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I. OPENING TIME

QUESTIONS:
· How would the average person define ‘justice’?
· A celebrated court case, described as the ‘case of the century’ ended when the jury returned a verdict of ‘not guilty’ on two counts of murder in the first degree. The people in the nation were divided in their opinion as to whether the defendant was actually guilty or innocent. The underlying question was whether justice was done. How would the average person define ‘justice’ in this case?
· In our court system, if the prosecuting attorneys do not produce enough evidence for the jurors to overcome reasonable doubt and the jury returns a verdict of not guilty, has justice been done? Does it matter whether or not the defendant is actually guilty? 
· What is the relationship between justice and righteousness?
· How would the average person define righteousness?
· Is ‘righteousness’ a religious or secular word?
· What are the requirements for a person to be considered a ‘righteous’ person?
· What does ‘self-righteous’ mean?
SCRIPTURE:

Matthew   5:
       1. Now when he saw the crowds, he went up on a mountainside and sat down. His disciples came to him,  2  and he began to teach them, saying:

       3 "Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

       4  Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.

       5  Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.

       6  Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.

       7  Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy.

       8  Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.

       9  Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called sons of God.

       10  Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

       11  "Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me.

       12  Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven,  for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.
· In verse 6, Jesus said those who hunger and thirst for righteousness will be filled. What do you think Jesus meant by righteousness?

· One of the questions above was whether righteousness is a word used in a religious context or in the secular world. If there was some confusion about the right answer, it was for good reason. Dictionaries today define righteousness purely in a non-religious context; our understanding of the word is not associated with religion . 

Webster’s New Encyclopedic Dictionary, 1993 1. acting rightly: UPRIGHT 2 a: morally right or justifiable <righteous actions> b: arising from an outraged sense of justice or morality

· This has not always been the case: consider the definition in Noah Webster’s 1828 American Dictionary of the English Language:

righteousness, n. 

Purity of heart and rectitude of life; conformity of heart and life to the divine law. Righteousness, as used in Scripture and theology, in which it is chiefly used, is nearly equivalent to holiness, comprehending holy principles and affections of heart, and conformity of life to the divine law. It includes all we call justice, honesty and virtue, with holy affections; in short, it is true religion.

2. Applied to God, the perfection or holiness of his nature; exact rectitude (exact conformity to truth... Perfect rectitude belongs only to the Supreme Being);

3. The active and passive obedience of Christ, by which the law of God is fulfilled. Dan. ix.

4. Justice; equity between man and man. Luke I.

5. The cause of our justification. The Lord our righteousness. Jer. xxiii

In this definition, we see the first three usages in the religious arena...none of which are used in the definition today. Finally, in the fourth definition, we find one of the current applications with one change; we no longer use the word righteous to describe justice between man and man...we simply call it justice.

To reconstruct: today, we have no working definition or understanding of the word righteousness and a limited use and understanding of the word justice...limited in the sense that in days past, justice implied that the innocent were found innocent and the guilty were found guilty. Today, justice could simply mean that a criminal receives a ‘fair trial’, regardless of the verdict of the jury.

We must look to Scripture to understand Jesus’ meaning of righteousness. First...consider the righteousness of God.
Psalms  11:7  For the LORD is righteous, he loves justice; upright men will see his face.

· What value is it to us that God’s righteousness means that He loves justice?

· What would be the implications for us if God ‘could care less about justice’...how would order in our world be affected?

Psalms  36:6  Your righteousness is like the mighty mountains, your justice like the great deep. O LORD, you preserve both man and beast.

· What does this verse tell us about God’s righteousness?

· What are the tallest mountains you have seen? 

· Have you ever tried climbing any of them? 

· What do you think the psalmist was trying to say about God’s righteousness? 

· In the day of the psalmist, was there anything of greater magnitude than the mountains? To what would you compare your righteousness?

God never planned to ‘keep his righteousness to himself’...
Psalms  36:10  Continue your love to those who know you, your righteousness to the upright in heart.

· What was the psalmist asking God to do in this verse?

· Have you ever considered that God wanted to give you His righteousness?

· How do you think God imparts His righteousness to us?

Genesis  15:

       6  Abram believed the LORD, and he credited it to him as righteousness.

· Why did God credit Abram for having righteousness?

· What is another term we use for the phrase, ‘believed the Lord’? (Faith)

· Does this mean God’s righteousness is available to us through our faith in Him? 

Psalms  23:3  he restores my soul. He guides me in paths of righteousness for his name's sake.
· According to this verse, why does God guide us in righteous paths?

· For those of you with children, why are you interested in your children ‘walking down the right paths’ for the sake of your name? 

· To ask another way, when your children do something good, do you enjoy the fact they have honored you? 

· Conversely, if they do something you are less than proud of, do you share with them in the responsibility of their actions?

· A parent shares in the good and bad that comes through the actions of their children. On the basis of God’s righteousness, why do you suppose He is interested in guiding His children along righteous paths?

· How do you think God shares in the responsibility of those who do not walk along righteous paths? 

2 Corinthians   5:

        18  All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation:  19  that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men's sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation.   20  We are therefore Christ's ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ's behalf: Be reconciled to God.  21 God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.

· According to verse 19, what has God decided to do about our sins? (Not hold them against us.)

· According to verse 21, how did God make it possible for us...the unrighteous...to become righteous?

· How then, does God guide us in the paths of righteousness for the sake of His name? (Through faith in His son, Jesus Christ.)

BOTTOM LINE:

· Righteousness is simply being ‘right’ with God...having nothing in our lives that alienates or estranges us from Him. Humanly speaking, righteousness is impossible.

 For I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven. 
(Jesus Christ) Matthew 5:20
· . Our only chance for true righteousness is through faith in God through Jesus Christ.

God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.                                                              

2 Corinthians 5:21     

For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last,  just as it is written: "The righteous will live by faith."  
Romans   1:17
CLOSE WITH PRAYER.

II. TABLE TIME.


QUESTION: How would you contrast a self-righteous and a truly righteous person?

SCRIPTURE:
Proverbs  10:

       2. Ill-gotten treasures are of no value, but righteousness delivers from death.
Proverbs  11:

       4. Wealth is worthless in the day of wrath, but righteousness delivers from death. 5. The righteousness of the blameless makes a straight way for them, but the wicked are brought down by their own wickedness. 6  The righteousness of the upright delivers them, but the unfaithful are trapped by evil desires.

· The preceding verses in 2 Corinthians show us that God gives us His righteousness by reconciling us to himself through Christ. What do these verses in Proverbs tell us His righteousness does for us?

Psalms  37:

       6  He will make your righteousness shine like the dawn, the justice of your cause like the noonday sun.

· What is the most memorable sunrise you experienced? 

From the writer: We live in the northwest corner of Montana, a place where the sun is often absent for days due to clouds that frequently cover the high mountain valley. Many times after a period of the sun’s absence, a strong high pressure system will drive the clouds eastward during the night and we are awakened  early the next morning by the brilliant light of the sun as it rises over the mountains. Its brilliance illuminates and makes everything even more beautiful. Sin in our lives produces a similar cloud cover effect of despondency and despair. As we experience God’s high pressure system through confession, repentance and the cleansing He provides through faith in Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit blows the clouds away and replaces them with God’s righteousness. The result is what the psalmist described...the sun beaming into our hearts, illuminating and making everything beautiful again!  
· Have you experienced the bright sunshine of God’s righteousness in your life?

Psalms  85:

       10  Love and faithfulness meet together; righteousness and peace kiss each other. 

11  Faithfulness springs forth from the earth, and righteousness looks down from heaven.

· According to verse 11, which direction does faithfulness need to ‘flow’? (From the earth...from us to God.) Which direction does righteousness ‘flow’? (From heaven...from God to us.)

· This verse gives us a verbal imagery of God giving us His righteousness: God’s love is the motivation for making righteousness through Jesus Christ available to us...“for God so loved the world”...we respond to His gift of love through faithfulness... “that whoever believes in Him should not perish”...and receive His peace...“My peace I give you”.

Isaiah  32:

       16  Justice will dwell in the desert and righteousness live in  the fertile field.

       17  The fruit of righteousness will be peace; the effect of righteousness will be quietness and confidence forever.

· In verse 17, what fruit is produced in our life by the tree of righteousness?

· Do you ever experience a lack of peace, quietness and confidence in your life?

· Do you need to ‘water’ your tree of righteousness?

Psalms 119:

7.   I will praise you with an upright heart as I learn your righteous laws.

75.   I know, O LORD, that your laws are righteous, and in faithfulness you have afflicted me.

138.  The statutes you have laid down are righteous; they are fully trustworthy.

142.  Your righteousness is everlasting and your law is true.

144.  Your statutes are forever right; give me understanding that I may live.

172.  May my tongue sing of your word, for all your commands are righteous.

· Where do these verses tell us we can ‘investigate’ the righteousness of God? (In His laws and statutes...in the Bible.)

· Our society’s system of laws, justice and righteousness undergoes constant change; what do verses 138, 142 and 144 say about the constancy of God’s laws and statutes?

Proverbs  13:

       6. Righteousness guards the man of integrity, but wickedness overthrows the sinner.

Proverbs  16:

       8. Better a little with righteousness than much gain with injustice.

Proverbs  16:

       31. Gray hair is a crown of splendor; it is attained by a righteous life.

Proverbs  21:

       21. He who pursues righteousness and love finds life, prosperity and honor.

· According to these verses, how does righteousness affect the quality of our life?

Isaiah  26:

       9  My soul yearns for you in the night; in the morning my spirit longs for you. When your judgments come upon the earth, the people of the world learn righteousness. 10  Though grace is shown to the wicked, they do not learn righteousness; even in a land of uprightness they go on doing evil and regard not the majesty of the LORD.

· Many times we think that giving people another chance...“three strikes”...will encourage them to be a better person. What comment do these two verses make about that rationale?

· According to verse 9, when will the people of the world learn righteousness? 

Isaiah  59:

       9. 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.

       10  Like the blind we grope along the wall, feeling our way like men without eyes. At midday we stumble as if it were twilight; among the strong, we are like the dead.

       11  We all growl like bears; we moan mournfully like doves. We look for justice, but find none; for deliverance, but it is far away.

       12  For our offenses are many in your sight, and our sins testify against us. Our offenses are ever with us, and we acknowledge our iniquities:

       13  rebellion and treachery against the LORD, turning our backs on our God, fomenting oppression and revolt, uttering lies our hearts have conceived.

       14  So justice is driven back, and righteousness stands at a distance; truth has stumbled in the streets, honesty cannot enter.

       15  Truth is nowhere to be found, and whoever shuns evil becomes a prey. The LORD looked and was displeased that there was no justice.

       16. He saw that there was no one, he was appalled that there was no one to intervene; so his own arm worked salvation for him, and his own righteousness sustained him.

       17  He put on righteousness as his breastplate, and the helmet of salvation on his head; he put on the garments of vengeance and wrapped himself in zeal as in a cloak.

       18  According to what they have done, so will he repay wrath to his enemies and retribution to his foes; he will repay the islands their due.

       19  From the west, men will fear the name of the LORD, and from the rising of the sun, they will revere his glory. For he will come like a pent-up flood that the breath of the LORD drives along.
· Could verses 9-15 be a description of our country today?

· What good news do you see in this prophecy of Isaiah about Jesus Christ in verse 16? (God saw we would never achieve righteousness and worked His own plan for our salvation through Jesus Christ.)

But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify. 





Romans   3:21

BOTTOM LINE:

But for you who revere my name, the sun of righteousness will rise with healing in its wings. And you will go out and leap like calves released from the stall. 
Malachi 4:2
If only you had paid attention to my commands, your peace would have been like a river, your righteousness like the waves of the sea. 


Isaiah  48:18
"Be careful not to do your 'acts of righteousness' before men, to be seen by them. If you do, you will have no reward from your Father in heaven. 

Matthew   6:1

CLOSE WITH PRAYER.
Daniel  12:

       3  Those who are wise will shine like the brightness of the heavens, and those who lead many to righteousness, like the stars for ever and ever.

Matthew   6:

       33  But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.

Romans   4:

       5  However, to the man who does not work but trusts God who justifies the wicked, his faith is credited as righteousness.

Romans   6:

       16  Don't you know that when you offer yourselves to someone to obey him as slaves, you are slaves to the one whom you obey--whether you are slaves to sin, which leads to death, or to obedience, which leads to righteousness?

Romans   9:

       30. What then shall we say? That the Gentiles, who did not pursue righteousness, have obtained it, a righteousness that is by faith;

Romans  10:

       3  Since they did not know the righteousness that comes from God and sought to establish their own, they did not submit to God's righteousness.

Philippians   3:

       9. and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ-- the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith.

1 Timothy   6:

       11  But you, man of God, flee from all this, and pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance and gentleness.

2 Timothy   2:

       22. Flee the evil desires of youth, and pursue righteousness, faith, love and peace, along with those who call on the Lord out of a pure heart.

2 Timothy   3:

       16  All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness,

Titus   3:

       5  he saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy. He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit,
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