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Just: A Journey into the Mercy of God is a six-part study about 
God’s heart for justice and what God’s just character means 
for us as followers of Jesus. Readers will be asked to examine 
their own understanding of justice and then witness how Jesus 
demonstrates the mercy of God in his interactions with others. 
This study focuses heavily on the parables and miracles of Jesus 
and asks us to consider the ways Jesus’s stories and actions reflect 
God’s character and how his life compels us to be just toward 
others. 
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Introduction

Just

A Journey into the Mercy of God



“This is what the Lord Almighty said: ‘Administer true justice; 

show mercy and compassion to one another. Do not oppress 

the widow or the fatherless, the foreigner or the poor. Do not 

plot evil against each other.’”

Z E C H A R I A H  7 : 9 – 1 0  N I V

There is a series of viral videos on YouTube featuring eighty-

seven-year-old Municipal Court Judge Frank Caprio in Rhode 

Island, who has earned internet stardom due to his compassionate 

verdicts for people who appear in his court for traffic violations. 

Some of the videos gained popularity because of their humor. He 

has an affable personality and engages in light banter with folks 

who appear in his courtroom. But many of his videos are heartfelt 

and emotional. In those hearings, he asks the people in front of 

him about their health, why they were in a hurry and forgot to pay 

a meter, or about their plans for the future. In doing so, he finds 

out about family illnesses, single mothers working multiple jobs, 

or folks missing a meter payment because of a job interview.

Introduction
A  J O U R N E Y  I N T O  T H E  M E R C Y  O F  G O D
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Judge Caprio is quick-witted, sharp, and discerns when someone 
is struggling. He often waives the fines and fees associated with 
a violation. He dismisses cases from time to time and frequently 
lowers the amount that a person owes the court. Sometimes he 
gives people money out of a fund he sets aside specifically for those 
in need. The relief is palpable. Some are awestruck, unbelieving, 
and emotional. Many cry. Often, they whisper a quiet thank you 
into the microphone as they exit the stand. It is an example of grace 
in a place where it is least expected. When asked why he chooses 
to run his courtroom the way he does, taking into consideration 
whether somebody is sick or had a death in the family or if they 
have children who are hungry, Judge Caprio says, “I don’t wear a 
badge under my robe . . . I wear a heart under my robe.”1 

I work in the justice system every day, and even I get choked up 
seeing the impact of how this particular judge treats people who 
come to his courtroom. Caprio’s videos are an example of how 
justice and mercy can walk hand in hand. At one point, I did not 
always think those two things were compatible. 

In the past, when I thought about God’s justice, I would think first 
and foremost of wrath. Full stop. My family faithfully attended 
church each week, and I attended Christian schools until college. 
I had great grades and could win competitive Bible verse games 
(known as sword drills) with the best of them. But I was absolutely 
terrified of God—and not in the positive God-fearing sort of way. 
When I considered God the Father, I thought of judgment and 
punishment. No matter how often I heard messages that God was 
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love, it was difficult to disentangle that idea from the harshness 
of my crime-and-punishment mindset. But one day during my 
personal Bible study, I came across this verse in Hebrews, and it 
flipped my entire idea of God’s character on its head:

[B]ut in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he 
appointed heir of all things, and through whom he also made 
the universe. The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the 
exact representation of his being, sustaining all things by his 
powerful word. After he had provided purification for sins, he 
sat down at the right hand of the Majesty in heaven. 

H E B R E W S  1 : 2 – 3  N I V

The Son is the exact representation of his being. Despite having 
read these verses before, I had never allowed that portion of it to 
really sink into my understanding of what it meant about God’s 
character. God chose to speak to us through the life of his Son. 
And if Jesus is the exact representation of God’s being, then I can 
reliably look to Jesus to more fully comprehend God in relation to 
me and others better. It means we can trust that what we see in the 
actions and words of Jesus are what is true about the character of 
God the Father. And this applies across the board, whether you 
are looking to know God’s heart of love, his healing nature, or, for 
our purposes, his heart for justice.

Some time later, as I was trying to figure out my place in the world 
after school and seeking God’s face for what it was that I was 
supposed to do, this verse was strongly impressed on me: “Learn 
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to do right; seek justice. Defend the oppressed. Take up the cause 
of the fatherless; plead the case of the widow” (Isaiah 1:17 NIV). 
So I went to work for a place that defended those who had been 
charged with violating the law, particularly children. When asked 
in my interview how I would respond if family members asked 
me how I could represent people who had been accused of such 
horrible things, I told the panel that, as a follower of Jesus, my 
whole faith was based on the premise that I was saved by grace 
alone and that I am no better or different than those who I would 
be advocating for. In all honesty, I thought I would not get the 
job because of my answer; but God had other plans, and almost 
twenty years later, I am still there!

In this book, we will journey together into God’s heart for justice 
by looking at what Jesus said and did during his earthly ministry. 
We will pay particular attention to his parables and miracles. 
The stories Jesus told and the way he moved through the world 
faithfully embodied the character of God through and through—
including what it means to know, pursue, and do the justice of God. 
And because Luke’s Gospel presents Jesus’s ministry through a 
justice framework, you will notice that we spend a considerable 
amount of time there.

My prayer is that this study will reveal to us God’s heart for people 
and his purposes for us. I hope it will challenge the notion of what 
we believe God’s justice to be and that we would be inspired to 
“act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with [our] God” 
(Micah 6:8 NIV).
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D E V O T I O N A L  S T R U C T U R E

This devotional is divided into six sections, each of which has 
several “days” of readings. As such, there is no pressure to 
complete it within a certain number of days or weeks. Feel free to 
move through the devotional at your own pace, especially if some 
days’ readings are more dense than others and you would like 
more time to think through the passages and questions. 

A  N O T E  O N  P A R A B L E S  A N D  M I R A C L E S

Most days of this study have either a parable or a miracle of 
Jesus as their focal point. Why parables? The word parable is a 
transliteration, which combines two Greek words: para, which 
means “next to,” and bole, which means “to set.” Taken together, 
the words translate as “to set next to” or “to set alongside.”2 The 
parables of Jesus are fictional stories about human experiences 
he tells alongside the reality of what is happening at the moment.3 
For example, when his disciples ask him who among them is the 
greatest, Jesus calls a child over to them and tells them they need 
to become like children. He then tells a story about the Father 
caring for the vulnerable (Matthew 18:1–14).

Jesus often uses parables to demonstrate the coming of God’s 
kingdom on earth. He uses parables to explain who God is, what 
he is doing in the world, and how we as his followers should live 
in light of him. Parables, by nature, assume an action on behalf of 
the hearers—that once a story has been told, people will respond. 
Modern-day neuroscience researchers have studied the impact 
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of storytelling by watching the parts of the brain that engage 
when people hear a good story. When we listen to someone tell 
a story, our brains light up in the same pattern as the speaker’s, 
mirroring their words in a process known as “neural coupling.”4 
Multiple parts of our brains are involved in the listening process. 
Our brains release dopamine and cortisol, hormones that keep us 
engaged with the story and help us empathize with the people in 
it. Learning through storytelling helps us to retain what we hear 
more accurately. No wonder Jesus used this medium so often to 
illustrate a point! 

Some scholars note that parables typically fall into one of three 
categories: 1) the surprising nature of the kingdom of God; 2) the 
ethics and upside-down values of God’s kingdom; or 3) a crisis 
of decision.5 Meanwhile, other scholars suggest that all parables 
are eschatological—related to the judgment of God and the souls 
of man.6 Regardless of the category in which they fall, parables 
can help us understand the deeper meaning of our everyday lives, 
teaching us how to live, how to rightly prioritize people and things, 
how to ask the right questions, and how to remember lessons 
that we already know but may be hesitant to recall.7 Where direct 
communication can result in people setting their defenses against 
the truth, parables—a form of indirect communication—find a 
subconscious way to allow people to confront their understanding 
of reality.8

And what about miracles? Miracles serve multiple purposes 
in the Bible. In addition to being personally meaningful for the 
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people who are connected to them, they also tell us a larger story 
about Jesus and the kingdom of God. For example, many of the 
miracles Jesus completed during his time on earth mirrored the 
miracles and wonders God performed for his people in the Old 
Testament. Feeding people, raising the dead,  and healing the sick 
are all things God did by his own hand or through his prophets, 
linking Jesus and his miracles to God the Father. 

The miracles of Jesus also allow us to see how Jesus drew near 
to people. And in his nearness, we learn so much! Early church 
father Augustine said of miracles:

Let us ask the miracles themselves what they tell us about 
Christ, for they have a tongue of their own, if it can only be 
understood. Because Christ is the Word of God, all the acts of 
the Word become words to us. The miracle which we admire 
on the outside also has something inside which must be 
understood.9

A U G U S T I N E

By understanding the cultural context of the miracles Jesus 
performed, we see how Jesus broke social conventions to 
transform people’s lives and draw them into a loving relationship 
with God. Many of Jesus’s miracles involved him physically 
touching the ceremonially unclean or offering grace to sinenrs 
and social and religious outcasts (like the woman with the issue of 
blood) and sinners.10 By introducing healing into such lonely and 
dry places, Jesus shows us a way to enact justice on the earth—by 
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being his hands and feet. It is in the miracles where we get to walk 
with Jesus alongside people who are in their deepest moments of 
suffering, pain, loss, and shame and meet them there. And much 
like his parables, the miracles Jesus performed evoked change in 
the people who experienced and witnessed them. I am hopeful 
that they will do the same for us.

S P E A K I N G  O F  S U F F E R I N G  .  .  . 

From the time we are children, we have an innate sense of when 
we have suffered an injustice. Whether it is a childhood slight 
on the playground or in the classroom or the deeper hurts of 
misunderstanding and betrayal that follow us into adulthood, we 
all know the longing for a wrong to be righted, a hole to be filled, 
or an injustice to be acknowledged. Sometimes, the injustices we 
experience or see in the world around us will cause us to question 
how God can be just when there is so much suffering, pain, and 
evil. It is a difficult reality and one about which I do not want 
to be reductive. Volumes could be written about whether it is 
possible to have a just God in the face of evil. In fact, countless 
philosophers and theologians have done just that. C. S. Lewis 
discusses this exact question in The Problem of Pain. It is not an 
easy task to reconcile God’s just nature in a world riddled with 
inequity, genocide, war, and immense suffering, often dealt by the 
hands of other human beings.

This study will not focus on whether the reality of pain and evil 
negate the existence of a benevolent and just God. I do not believe 
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they do. Yet, the words required to do justice (no pun intended) to 
that discussion exceed the space we have here. Instead, this study 
will focus on the life of Jesus: how he lived out justice through his 
actions and teachings, how we can know God’s character because 
of those actions and teachings, and how we can follow in his 
footsteps and live justly toward others.

As to the existence of suffering and pain, I will invite us all to hold 
on to these words from C. S. Lewis on the subject:

I have received no assurance that anything we can do will 
eradicate suffering. I think the best results are obtained by 
people who work quietly away at limited objectives, such as the 
abolition of the slave trade, or prison reform, or factory acts, or 
tuberculosis, not by those who think they can achieve universal 
justice, or health, or peace. I think the art of life consists in 
tackling each immediate evil as well as we can.11 

C .  S .  L E W I S
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Section One

Just: A Journey into the Mercy of God

What  
Is Justice?



“Is not this the kind of fasting I have chosen: 
to loose the chains of injustice  
    and untie the cords of the yoke, 
to set the oppressed free  
    and break every yoke?  
Is it not to share your food with the hungry  
    and to provide the poor wanderer with shelter— 
when you see the naked, to clothe them,  
    and not to turn away from your own flesh and blood?  
Then your light will break forth like the dawn,  
    and your healing will quickly appear;  
then your righteousness will go before you,  
    and the glory of the Lord will be your rear guard.  
Then you will call, and the Lord will answer;  
    you will cry for help, and he will say: Here am I. 

“If you do away with the yoke of oppression,  
    with the pointing finger and malicious talk,  
and if you spend yourselves on behalf of the hungry  
    and satisfy the needs of the oppressed, 

S E C T I O N  O N E

What is Justice?
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then your light will rise in the darkness,  
    and your night will become like the noonday.  
The Lord will guide you always;  
  he will satisfy your needs in a sun-scorched land  
  and will strengthen  your frame.  
You will be like a well-watered garden,  
    like a spring whose waters never fail.  
Your people will rebuild the ancient ruins  
    and will raise up the age-old foundations,  
you will be called Repairer of Broken Walls,  
    Restorer of Streets with Dwellings. 

I S A I A H  5 8 : 6 – 1 2  N I V

From 1998 to 2019,12 Urban Connections—a non-profit ministry 
on the near-East side of Columbus, Ohio—welcomed teams of 
youth groups to help with summer camps for elementary students 
and work on community beautification in the neighborhood. 
The teams would move into the ministry house, along with their 
youth pastors and chaperones, to serve for a week in a community 
outside their own. Each morning the volunteers would start 
with a devotional based on one of UC’s core principles: stability, 
justice, opportunity, and rich faith in Christ. For several years, I 
led the justice devotion. I would arrive while the teens were still 
rolling out of their sleeping bags and wiping the crust out of their 
eyes. Even with heavy lids and hungry bellies, they were polite 
listeners. Each year, I would start our time together with this 
question: “What does justice mean to you?” A brief lull of silence 
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would always follow until the first brave person raised their hand 
to share. 

And that is how we will start this journey together as well. Take And that is how we will start this journey together as well. Take 
a moment and answer that question below: What does justice a moment and answer that question below: What does justice 
mean to you?mean to you?
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The responses the teens and young adults gave always varied. 
They would range from “getting punished for something you did” 
to “good triumphing over evil” or “an eye for an eye.” Very rarely 
would anyone say that justice included God’s love, mercy, or care 
for the poor. Yet of the four hundred times the Hebrew word 
mishpat, most often translated into English as “justice,” appears 
in the Old Testament, only a small percentage of those instances 
refer to retribution, or punishment for wrongdoing. The other nine 
out of ten times the word is used to denote restorative justice13—
making someone whole or actively seeking out the vulnerable 
for the purpose of caring for, protecting, or advocating for them. 
Closely related to mishpat is the Hebrew word tsedeqah, which is 
translated as “righteousness.” It means being in a just or upright 
relationship with all people. And mishpat is how to create the 
ethical standard of tsedeqah.14 The two terms appear frequently 
together in Scripture (see Job 29:14 and Ezekiel 18:5–19) and are 
often linked to the concept of caring for others. 

Take a look at the answer you wrote to the left and answer the Take a look at the answer you wrote to the left and answer the 
following questions on this page and the next. Where did that following questions on this page and the next. Where did that 
idea come from? And what other things in your life helped shape idea come from? And what other things in your life helped shape 
your idea of justice? your idea of justice? 
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In this section, we will start our journey of discovery into God’s 
heart of justice. We will see the coming of Jesus, the Holy One, 
bringer of justice, and light of the world. I pray we will see the Word 
with fresh eyes and soft hearts as we delve into what it means for 
God to be just, for Jesus to walk justly towards humanity, and how 
we can do the same.

2 8  |  Section One: What is Justice?





A N  E Y E  F O R  A N  E Y E

Matthew 5:38–48; Leviticus 24:19–21; Luke 6:27–361
But let justice roll on like a river,  
    righteousness like a never-failing stream!

A M O S  5 : 2 4  N I V

For many of us, when the word justice is held up next to the word 
faith, it becomes synonymous with vengeance. For instance, take 
the phrase “an eye for an eye” and its related phrase “a tooth for 
a tooth.” Although these words, known as the lex talionis (“law 
of the talion”), do appear in the Levitical law (Leviticus 24:19–
21), their modern-day recitation is often taken out of context. 
Contrary to popular thought, they were not given as an edict of 
what is required from one person who commits an evil against 
another (e.g., if you take my eye, I get to have your eye). Rather, 
the words were supposed to create a limitation on the retaliatory 
actions of the one who had been wronged. The lex talionis aimed 
at equity. The law set out parameters for responding to offenses, 
ensuring that revenge was proportional and not excessive. It 
created a boundary (e.g., if you take my eye, I cannot take your eye 
plus your arm, and a leg to go with it). But this is not how the law 
came to be applied. Instead of understanding it as a limitation, 
people began to treat it as a mandate (e.g., if you take my eye, I 
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must have yours). Jesus quotes this part of the Levitical law in his 
Sermon on the Mount. 

R E A D  M A T T H E W  5 : 3 8 – 4 8

Here, Jesus acknowledges the lex talionis, but flips its practical 
instruction on its head. Rather than taking what was permissible 
under the law, he says to give something. To offer not just a mercy, 
but a grace. 

What sticks out to you about how Jesus advises his followers to 
give something in these instances?

 
 

In his 1873 sermon on the Beatitudes, Charles Spurgeon said this 
of Jesus’s instruction in Matthew:

The law of an eye for an eye, as administered in the proper courts 
of law was founded in justice, and worked far more equitably 
than the more modern system of fines; for that method allows 
rich men to offend with comparative impunity, But when the 
lex talionis came to be the rule of daily life, it fostered revenge, 
and our Savior would not tolerate it as a principle carried out 
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by individuals. Good law in court may be very bad custom in 

common society.15

C H A R L E S  S P U R G E O N

By converting a limitation to a mandate, humans created a culture 

of vengeance. Jesus tells us there is a way that is different from the 

historical norm, yet more radical than what we may want. In fact, 

the whole Sermon on the Mount is full of instructions that seem 

opposite to what our nature may urge us to do. Jesus opens the 

sermon with a litany of opposites, calling people blessed who we 

would hardly see as such (Matthew 5:3–11), then he warns against 

the sins that occur only in the mind versus those accomplished 

by the body (Matthew 5:27–32). Jesus gives instructions on the 

proper way to fast, urges us not to be anxious (Matthew 6:16–34), 

and warns us not to judge (Matthew 7:1–6). And nestled among 

these instructions are the golden rule (Matthew 7:12) and how to 

pray (Matthew 6:5–13). 

Jesus says it is through loving our enemies we become children 

of the Father. We become “perfect” as the Father is perfect by 

loving our enemies and going beyond what is asked of us for 

others (Matthew 5:43–45, 48). Here, the underlying Greek word 

(teleios) translated into English as “perfect” means “brought to its 

end, finished” or “wanting nothing necessary to completeness.”16 

It does not mean we are going to be mistake free! By telling us to 

love and turn the other cheek, Jesus urges us to be gracious and 

full of mercy. And in doing so, we become children of God. See 
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where this is going? If offering mercy and grace makes us more 
like the Father, then what does that tell us the Father is like?

R E F L E C T 

How has your perspective of justice impacted how you view God 
or your relationship with God?

 

How does reading Leviticus 24:19–21 as a limitation impact your 
understanding of it?

Part One: An Eye for an Eye |  3 3



Have you ever struggled to believe God is gracious and merciful? 
If so, why do you think that is?

 

What does today’s reading tell you about the character of God?
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So justice is far from us,  
    and righteousness does not reach us.  
We look for light, but all is darkness;  
    for brightness, but we walk in deep shadows.  
Like the blind we grope along the wall,  
    feeling our way like people without eyes.  
At midday we stumble as if it were twilight;  
    among the strong, we are like the dead.  
We all growl like bears;  
    we moan mournfully like doves.  
We look for justice, but find none;  
    for deliverance, but it is far away.

I S A I A H  5 9 : 9 – 1 1  N I V

About ten years ago, a documentary called Kids for Cash was 
released, exposing corruption in the youth legal system in Luzerne 
County, Pennsylvania. The film followed the cases of several kids 
whose lives were changed when they were committed to a private 
youth detention center following adjudications of delinquency 
in juvenile court. None of the youth in the film had attorneys to 
help them in their cases. Each of them repeatedly cycled in and 

W H E N  J U S T I C E  I S  L O S T

Isaiah 2
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out of the local detention center for minor offenses that could 

have been handled in the community. Through home-based care 

and therapy, the teens could have remained in their homes for 

intervention and treatment.

The personal and financial interests of the judge sentencing the 

teens to the facility were the focal point of the documentary. He 

benefited by keeping the facility occupied. He and another judge 

received more than two million dollars in connection with the 

construction and maintenance of the facility; that information 

was never disclosed to the children who were sentenced to time 

there. The primary judge also failed to disclose the funds on his 

annual ethics reporting, as required by law. Both judges were 

charged, convicted, and sentenced to lengthy prison terms for the 

financial crimes they committed. 

The long-term consequences for the affected children were even 

more dire. Some of the youth developed mental health disorders, 

including depression and social anxiety, while others became 

dependent on controlled substances following their commitments. 

Many did not finish school, and some lost their lives after the 

years of struggle triggered by their time in detention. 

Justice is central to the heart of God. Each Old Testament prophet 

warns of God’s judgment of those who treat others unfairly. In 

particular, the opening chapter of Isaiah begins by expressing 

God’s displeasure with Judah and Jerusalem. God was tired of 

their festivals and rituals (Isaiah 1:14), their meaningless offerings 
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(Isaiah 1:13), and refused to hear their prayers (Isaiah 1:15). What 

made God so upset? There were a myriad of reasons: from taking 

bribes and flaunting sin to forsaking the Lord and rejecting God’s 

law, the people were full of rebellion (Isaiah 1:5) and given to 

corruption (Isaiah 1:4). This was the exact opposite of who God 

intended them to be.

Isaiah is full of contrasting couplings—instances where the 

prophet compares God’s hopes for Israel with its reality. The 

once faithful city was a prostitute (Isaiah 1:21) and instead of 

places where justice could be found, courts were places where 

rights were trampled (Isaiah 1:12). But, it was not just Judah 

and Jerusalem that received God’s critique. The prophet Isaiah 

pronounced judgment against Assyria, Egypt, Phillistia, Cush, 

Damascus, Babylon, and Moab too, for similar things. Frequently, 

the theme around which God’s anger flared was injustice. 

Read the following passages from Isaiah and take note of what 

injustices were occurring that displeased God.

 

 

 

Passage

Isaiah  
1:21–23

Isaiah  
9:13–16

Injustices
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In light of all these evils, God promises judgment. The prophet 

records,

Therefore the Lord, the Lord Almighty,  

    the Mighty One of Israel, declares:  

“Ah! I will vent my wrath on my foes  

    and avenge myself on my enemies. 

I will turn my hand against you,  

    I will thoroughly purge away your dross  

    and remove all your impurities.  

I will restore your leaders as in days of old,  

    your rulers as at the beginning.  

Afterward you will be called  

    the City of Righteousness,  

    the Faithful City.” 

I S A I A H  1 : 2 4 – 2 6  N I V

Passage

Isaiah  
10:1–4

Isaiah  
30:8–14

Injustices
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Alongside the pronouncement of judgment, God promises 
restoration and redemption. Let’s take a look at some of what 
Isaiah tells us about the coming Savior. Read the following 
passages and write out any observations you have about the 
Messiah and about God’s plan to restore his people. 

 

 

 

 

God’s Plan of RestorationPassages

Isaiah  
9:1-7

Isaiah  
11:1-5

Isaiah  
56:1-9

Isaiah  
41:8-10
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R E F L E C T

Before reading these passages, what did you think Isaiah 
was about? 

How have these readings expanded your understanding of this 
prophet’s book as it relates to justice? 

From the Scriptures you have read today, what do you think 
Jesus has to do with justice? 

What does today’s reading tell you about the character of God?
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“I will send my messenger, who will prepare the way before 
me. Then suddenly the Lord you are seeking will come to his 
temple; the messenger of the covenant, whom you desire, will 
come,” says the Lord Almighty. But who can endure the day of 
his coming? Who can stand when he appears? For he will be 
like a refiner’s fire or a launderer’s soap. He will sit as a refiner 
and purifier of silver; he will purify the Levites and refine them 
like gold and silver. Then the Lord will have men who will 
bring offerings in righteousness, and the offerings of Judah and 
Jerusalem will be acceptable to the Lord, as in days gone by, as 
in former years. “So I will come to put you on trial. I will be quick 
to testify against sorcerers, adulterers and perjurers, against 
those who defraud laborers of their wages, who oppress the 
widows and the fatherless, and deprive the foreigners among 
you of justice, but do not fear me,” says the Lord Almighty.

M A L A C H I  3 : 1 – 5  N I V

Growing up, I loved watching the Peanuts Christmas movie—
the one where Charlie Brown finds the notoriously sparse, but 
ultimately redeemed, tree. My favorite part comes before the 
tree’s transformation. After Charlie unveils the tree and his 

T H E  C O M I N G  K I N G D O M

Luke 1:1–56; Luke 2:8–14; Luke 3:1–203

4 2  |  Section One: What is Justice?



friends start laughing at him, Charlie tells a blanket-toting, 
thumb-sucking Linus that everything he (Charlie) touches is a 
disaster and that he must not really know the true meaning of 
Christmas. Charlie then yells across the stage asking if anyone 
can tell him the true meaning of Christmas. Linus assures Charlie 
he can, walks to center stage, illuminated by a spotlight, and 
solemnly but confidently tells the story of Jesus’s birth. He quotes 
from the passage in Luke about the shepherds keeping watch over 
their flock by night while Jesus was born. He talks about the glory 
shining round about them and the shepherds being sore afraid. 

“Fear not!” Linus quotes the angel, “for behold, I bring you tidings 
of great joy, which shall be to all people, for unto you is born 
this day in the city of David, a savior, which is Christ the Lord.”17 
I love that part. Great joy to all people—Jesus, coming in the 
flesh! The embodiment of Jesus has always been a vital aspect of 
my own faith. I am easily overwhelmed every time I think about 
Emmanuel—Jesus being flesh and blood and here, with us. I also 
love how the little tree ultimately becomes a beautiful part of the 
kids’ Christmas. The film ends with Charlie joining his friends in 
song as he embraces the joy of the Christmas season. We see a 
longing for this same type of joy at the beginning of the Gospels.

The four hundred years between the last sentence of the Old 
Testament and the opening of the Gospels were filled with 
violence and religious upheaval.18 The conquests of Alexander 
the Great were just the first of many shifts in social and political 
power that left Israel at the mercy of other nations, struggling 
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for personal and religious freedom.19 So by the time the events 

of the Gospels occurred, the people of Israel were desperately 

longing for the coming King. The Messiah had been promised, 

and the time of his coming was almost fulfilled. But instead of a 

loud shout witnessed by the masses, the story of the coming King 

whose throne will never end (Luke 1:33) starts with visitations to 

a handful of family members, whose lives are about to change. 

The angel Gabriel makes two appearances early in Luke’s Gospel: 

first to a priest, and then to a girl. Both appearances come with 

the announcement of a birth. The priest is skeptical; the girl is 

curious. The priest’s wife struggled with infertility; the girl is a 

virgin. The priest’s son will be filled with the Holy Spirit; the girl’s 

son will be conceived by the Spirit. Luke’s storytelling device in 

these early chapters is known as “step parallelism,” which allows 

us to read the stories of Gabriel’s visitations in comparison to one 

another, distinguishing between the Messiah and the messenger 

to come before him.20 For many followers of Jesus, this is a familiar 

story. But, I would like for us to read it with fresh eyes if we could.

R E A D  L U K E  1 : 1 – 3 8

What sticks out to you? Does anything surprise you?
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Next, let’s read verses 47–56. For a moment, I would like us to 

consider what it must have felt like for Mary, a young teen, who 

is told by a messenger of the Lord that she will bear a son—and 

not just any son, but the Messiah. Did Mary question if she had 

really heard and seen the angel Gabriel? Who knows whether 

she doubted what had really happened? I might have! Yet as soon 

as Mary reaches Elizabeth, both Elizabeth and John (in utero) 

respond to the Holy Spirit, recognizing that what Mary had been 

told was true: the Messiah was coming and Mary had been given 

the honor of carrying him. I imagine that Elizabeth’s proclamation 

in verses 42 and 43 was a balm to Mary, confirming what she had 

heard from Gabriel. In response, Mary extols the Lord for his 

faithfulness in what is known as the magnificat. 

Mary lists more than ten things that God has done for both her 

and his people. Write your favorites below.
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The next time we see Elizabeth’s son John, he is proclaiming the 
coming kingdom and making way for the promised Messiah. Let’s 
take a look at John’s proclamation in Luke 3:1–20 together. 

R E A D  L U K E  3 : 1 - 2 0

In verse 8, what does John tell the crowds to produce? What does 
that mean to you?

What (in verse 9) does John say is coming for those who do not 
bear good fruit? 

The people in the crowd, including the tax collectors and the 
soldiers, ask John what they must do in order to avoid this 
outcome. He responds with a series of instructions. Take another 
look at verses 11–14 and write what John tells them below.
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R E F L E C T 

Look back at the list of things you pulled from Mary’s magnificat. 
In what ways do those things point toward justice?

What do you think John’s message to the people about sharing 
out of their excess, giving food to the hungry, dealing fairly with 
others, and only taking what is necessary has to do with Jesus, 
the coming King?

John is not the only one whose anticipation of the Messiah 
included themes of justice and righteousness. Take a look at 
Luke 2:22–39. What do Simeon and Anna prophesy about Jesus 
and his relationship to others? 

What does today’s reading tell you about the character of God? 

Part Three: The Coming Kingdom |  4 7



Yet the Lord longs to be gracious to you;  

    therefore he will rise up to show you compassion.  

For the Lord is a God of justice.  

    Blessed are all who wait for him!

I S A I A H  3 0 : 1 8  N I V

From the time he was a toddler, my oldest has been fascinated 

with the happenings of the sky. When he was in daycare, he would 

repeatedly sing a song about the planets. We could spend hours 

at the local science center with him in wonder as he learned 

about constellations and the lives of astronauts. One day when 

he was in the third grade, he came home very excited about the 

possibility of watching an eclipse that was just hours away. It was 

a rare complete eclipse known as the Beaver Moon. The last time 

it was visible was in the year 1440, and it would not appear again 

until 2669. So if he missed it, he would really miss it. He begged to 

stay up to see it. But knowing the wrath of a sleep-deprived child, 

we were unwilling to let him stay up past midnight. He sincerely 

wanted to experience something so rare, special, and memorable. 

“It’s a once-in-a-lifetime chance!” he told us. 

T H E  S P I R I T  O F  T H E  L O R D

Luke 4:14–30; Isaiah 61; 1 Kings 17:1–24; 2 Kings 5:1–14 4
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We compromised. Instead of staying up, we promised to wake 
him at 4:00 a.m. so he could see it when it was most visible in our 
part of the country. It would mean he had to wake up two hours 
earlier than usual. Did we feel like setting three alarms to make 
sure he would not miss it? Not particularly. But the moment was 
especially sweet. At 4:00 a.m., he jumped up, slid on some shoes, 
and came outside with us (he has not gotten up that easily since). 
It was a crisp November morning and the sky was clear. I hid my 
shivers long enough to snap a picture of him seeing the eclipse. It 
was beautiful—a small red-orange orb set against the deep blue 
sky. His broad, braces-filled grin will forever be etched into my 
brain. He was so delighted and so grateful to have not missed this 
once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

Anticipation can take many forms: the anxiety that can 
accompany the release of exam grades, the excitement that comes 
with expecting a new family member’s arrival, or the nerve-
wracking wait that leads up to test results or a vital phone call. 
The expectant hope for the Messiah, however, was much different 
than our usual, modern-day waits. The coming of the King was 
the event for which the children of Israel had long yearned. Take a 
look at one of the prophetic passages about Jesus:

Behold my servant, whom I uphold,  
    my chosen, in whom my soul delights;  
I have put my Spirit upon him;  
    he will bring forth justice to the nations.  
He will not cry aloud or lift up his voice,  
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    or make it heard in the street;  
a bruised reed he will not break,  
    and a faintly burning wick he will not quench;  
    he will faithfully bring forth justice.  
He will not grow faint or be discouraged  
    till he has established justice in the earth;  
    and the coastlands wait for his law. 

I S A I A H  4 2 : 1 – 4

We have already seen Jesus tell his followers to turn the other 
cheek, to give more than was asked, and to travel farther with 
someone than requested (Matthew 5:38–48). In this way, we 
caught a glimpse of the upside-down ethic of how to respond in 
love when we may want to respond with vengeance or indifference. 
Today, we are going to look at one of Jesus’s first public statements 
of his purpose and its aftermath. However, before that and after 
his forty days in the wilderness, Jesus is received by the public.  
Read Luke 4:14–15 below: 

Then Jesus returned to Galilee, filled with the Holy Spirit’s 
power. Reports about him spread quickly through the whole 
region. He taught regularly in their synagogues and was praised 
by everyone. 

L U K E  4 : 1 4 – 1 5  N LT 

The ESV uses the phrase, “being glorified by all.” In other words, 
people like him—they esteem him highly and respect him and his 
teaching. Now, to our main Scripture for today.
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R E A D  L U K E  4 : 1 4 – 3 0

In a matter of moments, Jesus goes from being praised by everyone 
to being “mobbed” and forced to the edge of the city’s hill where 
the people want to throw him off the edge (Luke 4:28–29). But 
why? Well as it turns out, there are layers to his offense. 

Now, let’s look at the text Jesus was handed. Read Isaiah 61 in its 
entirety and take note of anything that sticks out as you do.

This chapter of Isaiah tells of a future king who will bring justice 
when he establishes his kingdom on earth. It is a beautiful message 
of hope, redemption, and joy eclipsing heartache. Verses 1–2 are 
where we find much of Jesus’s recitation. When Jesus reads this 
portion of Scripture in the synagogue at Nazareth, he does not 
read it as it was written. He makes a few changes to it. That may 
not seem like a big deal to us; but to the audience, it would have 
been very significant. 
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Let’s compare the two passages, side by side: 

The Spirit of the Lord is  
on me because He has 
anointed me to proclaim 
good news to the poor. He 
has sent me to proclaim 
freedom for the prisoners 
and recovery of sight for the 
blind, to set the oppressed 
free, to proclaim the year of 
the Lord’s favor. 

L U K E  4 : 1 8 – 1 9  ( N I V )

The Spirit of the sovereign 
Lord is on me, because the 
Lord has anointed me to 
proclaim good news to the 
poor. He has sent me to 
bind up the brokenhearted, 
to proclaim freedom for the 
captives and release from 
darkness for the prisoners, 
to proclaim the year of the 
Lord’s favor and the day 
of vengeance of our God, 
to comfort all who mourn, 
and provide for those who 
grieve in Zion—to bestow 
on them a crown of beauty 
instead of ashes, the oil of 
joy instead of mourning, 
and a garment of praise 
instead of a spirit of despair. 
There will be called oaks of 
righteousness, a planting of 
the Lord for the display of 
his splendor.

I S A I A H  6 1 : 1 – 3  ( N I V )
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Isaiah 61 was a loved and highly revered portion of Scripture 

to this audience. Verse 3 in particular would have been the 

best part of the reading—the part that the hearers would have 

been anticipating: the promise of the coming Messiah, which 

many believed would result in the flipping of social norms for 

the children of Israel. Israel had been exiled, subservient, and 

treated harshly like second-class people by the rulers of the day. 

The coming Messiah would mean relief. But, Jesus does not read 

that verse.

Now by itself, leaving out a verse was not especially controversial. 

Around AD 200, rabbis composed an important collection of texts 

called the Mishnah. Though it was written well after the Gospels, 

it can give us insight into events that Jesus experienced. The 

Mishnah required the Torah to be read word for word, but scholars 

note that some verses of the prophetic books could be skipped as 

long as the interpreter could continue translation in a steady flow 

without having to pause.21 Not only does Jesus leave out a verse, 

but he also inserts portions of Isaiah 42:7 and Isaiah 58:6 into his 

reading. When he completes his proclamation, he sits down. Luke 

tells us the people look “intently” (Luke 4:20 NLT) at him—maybe 

confused? Maybe waiting for more. Next, Jesus tells his audience 

the Scripture he has just read is being fulfilled right there in front 

of them. He identifies himself as the one to usher in this jubilee—

he is the Messiah! To top it off, he recounts the actions of two 

great prophets in Israel’s history; instead of using them as the 

examples of heroic faith, he points to the people they interacted 
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with as the faithful ones. Let’s dig a little deeper into who these 

two unexpected faith heroes mentioned in verses 25–27 are. 

R E A D  1  K I N G S  1 7 : 1 – 2 4  A N D  2  K I N G S  5 : 1 – 1 4

In Luke 4, Jesus references two of the greatest prophets in Israel. 

He highlights the people to whom these prophets were sent 

(instead of the prophets themselves), and he emphasizes that the 

miracles had been done for outsiders—a poor widow, her son, and 

a Syrian. Jesus says Elijah was sent to the widow and that Naaman 

was chosen out of all the lepers in Israel at the time. In both Old 

Testament accounts, the outsider took a step of faith, trusting 

what the prophet asked of them. They believed (even if Naaman’s 

belief was begrudging). Considered together, all of these things 

may have contributed to the crowd wanting to throw Jesus off 

a cliff. 

Why do you think he chose to highlight the people he did?
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The widow, her son, and Naaman were all members of what 
biblical scholars call the “quartet of the vulnerable”—the poor, the 
immigrant, the widow, and the orphan.22 They are the beneficiaries 
of the prophet Zechariah’s admonition to administer true justice 
(Zechariah 7:9–10 NIV). Jesus uplifts them in his proclamation 
about his ministry and mission. He proclaims justice and the 
year of the Lord’s favor (jubilee) while elevating people who 
were perpetually at risk of being marginalized. Jesus: full of the 

unexpected.

R E F L E C T

How has Jesus shown up in unexpected ways in your own life? 
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Have you ever wrestled with something Jesus said or did because 
it did not line up with your expectations? If so, what was it 
and why? 

What is the potential danger of allowing our expectations to 
dictate what we think the Lord can do?
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What does Jesus’s announcement in Luke 4:18–19 mean to you?

What does today’s reading tell you about the character of God? 
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Decades ago (I cringe writing this), when I was still in high school, 

the church that housed our school was preparing for its annual 

Christmas program, which was a huge production. Hundreds of 

members, students and adults, had been rehearsing for weeks. 

There were quartets and choirs, bell choirs, and a play with 

live music and elaborate set designs. I was in a side room with 

classmates and other volunteers helping out before the program 

started, praying and watching the folks entering the church. We 

stood peering through the doors of the rooms where we were 

anxiously awaiting a mighty move of God. We were filled with the 

type of glee that can only come from teenagers who have not yet 

lived outside their parents’ homes or paid their own bills!

The sanctuary held thousands of people, and about thirty minutes 

ahead of the program, we were almost full. Busloads of students 

from other schools and other youth groups were there, scrunching 

together in the pews. A classmate pointed out a kid who looked to 

be about nineteen or so with a ten-inch tall spiked mohawk aflame 

with neon green, electric blue, and pink. My classmate said, with 

a severe amount of sincerity, “If there is someone out there who 

needs to hear the gospel, it’s that guy.” Everyone nodded and I 

J U S T I C E  A N D  T H E  L O V E  O F  G O D

Luke 11:37–52; Luke 6:20–365
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recall more than one person specifically calling him out in the 

prayer circle before the curtain call. 

The program was great as usual, and we were equal parts ecstatic 

and humbled for the altar call. Extremely humbled. Because as 

it turns out, that 19-year-old spiky mohawk kid was a follower 

of Jesus already. He was a leader for his youth group and was 

one of the folks who had worked to pack his church’s van full of 

others to come to the program. Insert sheepish grin here. Perhaps 

it was our underdeveloped teenage brains or a lack of depth in 

our theological training—or both. But we were collectively blind 

because we believed we knew what righteousness looked like.  

As we read in Luke 4, when Jesus announces his ministry, he 

proclaims good news, freedom, recovery of sight, and jubilee. He 

uplifts the vulnerable as he does so and upsets his hearers to the 

point of revilement. 

R E A D  L U K E  1 1 : 3 7 – 5 2

This account in Luke is just one of many instances in which 

something Jesus says is different from what people expected. 

In this passage, what about Jesus’s actions at the beginning of 
the meal surprises the Pharisee the most? 
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Throughout Scripture, clean hands were important for avoiding 
sickness and disease, and they were associated with being 
ritually pure or having a clean heart. Perhaps Jesus does not wash 
before supper because he wants to have this exchange with the 
Pharisees. His response to their critique contrasts the cleanliness 
of their exterior lives with the grime of their interior ones. How 
could people who were so committed to external acts of piety 
that they tithed spices neglect justice and the love of God (Luke 
4:42)? Jesus’s instruction that they should have practiced the 
latter without neglecting the former is a lesson for us, as well. 
The hypocrisy of people is a problem Jesus deals with throughout 
his ministry. He repeatedly challenges people for their failure to 
practice mercy and compassion for others alongside their worship. 
Jesus’s insistence on the value of caring for others was not new. 
Instead, it is consistent with who God is and has always been.

Let’s take a look at what some of the Old Testament prophets 
say about how to treat others. Several of the minor prophets 
announce the Lord’s judgment against various acts of evil. Take 
note of what you observe in the following passages:

 
 

 

ObservationsPassages

Amos  
1:3–10
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In the same way God spoke through his prophets, Jesus condemns 
living with an outward showing of piety—observing the law in 
an empty way—while also mistreating others or ignoring their 
oppression. Instead, Jesus invites us to follow him to his upside-
down kingdom, where the unexpected awaits.

ObservationsPassages

Amos  
2:6–9

Micah 
2:1–5

Zephaniah  
3:1-5

Micah  
3:1–8
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R E F L E C T

Why do you think the Pharisees missed the issues of justice and 

the love of God while trying their best to adhere to the rules of 

the law? 

 

Take a few moments and consider your interior life—your 

thoughts and motivations—what do you think drives some of 

your own acts of righteousness? 
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Have you ever felt tempted to engage in outward acts of piety 
to be noticed by others? If so, what do you think motivated you 
then? If not, why do you think that can sometimes happen to 
otherwise well-meaning people? 

What does today’s reading tell you about the character of God? 
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S E C T I O N  O N E

A Prayer and 
Journaling Prompt

What new things has the Lord taught you about justice as you 

have worked your way through this section? 

 

Have any parts of this section been difficult to absorb? If so (or if 

not), why do you think that is? 
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Let’s root ourselves with an intentionality about being open to 
learning more about justice, even if it is different than what we 
may have walked into this devotional with. Use the space below 
to write a prayer of your own. There are a couple of lines to help 
you get started.

God of the unexpected. We know you are just and true. Open our 
eyes to see your handiwork and our hearts to accept your justice and 
mercy, however they come. 
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