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I. OPENING TIME

QUESTIONS:
· Have you ever been involved in a lawsuit?

· Have you ever watched a trial?

· Why do we have courts?

· In theory, is our judicial system meant to offer help to the guilty, or the innocent?

· In reality, does our system favor the guilty, or the innocent?

· Who is the consistent winner in the process of litigation?

SCRIPTURE:
(Matthew 5:25-26 NIV)  "Settle matters quickly with your adversary who is taking you to court. Do it while you are still with him on the way, or he may hand you over to the judge, and the judge may hand you over to the officer, and you may be thrown into prison. {26} I tell you the truth, you will not get out until you have paid the last penny.
· What legal advice does Jesus give in verses 25 and 26?

· Was Jesus saying it is wrong for anyone to be in a lawsuit? (No…only that it is better to avoid it if possible.)

· Why did Jesus say we should try to avoid going to court?

· Is it a ‘given’ that all judges judge fairly?

(Psalm 58 NIV)  For the director of music. To the tune of "Do Not Destroy." Of David. A miktam. Do you rulers indeed speak justly? Do you judge uprightly among men? {2} No, in your heart you devise injustice, and your hands mete out violence on the earth. 
· What question did David have in verse 1?

· What was David’s answer in verse 2 to his own question?

· Do all judges speak justly and judge uprightly today? 

(Ezekiel 33:17-20 NIV)  "Yet your countrymen say, 'The way of the Lord is not just.' But it is their way that is not just. {18} If a righteous man turns from his righteousness and does evil, he will die for it. {19} And if a wicked man turns away from his wickedness and does what is just and right, he will live by doing so. {20} Yet, O house of Israel, you say, 'The way of the Lord is not just.' But I will judge each of you according to his own ways."

· What did God tell Ezekiel the Israelites were saying about His (God’s) system of justice?

· What did God tell Ezekiel about Israel’s system of justice?

· How could the discrepancy between Israel’s system of justice and God’s system of justice cause problems for the people of Israel?

· In our system of justice today, would our judges and courts say the way of God is a just way?

· Do you think God would say our system of justice is just?

· How could the discrepancy between God’s justice and the system of justice in our country cause problems for people trying to follow God’s will for their lives?

· On the basis of this one issue alone, why is it a good idea to follow Jesus’ advice to try to settle out of court if possible?

(Micah 3:11 NIV)  Her leaders judge for a bribe, her priests teach for a price, and her prophets tell fortunes for money. Yet they lean upon the LORD and say, "Is not the LORD among us? No disaster will come upon us."
· How were the rulings of the judges determined according to this verse?

· Does this ever occur today?

· How would you feel if you were the defendant in a case and had a strong indication the judge was ‘on the take’ in favor of your adversary? Had you known, would you have tried harder to settle out of court?

· For those who may think this is directed solely against corrupt judges, who else is indicted in this verse? (Ministers and evangelists.) 

(Micah 7:2-4 NIV)  The godly have been swept from the land; not one upright man remains. All men lie in wait to shed blood; each hunts his brother with a net. {3} Both hands are skilled in doing evil; the ruler demands gifts, the judge accepts bribes, the powerful dictate what they desire-- they all conspire together. {4} The best of them is like a brier, the most upright worse than a thorn hedge. 
· According to these verses, who joins the corrupt judge in the conspiracy against the upright person?

· Could the following be the contemporary counterparts today?

· men lie in wait to shed blood (The premeditative criminals.)

· each hunts his brother with a net (The person who constantly looks for the opportunity to sue someone to get rich.)

· the ruler demands gifts (The politician who sells their vote to the special interest group with the highest lobby bidder.)

· the judge accepts bribes (Same today…the judge accepts bribes.)

· the powerful dictate what they desire (The powerful businessman who can afford the best attorney in the world to keep him out of court or represent him in court as well as protecting him through legal loopholes from carrying his share of the weight with the government.)

· If the corrupt judge is in a conspiracy with these types of people, doesn’t it make good sense to avoid opposing any of them in court?

· Can you think of any court cases in which the powerful or wealthy hired the best attorneys and won their case against the upright?

· Consider for a moment how well each of the people mentioned in these verses know how to operate within our justice system. 

· Isn’t it also interesting that the honest citizen has the most to lose in a lawsuit against any of these people? (The best the honest citizen can hope for is proving his innocence + court costs; if he loses, his innocence becomes guilt… + court costs!) 

Suppose two parties…even Christians…cannot agree with each other over an issue; does the Bible give them no way to resolve their differences?
(1 Corinthians 6:1-8 NIV)  If any of you has a dispute with another, dare he take it before the ungodly for judgment instead of before the saints? {2} Do you not know that the saints will judge the world? And if you are to judge the world, are you not competent to judge trivial cases? {3} Do you not know that we will judge angels? How much more the things of this life! {4} Therefore, if you have disputes about such matters, appoint as judges even men of little account in the church! {5} I say this to shame you. Is it possible that there is nobody among you wise enough to judge a dispute between believers? {6} But instead, one brother goes to law against another--and this in front of unbelievers! {7} The very fact that you have lawsuits among you means you have been completely defeated already. Why not rather be wronged? Why not rather be cheated? {8} Instead, you yourselves cheat and do wrong, and you do this to your brothers.
· Verse 1 identifies the problem; someone has a dispute with another. What does Paul mean by “dare he take it before the ungodly for judgment instead of before the saints?” in verse 1? (Today’s vernacular… “If you have a problem with another Christian, why would you dare hire a lawyer and take him to court in front of a bunch of non-believing, blood-thirsty, atheistic people who will antagonize and ridicule you two Christians because you are suing each other instead of loving each other!”) 

In verses 2 and 3 Paul reminds these Christians that if they will one day judge the world, even angels…then they should be competent enough to make their own rulings between each other in cases that are trivial by comparison. Paul even says the least significant person in the church is more than capable of making this decision!
· Finally, in verses 7 and 8, Paul assesses the damage done when Christians go to court. How does he describe them in verse 7? (Completely defeated.) 
Paul makes it clear in the balance of verse 7 that taking another Christian to court is an outcome  worse than being wronged by someone with no restitution at all from the court. He in essence said, “You’d be better off to suffer being wronged and cheated by your brother than to expose yourself and your brother through the world’s system of cheating and doing wrong.” 

BOTTOM LINE:
· Do you see any similarities between the system of justice described in these verse and our system of justice today?

· Why do you think Jesus advised us to avoid court if at all possible?

CLOSE WITH PRAYER.
II. TABLE TIME.

QUESTION: Do most Christians today believe they should avoid a lawsuit if at all possible?
SCRIPTURE:
(Proverbs 22:22-23 NIV)  Do not exploit the poor because they are poor and do not crush the needy in court, {23} for the LORD will take up their case and will plunder those who plunder them.

(James 2:6 NIV)  But you have insulted the poor. Is it not the rich who are exploiting you? Are they not the ones who are dragging you into court?

· According to these verses, who is likely to take whom to court and crush them?

· Why would the rich be more likely to win in court than a poor person? (Ability to buy better attorneys.)

· What percentage of people in the world who watched the O.J. Simpson trial would likely agree this theory is true?

· Why would it normally be unlikely for the poor to take you to court?

· What is the only way possible for the poor to take someone to court undeservedly? (An attorney offers to cover all court costs if he/she does not win the case. The poor person that is wrongly accusing someone has nothing to lose…if they lose the case, the attorney works for free; if they wrongfully win, both the poor person and the attorney are awarded restitution by the court.)

(Proverbs 25:7-10 NIV)  What you have seen with your eyes {8} do not bring hastily to court, for what will you do in the end if your neighbor puts you to shame? {9} If you argue your case with a neighbor, do not betray another man's confidence, {10} or he who hears it may shame you and you will never lose your bad reputation.

(Proverbs 25:7-10 NRSV) What your eyes have seen {8} do not hastily bring into court; for what will you do in the end, when your neighbor puts you to shame? {9} Argue your case with your neighbor directly, and do not disclose another's secret; {10} or else someone who hears you will bring shame upon you, and your ill repute will have no end.

· What does verse 8 advise against?

· What alternative is suggested instead in verse 9 (in the NIV)? (Go to your neighbor directly, rather than taking him to court to settle the difference; the second half of the verse equates taking your disagreement to court to a person disclosing another person’s secret or betraying the confidence someone places in you, a very shameful position to put in.)

· Verse 8 says the neighbor might put you to shame, indicating that if you take your neighbor to court, you may lose your case against him, and thus be shamed through losing the case. How long does verse 10 say it will take to restore your reputation? 

(Proverbs 29:7-11 NIV)  The righteous care about justice for the poor, but the wicked have no such concern. {8} Mockers stir up a city, but wise men turn away anger. {9} If a wise man goes to court with a fool, the fool rages and scoffs, and there is no peace. {10} Bloodthirsty men hate a man of integrity and seek to kill the upright. {11} A fool gives full vent to his anger, but a wise man keeps himself under control.

· Once again, we see in verse 7 three different groups in light of how they feel about justice; the righteous, the poor and the wicked. How do each of the three relate to justice?

· According to verse 9,what is it like to find yourself opposing a fool in court? Have you heard someone in the middle of a court case describe their life in terms of verse 9, as ‘there is no peace’? 

(Isaiah 29:13-21 NIV)  The Lord says: "These people come near to me with their mouth and honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me. Their worship of me is made up only of rules taught by men. {14} Therefore once more I will astound these people with wonder upon wonder; the wisdom of the wise will perish, the intelligence of the intelligent will vanish." {15} Woe to those who go to great depths to hide their plans from the LORD, who do their work in darkness and think, "Who sees us? Who will know?" {16} You turn things upside down, as if the potter were thought to be like the clay! Shall what is formed say to him who formed it, "He did not make me"? Can the pot say of the potter, "He knows nothing"? {17} In a very short time, will not Lebanon be turned into a fertile field and the fertile field seem like a forest? {18} In that day the deaf will hear the words of the scroll, and out of gloom and darkness the eyes of the blind will see. {19} Once more the humble will rejoice in the LORD; the needy will rejoice in the Holy One of Israel. {20} The ruthless will vanish, the mockers will disappear, and all who have an eye for evil will be cut down-- {21} those who with a word make a man out to be guilty, who ensnare the defender in court and with false testimony deprive the innocent of justice.

(Isaiah 29:13-21 NRSV)  The Lord said: Because these people draw near with their mouths and honor me with their lips, while their hearts are far from me, and their worship of me is a human commandment learned by rote; {14} so I will again do amazing things with this people, shocking and amazing. The wisdom of their wise shall perish, and the discernment of the discerning shall be hidden. {15} Ha! You who hide a plan too deep for the LORD, whose deeds are in the dark, and who say, "Who sees us? Who knows us?" {16} You turn things upside down! Shall the potter be regarded as the clay? Shall the thing made say of its maker, "He did not make me"; or the thing formed say of the one who formed it, "He has no understanding"? {17} Shall not Lebanon in a very little while become a fruitful field, and the fruitful field be regarded as a forest? {18} On that day the deaf shall hear the words of a scroll, and out of their gloom and darkness the eyes of the blind shall see. {19} The meek shall obtain fresh joy in the LORD, and the neediest people shall exult in the Holy One of Israel. {20} For the tyrant shall be no more, and the scoffer shall cease to be; all those alert to do evil shall be cut off-- {21} those who cause a person to lose a lawsuit, who set a trap for the arbiter in the gate, and without grounds deny justice to the one in the right.

· Verses 13-16 describes a country of people that sounds frighteningly like us…we see a description of how these people operate and their belief about God. God does tell us through the prophet Isaiah that things will get better. Interestingly, one of the things God points out through Isaiah that will change is our topic for this lesson…the courtroom. Who does verse 19 say will begin to benefit rather than the ‘bad guys’?

· What will happen, according to verses 20 and 21, to those who often flourish in our system of justice?
(Amos 5:7-22 NIV)  You who turn justice into bitterness and cast righteousness to the ground {8} (he who made the Pleiades and Orion, who turns blackness into dawn and darkens day into night, who calls for the waters of the sea and pours them out over the face of the land-- the LORD is his name-- {9} he flashes destruction on the stronghold and brings the fortified city to ruin), {10} you hate the one who reproves in court and despise him who tells the truth. {11} You trample on the poor and force him to give you grain. Therefore, though you have built stone mansions, you will not live in them; though you have planted lush vineyards, you will not drink their wine. {12} For I know how many are your offenses and how great your sins. You oppress the righteous and take bribes and you deprive the poor of justice in the courts. {13} Therefore the prudent man keeps quiet in such times, for the times are evil. {14} Seek good, not evil, that you may live. Then the LORD God Almighty will be with you, just as you say he is. {15} Hate evil, love good; maintain justice in the courts. 

· In verses 7-13, how does God feel toward the court offender?

· What are we instructed to do instead in verses 14-15?

BOTTOM LINE:
· How do you think God feels about us going to court unnecessarily?

CLOSE WITH PRAYER.
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