.S. was, in fact, living in the U.S. illegally. Why? I wondered. How is this possible - and in Columbus, Ohio of all places? I began asking questions of my co-workers and researching U.S. immigration laws. What I found out is that there are over 11 million undocumented immigrants living in the U.S., from countries all over the world, and that many put their lives at risk to provide for their families, and hopefully give them a better life. What I couldn’t find was a way for them to change their status to become 'legal.' As it turns out, no legal remedy existed. During this process, the 11 million had gone from being an abstract number to becoming instead my co-workers, my neighbors, and my friends. I couldn’t ignore the problem. God was inviting me to respond. I didn't know that his invitation would eventually lead me to the job I’m doing now, helping immigrants navigate the complex legal immigration process. Yet, while I never would have imagined this for myself, I know that this is the justice work that he has specifically invited me to engage in. 

What might Jesus' specific invitation be to you? 

According to the gospel, the work of justice is not optional; it is inevitable. It begins with the acceptance of the grace of Jesus Christ, and is fulfilled in our right relationships with others. 

Justice is both attitude and action. It is both personal and public. It is rooted in the heart and bears fruit in community.

Imagine what fruit could be born in your community if you took seriously God’s invitation to “do justice, love mercy, and walk humbly with your God.” 

