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Knowing God, Part III:  The Judge

August 2nd, 2009

“Justice is what love looks like in public” –Cornel West

Over the past few weeks we’ve been talking about our God! I don’t know if it embarrasses Him… I mean, we’re talking about Him right in front of Him!  

· Truth is, I think it honors Him… that we take the time to reflect on just who He is.

· You see, He’s a God who wants to be known by us… He wants us to know Him… to know in our minds and hearts His essential character. 

· Last week, we looked at how God is a Holy, Majestic God… while the week before, we looked at His being our Redeemer God.  

Well, this afternoon, I’d like us to look at our God as a Just God… a God of Justice.

· Now, some people may wonder whether the idea of God being a Just God really is good news… but it really is good news!

· and I hope that, by the time we’re done with this, we’ll all appreciate, like never before, this part of God’s character. 

Every weekday morning growing up, as we started the new school day, we began with those same words we all know so well...

· "I pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of America. And to the Republic for which it stands, one nation, under God, indivisible…" 

· Then see if you remember, "With liberty and justice for all." Justice for all. What an amazing concept.

· We love justice, and that idea… that dream of a society where everybody is able to live in justice… is such a good thing. 


Though it’s so easy to turn our eyes from it, the truth is… when we do choose to see the injustices that exist in the world around us… 

· there aren’t too many things that make us angrier than seeing people getting away with injustice. 

· I heard about a father who was guilty of unbelievable abuse, neglect, and deceit, with his child. 

· And then ended up sitting in a courtroom making up stories of his child’s misbehavior… blaming his own child for his abuse.

· What kind of man would throw out such total fabrications regarding his now grown child… just to get himself out of trouble?

· And yet, the amazing thing was that… he got away with it. It can make you so mad! 

I mean, we’ve all experienced this to some degree or another… somebody looks you right in the eye and cheats you on a business deal and then goes home and sleeps like a baby. 

· The head of a company sexually harasses a vulnerable young employee, a young woman who has taken this as her first job…

· and then when she tries to tell the truth he gets her fired and he gets away with it. 

· Another young woman living in abject poverty in Honduras came illegally to Morristown to try and make a new life for her and her family.

· When she was raped and courageously went to the police station to report the crime, she was deported back to Honduras with no attempt to find her attackers.

An 89-year-old man… a decent, hard working man who had worked and saved his entire life… 

· is living out his final years in poverty and malnutrition because his prescription drugs cost more than his social security.

· This is injustice and it makes our blood boil. We want justice!

· Even at a baseball game… we want justice. You may know that I’m no sports enthusiast… 

· but I do know that at every baseball game, there are people hired whose job it is to maintain justice. 

You see, standing behind home plate is the umpire… and he's supposed to make sure the game is moving along fairly.  And if it’s not…

· if you go to Yankee Stadium and CC Sabathia throws four strikes right down the heart of the plate and some umpire calls them balls… well…  things can get a little ugly. 

· In fact, following a play like that, there is a traditional chant that will echo up from the stands. 

· We don't just say, "Educate the umpire." We don't say, "Send the umpire back for remedial training." What do we say?

· We say, "Kill the umpire." If he can't bring justice, take him out to the back of the stadium and put him down. Why? Because we want justice!

Through most of last month, the world was focused on all the demonstrations in Iran following what was likely a rigged election.

· If you remember, a young woman named Neda, was senselessly gunned down and was left bleeding to death in the middle of the street. 

· For so many in Iran, she’s become a symbol of the unjustices of the Ahmadinejad government…

· With countless you tube videos made in tribute to her… with her image being passed around the world through computers, cell phones, Television, and magazines.

All throughout the world we can find these kinds of injustices… from what we’ve seen in Iran to what we can find in our own neighborhoods if we choose to look.

· So, it begs the questions… Where can you find justice? Is there any place where justice can be found? 
· Well, several thousand years ago a tiny, little nation called Israel said, "Yes, there is." 

· There was nothing remarkable about this nation… it wasn’t known for its military prowess or its commerce or size. 

It was important, though, because it reminded the world that there is a God… that there is one God, and that this One God created all things. 

· A Sovereign, Powerful Creator God who not only created by means of a simple thought from His throne room in heaven, 

· But also came down from Heaven as our intimate Father God in order to be with the crown jewel of His creation… humanity… whom we’re told were fearfully and wonderfully made.

· That little nation of Israel reminded the world that this One God is a great God; a Holy, Redeemer God who works to bring good out of bad… 

· Who wants to be known personally…  a compassionate, merciful, and Forgiving God who loves His children... who loves to be with them.

But they also reminded the world of something else… something the rest of the world wasn’t used to hearing.  

· They talked about God as a Just God… as a God of Justice… a God who never blows a call… who never bungles a verdict… and they would praise Him for this all the time. 

· In Psalm 7, they announced, "God is a righteous judge." In Psalm 9 we read, "God judges the world with righteousness. He judges the peoples with equity." 
· Or in Psalm 19, "The judgments of the Lord are true and righteous." 
· In fact, as you read Scripture, you’ll notice these two words getting paired up all the time…  justice (or judge) and righteous.

Now of course, everybody loves justice, right? In fact, there were other nations that were passionate about it. 

· The Greeks, for example, built statues to express their love of justice.  

· These statues, if you remember, had blindfolds to express the idea that justice ought to be impartial… that it shouldn't simply cater to the wealthy or the powerful. 

· They would build statues where the figure of justice would be holding scales to show that justice ought to be fair, no cheating, no tipping the scales.
But there was a problem with all that.  You see, none of their Greek gods were as excited by this notion of justice as they were.
· In other words… their gods were anything but “just.”  Even Zeus was considered to be just as fickle as any human being.
· But, in the case of Israel, here's what was unique:  Justice was not simply a human quest or idea.  Instead, Justice was (and is) rooted in God's very character…
· That when it comes to those “scales of justice,” the Lord abhors dishonest scales… that this Just God… 
· was also a Righteous God who would one day hold every human being accountable for how they lived their lives.
So, let’s always remember… that Justice is not first of all a human word, it is not first of all a human project; it is God's Word. 
· Justice is rooted in the character of God. It's not some arbitrary made up thing. 

· In the book of Genesis, Abraham says, "Does not the judge of all the earth judge with justice?" 
· God is passionate about justice and one-day justice will prevail over injustice once and for all.

· One day, justice is going to come. One day every human being will stand accountable before God. In the eternal scheme of things, no one gets away with anything. 

Well… all this led to a unique development in Israel.  This lead to a group of people who were known as prophets. 

· And these prophets took on injustice… but not just with other nations; this was a quite unique development of any culture or country. 

· The prophets took on injustice in their own people. And not just the typical Hebrew living in Israel:

· They took on kings… they took on the wealthy… they took on the powerful. 

· The prophets did this because justice is God's Word… it’s who He is.

Now in the Bible, the books that are written by the prophets tend to be read the least of any sections in the Bible… mostly because the prophets often strike people as kind of cranky guys. 

· This is from the prophet Amos. Amos said, “Hear this word, you cows of Bashan… you women who oppress the poor and crush the needy.” 
· He was not making a lot of friends with that kind of language. 

· Or Isaiah who said, "For your hands are stained with blood, your fingers with guilt. Your lips have spoken lies, and your tongue mutters wicked things. No one calls for justice; no one pleads his case with integrity." 
· The Lord looked and was angry because He saw a gross lack of justice...

· He looked around and saw no one championing the cause of justice… 

· He saw no one interceding on behalf of those suffering from injustice.

Another prophet Micah said, "Should you not know justice, you who hate good and love evil; who tear the skin from my people and the flesh from their bones; who eat my people's flesh, strip off their skin and break their bones in pieces; who chop them up like meat for the pan." 
Doesn't that sound a little over the top, honestly? This is not Dale Carnegie material… “How to Win Friends and Influence People!” 
· The prophets are filled with this stuff, and we don't like it. 

· I mean, we like happy books, right? We like happy words. So why should we read the prophets? 

· Well for one thing, because they're actually in the Bible!

· It would not be a good thing, for example, to get to heaven some day and have Obadiah walk up to you and ask, "How'd you like my book?"
· "Well, I didn't read it, Oby-D… It was sort of in a bad location, and just too whiney."
More than that, there is a reason why God chose 17 books of the Bible to be Books of the Prophets. 

· There is a reason why it's kind of a discipline that we need to submit ourselves to, to sit under their words... to listen to what God is wanting to say through them. 

· See… a lot of times, if we're not the ones who have experienced a great deal of injustice… 

· If we're the ones in any given society who tend to have a little bit more of the power, a little bit more of the wealth…

· than its easy to read the Prophets and think, "What's the big deal? What are they getting all heated up about?” 

· I know there's violence in the world, and it is regrettable, but as long as it doesn't touch my life I'd prefer not to think about it. I mean… that’s just the way things are.” 

Eight thousand children and young people are born with or infected with HIV every day in Sub-Saharan Africa where it is now the leading cause of death. 

· A few miles away from this room, children are born in poverty and, because we have one of the most expensive rental markets in the nation, will grow up without access to decent housing or health care… but they're not my children. 

· Maybe their parents did something… so the family deserves it. That would kind of let me off the hook.

So what if in ancient Palestine the poor got the shaft? Where is it any different? Why are these prophets going so off the deep end? 

· So… somebody shades the truth a little for profit… Somebody ignores the poor. 

· Somebody gets all wrapped up in their own comfort & affluence, and careless about remembering those in need… 

· and the prophets act like the world is falling apart. Because see… the Lord is appalled.

Jesus said every time somebody is in prison and doesn't get visited or hungry and doesn't get fed or naked and doesn't get clothed… that somehow He suffers. 

· In other words, God loves justice. It's God's Word, and to the prophet has been given this crushing burden of looking at our world and seeing what a perfect God would see…  

· because the truth is I'd really rather not know. I'd really rather not hear.

There is a great scholar by the name of Abraham Heschel, and this is what he says. He was a student of the prophets, and God's passion for justice. 

· He writes: "The shallowness of our moral comprehension, the incapacity to sense the depth of misery caused by our own failures is a simple fact of fallen humanity which no explanation can cover up." 

· Events that horrify & appall God are everyday occurrences in our world, but I don't want to know. I don't want to see. 

· I just prefer nobody tell me about it because it might disturb my comfort. I just… we just get used to it. We just get used to it. 

ILL: Becca wanted to see the movie, Taken with Liam Neelson. She kept insisting that her friends had seen it and that she can handle it.

· But, beyond the excessive violence… the reason I told she can’t see it was because I don’t want her to be able to “handle it.” 

· I don’t want her to be able to simply be entertained by a movie that speaks to the horrors of the sex-trafficking that is polluting our world and country today.

· I don’t want her to “get used to it” let alone be entertained by it.  Instead, I want her to be part of ending it.

Of course, the capacity to “get used to” the evil around us affects more than just our children.  It effects us... all of us.

· And yet, the prophets never got used to it. They somehow couldn’t close their eyes or cover their ears to the injustices around them.

· Instead, they lived with the great burden of seeing, at least to some degree, what God sees.

· And so, to some degree, they speak what God feels. And so, if they sound over the top to us sometimes, then just know that the problem isn't with them. 

· You see, Prophets really do speak for God… a God who loves Justice. 

Now, how am I supposed to respond to this? Should I just walk around feeling guilty all the time? 

· Should I be so overwhelmed because the idea of justice is so vast…

· Because knowing the right thing to do is so complex, so difficult? Should I just be paralyzed by the immensity of the problem? 

· No.  In fact, the prophet Micah sums up the response God is looking for in one of the great statements of Scripture. 

Seeing all the injustices around him, Micah considers the question we just asked… how should we respond?

· So, he writes "With what shall I come before the Lord, and bow myself before God on high?" 
· Now every thoughtful human being has to think about this. 

· What does God want? In a world that's messed up, where I'm messed up, what's God looking for? 

· He described it from the culture of his day. "Shall I come before Him with burnt offerings, with calves a year old? Will the Lord be pleased with a thousand rams, with ten thousand rivers of oil? Shall I give my firstborn for the sin of my transgression, the firstborn of my body for the sin of my soul?" What does God really want?

You see this escalation in this passage. So again, all thoughtful people will think about this… Is what God demands within my reach? 

· The verse says, "Does God want burnt offerings?" Anybody could bring a burnt offering. 

· It could be a handful of grain. Anybody could afford that. But that's not what God wants. 

· How about a calf? That would be a more expensive sacrifice. Only the wealthy could afford that. 

· Maybe only the wealthy can give God what He's looking for. 

How about 1,000 rams? Only a king could do that. Maybe 10,000 rivers of oil. See now this is impossible. No one could do that. 

· Should I sacrifice my own child… the “firstborn of my body for the sin of my soul?
· In the ancient world there were people who did this. 
· So what is it? What does God want? Is it possible to know? 
Then Micah writes these amazing words: "He has shown you, O man, what is good and what the Lord requires of you…" 

· Let's read these words together out loud, "To do justice and to love kindness and to walk humbly before your God."

· So, what does God require of us?  Well… He’s shown us… “To do justice… to love kindness and to walk humbly before your God." 

· Three things that, with God’s help, we can all do as we live out our everyday lives. 

God has been quite clear on this. Do justice. Start in your own world. Ask God for the gift of integrity. Just speak the truth. 

· I mentioned before in the Bible most often the word justice is paired up with the word righteousness, which doesn't mean to be self-righteous. It means to do right. 

· In the Bible the biblical notion of justice is way more than just due process or impartiality. 

· It is tied to the way God intends the world to run. Shalom… all things in harmony… and it means to live in that way, to do right by all people.

So doing justice just starts in really small ways. Just speak truth. Let's do a mass confession. 

· How many of you have deceived anybody at least once over the last year? 

· Everybody who is not raising your hands right now, you're doing it right now. Okay. 

· So justice and righteousness… it just starts really small… In my own relationships, with the people I work with, in my job…

You see, ultimately, there can be no social justice without personal righteousness. 

· There is no system, political, economic, that is going to bring justice that is filled with unrighteous people. 

· We'll always find a way around it. Of course I can't make myself just, but I can ask God, "Would You help me?" 

· Then we have to look at the world around us and ask God, "Where do You want us to be agents of justice?" 

A good place to start is this, and I'd ask you to just get personal with this… where is it when you see injustice it makes your blood boil? 

· Where is it that when you see the world not running according to Shalom, you feel a burden in your spirit? 

· You say, "God, that has to change. Somebody has to do something." 

· That may very well be the beginnings of God calling you to be a difference maker in that area. 

· God looks at the injustice and He's appalled there's no one to intercede. 

· You be one who intercedes. See when that happens a little bit of God's kingdom begins to be manifested on earth as God gives us the power to do that.

Maybe you’ve been struck by the reality of sex-trafficking… not simply on the other side of the world… but here in the US as well.  

· 100,000 sex-trafficking victims in the US alone each and every year.  

· Often starts with a child, a young person 12 or 13 years old… either poor, abandoned, or runaways. 

· They begin selling their bodies because they have nothing else. 

Maybe it's housing. Its hard to even imagine how all the foreclosures are impacting the people around us.  In the state of Michigan, 1 in 74 homes are in foreclosure. 

· Thankfully, we’re not experiencing that here… but it is happening at alarming rates…  

· And, I can bet you that there are a growing number of predatory lending agencies waiting to prey on vulnerable people. 

· Maybe you’re thinking… “Somebody has to do something." Maybe you begin praying, "God, how can we bring a different day, a little bit of Shalom to this community that needs it so much?"
Maybe it's education. By the time children are in 4th grade, children from low-income families or communities on average are already three years behind other children. 

· Fifty percent of them will not graduate from high school when they're 18. The ones who graduate from high school, on average, will function at an 8th grade level. Somebody has to do something. 

· Maybe it's poverty. "God how do you want our lives to be like ripples going out on a pond of compassion and justice and caring and blessing for the world around us.”

· You see, God’s looking out over our area… and He’s asking now what He asked so long ago… “Who is interceding for these people? Who will care enough to be My hands and feet to them?”
Do justice. Love kindness. Kindness is such a simple thing. It's a word so often associated with God in the Bible.  

· The word for kindness is hassed… it’s a word that reflects the kind of love that expresses itself in action. 
· Notice people and do something. About a year ago, I took my girls to Wendy’s for a quick bite to eat.  

· While there, we saw a pretty disheveled man hitchhiking.  The girls wanted to give him something to eat.

· So, I went outside and invited him in to join us. He told us a bit of his story… it was a nice conversation. He thanked us… and left.

But a few minutes later, they were feeling as though we should do more.  So, we went after him.  

· Seeing just how bad his shoes were, we asked him if we could take him to Walmart and get him some new hiking shoes and new socks.

· While there, Sarah saw one of her friends.  She told her what they were doing.  

· Her mom gave me $25 gift card to give to him. So, he was also able to get a few other necessities. He was genuinely thankful.

But the point is, it starts will noticing. It then gets fleshed out with a little caring… a willingness to be inconvenienced a bit… 

· followed by a whole lot of joy for having intersected with another person’s life… someone who needed a helping hand.

· The girls wont ever forget that. I was so proud of them.  “Dad, there are so many more people like him… what do we do?”
· “Well… it starts with this. Do Justice… Love Kindness. You can do that everyday of your life.”

· But… there’s a third thing.  We’re also told to walk humbly before your God. 

I think Micah puts this one last because it's hard work to be a prophet and not get all self-important and self-righteous about it. Right?

· Anybody here ever seen anybody in a church who loves to go around correcting other people? 

· There is a kind of person who loves to pass judgment in a spirit of arrogant superiority, which they cover up by saying, "Of course I have the gift of being a prophet." 

· There's a very important theological distinction between being a prophet and being a jerk.

Part of what Micah recognizes is when judgment comes, and it will come one day… that when it comes, nobody gets away with anything. 

· One day God's judgment will be made clear, and nobody's getting away with anything. 

· One day, every deed done in the darkness is going to come to light. 

· Every lie and every act of thievery, of cheating, of violence, of aggression will all be made clear. 

Everybody will be accountable before God one day. And you wonder… could that be a good thing? Well, for those who have suffered injustice… it can be.  

· For those in Christ… it WILL be. But one way or another… God is a just God.  

· Can you imagine a judge allowing a repeated child & wife abuser off with just a warning?

· Would you consider him a just judge? No. Because of His holiness… because He is just, guilty will always be guilty.

· But when a Just, Holy God is also a Redeemer God… you know what He does?  He takes the blame for your sin… for your guilt… and He pays the price we should have paid for our sin.

Truth is, when Israel thought about God being a just judge, for them, that was good news.  In fact, that was an enormously hope-producing reality for them…. that Justice is coming. 
· Here's the thing, what happens when justice comes my way? How will I feel then?
· Micah said, "Nations will see sin and be ashamed. They will come trembling out of their dens and turn in fear to the Lord our God." 

· This will happen. "Who is a God like you who pardons sin and forgives transgression? You will again have compassion on us and hurl our iniquities into the depth of the sea."
See this is our God. He loves justice and I love justice. I want justice to come, but generally I want justice to get handed out to the bad guys. Who are the bad guys? 

· Well not me… not me. Justice is going to come my way someday. What about my sin? This is what you have to understand about God. 

· He loves justice. He is a just God. A lot of what gets talked and written about spirituality in our day is rather vague and talks about it as if spirituality is kind of an asset to help you achieve your agenda and your dreams. 

· Not much gets said about the fact that God is a just God, but He is. We wouldn't want a God who is anything other than just.

Now He has revealed Himself fully in Jesus. Jesus takes the sentence, the penalty that all of our sin merits on Himself on the cross. 

· "The wages of sin is death," the Bible says, and that death, that spiritual death that by every right, all of us, you and I should have died, Jesus dies in our place on the cross. 

· So the cross becomes this miracle, this mystery where all of God's justice and all of God's mercy meet together in the suffering love of Jesus. 

· Walk humbly before your God because He's a God of forgiveness. 

There’s a story that actually happened in the Great Depression when Fiorello La Guardia was mayor of New York.

· Sometimes just for the fun of it, La Guardia would preside over police court in New York. 

· Well, one bitterly cold day they brought a trembling old man before him, who had been charged with stealing a loaf of bread… just a loaf of bread. 

· The man explained that his family was starving, and it was cold. This was the Depression. 

· He had to do something. La Guardia was touched, but he said, "I have to punish you. The law makes no exception. I have no choice. I sentence you to a fine of $10." (that might as well have been thousands back then)
Of course, the man did not have $10. So then La Guardia reached into his pocket and said, "Now, here's $10 to pay your fine." 

· And he threw the money into his hat, and then he said, "I now remit his fine." 

· Then he said, "And now I charge everybody in this court room fifty cents for living in a town where a man has to steal bread to feed his family. Mr. Bailiff, collect the fines and give them to the defendant." 

Isn't that a fabulous story? A hat was passed and a trembling old man who was waiting to be taken to jail is given $47.50. What a great God!

· Our God is a God of justice. A just judge. Our God is a God of mercy and a God of compassion who's Son, Jesus, went to the cross so we could be set free…

· so that justice might one day become a part of God's gift to our world. 

· It’s so important to Him… because its part of who He is… a Just and Righteous God. What a great God! What a great God!

· I’d like to close with a video that I showed some time ago.  It’s actually just a short clip from an audio sermon by a preacher named S.M. Lockridge some years ago. 

· He just went on about what a fabulous God God is. Then there was a question. Do you know Him? Do you know this God? 

· Let your mind revel in what a remarkable God our God is. Then we'll worship Him with the honor our God is due.

S. M. Lockridge:

The Bible says my King is the King of the Jews. He is a King of Israel. He's the King of righteousness. He's the King of the ages. He's the King of heaven. He’s the King of glory. He’s the King of kings and He is the Lord of lords. That’s my King! I wonder… do you know Him?

My King is a sovereign King; no means of measure can define His limitless love. He’s enduringly strong. He’s entirely sincere. He’s eternally steadfast. He’s immortally graceful. He’s imperially powerful. He’s impartially merciful. Do you know Him? He's the greatest phenomenon that has ever crossed the horizon of this world. He's God's Son. He's a sinner's Savior. He's the centerpiece of civilization. He's unparalleled. He's unprecedented. He is the loftiest idea in literature. He's the highest personality in philosophy. He's the fundamental doctrine of true theology! He's the only one qualified to be an all-sufficient Savior! I wonder if you know Him today.

He supplies strength for the weak. He's available for the tempted and tried. He sympathizes and He saves. He strengthens and sustains. He guards and guides. He heals the sick. He cleansed the lepers. He forgives sinners. He discharges debtors. He delivers the captives. He defends the feeble. He blesses the young. He serves the unfortunate. He regards the aged. He rewards the diligent and beautifies the meek. I wonder if you know Him. He is the key to knowledge. He is the wellspring of wisdom. He's the way of deliverance. He's the pathway of peace. He's the roadway of righteousness. He's the highway of holiness. He's the gateway of glory. Do you know Him? Well, His life is matchless. His goodness is limitless. His mercy is everlasting. His love never changes. His Word is enough. His grace is sufficient. His reign is righteous, and His yoke is easy, and His burden is light.

I wish I could describe Him to you. Yes! He's indescribable. He's incomprehensible. He's invincible. He's irresistible. You can't get Him out of your mind. You can't get him off your hand. You can't outlive Him, and you can't live without Him. Well, the Pharisees couldn't stand Him, but they found out they couldn't stop Him. Pilate couldn't find any fault in Him. Herod couldn't kill Him. Death couldn't handle Him, and the grave couldn't hold Him! Yes! That's my King! That's my King!
