
God’s Call for Justice

I want to begin today by thanking you for your excellent questions at the end of last 
Sunday’s sermon.  It got me all excited about jumping into some teaching on the 
history of Christian mission, with a particular focus on answering questions that you 
have.  When I was a young man attending church and university, most of the first 1500 
years of church history was mystery to me.  After taking a course and continuing to 
read books that cover these years, my grasp is a bit better, but there is so much that 
happened and so many different viewpoints on those events, that the study of the 
mission of the church through the ages never really gets old.  So I’m looking forward 
to exploring this material in the coming weeks and presenting you with an historical 
perspective on the early church, the forming of the biblical canon, the changes in how 
the church was led and how it grew, and how it impacted the nations as it spread.

For now, I’m going to be doing two things at once.  I’m going to finish the series we 
had on seeing the principles in the Old Testament and how they apply today AND I will 
be studying church history again, preparing for the next series.  Part of my reason for 
putting off this topic for a few weeks is that I greatly value Murray and Carol’s insights 
into the mission of the church and they are unavailable for the next 6 weeks or so.  I’ve 
asked them to speak into some of the questions we talked about last week on June 7 
and June 28 and I’m hopeful that they will be able to do that.

I’m not going to take us on a study of each of the Minor Prophets of the Old Testament, 
partly because of the timing of all this and partly because so many of the themes are 
similar from book to book.  Many of these works are three chapters long: Zephaniah, 
Nahum, Joel and Habakkuk; Haggai is two chapters and Obadiah only one.  They are 
significant and worth reading and finding out about, but for the purpose of this series, 
I’m going to stick with Amos and Micah, Jonah, Malachi and Zechariah.

Today, I want to look at the messages of two prophets who were both communicating 
God’s concern for justice.  In the prophetic message of Amos, who spoke to Israel  
towards the end of that northern kingdom, and in the message of Micah, who spoke to 
the people of Judah near the end of that century, we see that God is upset with HIs 
people because they are treating one another so badly.  It seems that greed didn’t get 
its start anytime recently, but was a major player way back then.  Let’s look at some 
passages, starting with Amos.  He starts the prophecy by speaking against Israel’s 
enemies.  Beginning to the northeast, he prophecies against Assyria, then looks to 
the southwest and speaks out against the wrongs of the Philistines.  Then Amos 
looks to Tyre to the northwest, then Ammon to the southeast, then Moab to the east.  
Five prophecies against five of Israel’s neighbours -- imagine how popular his talk 
was getting to be with those who were listening.  Then Amos turns south and starts in 
on the people of Judah:

Because they have rejected the law of Yahweh
    and have not kept His decrees

Because they have been led astray by false gods
  the gods their ancestors followed
I will send fire upon Judah 



  that will consume the fortresses of Jerusalem

Now the people of Samaria are really happy -- God is announcing His judgment on all 
their enemies!  But,

This is what Yahweh says:
For three sins of Israel, even for four
I will not turn back My wrath
They sell the righteous for silver
And the needy for a pair of sandals
They trample on the heads of the poor
As upon the dust of the ground 
  and deny justice to the oppressed.
Father and son use the same girl
  and so profane My holy Name.
They lie down beside every altar
  on garments taken in pledge
In the house of their god 
  they drink wine taken as fines.  (2:6-8)

Notice that most of what is being described here fits into the category of injustice.  The 
phrase, “they sell the righteous” indicates selling a person who is innocent, or at least 
not guilty enough to deserve his fate, into slavery.  The word for ‘selling’ is not used 
anywhere else to refer to bribery, so it’s not that the guilty party is bribing a judge with 
silver or sandals, but the judge is looking at the land owned by the accused and 
wanting it for himself.  Selling the land owner into slavery allows him to unjustly seize 
the man’s land.  False accusation combined with a corrupt judge produces an unjust 
and heartless result - a righteous man is sold as a slave and others take his land.

The next verse tells us that the rich, the powerful in the land, are making life 
miserable, unbearable, for the poor.  Their dishonest dealings, crushing taxes and 
the interest they charge on their loans are all designed to exploit the poor and to make 
life more comfortable for the rich.  The poor, in general terms, are those who are 
vulnerable, who don’t have the financial means or political connections to protect 
themselves against powerful predators.  This is evident in the second half of the verse 
where the “girl” who is taken advantage of by both a father and his son, is too poor to 
gain justice against them in court.

And the final injustice in this passage occurs when “they lie down beside  every altar 
on garments taken in pledge.”  According to God’s law, a garment that is taken in 
pledge had to be returned to the person by nightfall, so that they would be able to 
sleep on it.  But, here in Israel, those who take such pledges of a person’s good faith 
to repay a debt are lying down on them in cult prostitution beside the altars of Baal 
and Ashtoreth.

So, Israel is receiving a word of judgment from God and the primary offense is their 
treatment of one another, their willingness to choose selfishness over justice, to 
choose personal gain over what is fair and right.



The indictment against Israel continues in chapter 4:
Hear this word, you cows of Bashan on Mt. Samaria
You women who oppress the poor and crush the needy and say to your 
husbands, “Bring us some drinks.” (4:1)

Again, the picture is one of heartless indifference to the fate of those who are being 
exploited by the rich.  And it’s not just the money-grubbing husbands who are at fault, 
but their demanding wives who encourage the whole process of using the labour and 
assets of the poor to their own advantage.  

There is a word in the English language that is regularly used to describe people with 
a similar attitude to others in our day - the word is psychopath.  It describes a person 
who exhibits a pattern of disregard for the safety, the rights and the well-being of 
others.  It does not necessarily describe people who are violent or who are likely to 
cause direct harm to others.  A typical psychopath will hold down a steady job and 
may be described by others as charming and even trustworthy.  But they rarely feel any 
guilt or shame for the things they have done that hurt others.  They are often bright and 
make capable leaders -- the top-drawing job for a psychopathic personality is CEO, 
the big boss.  But they are relationally challenged, emotionally shallow and strongly 
egotistical, the  very characteristics that make a person likely to push themselves 
ahead of others and become leaders at whatever level they aspire to lead.  It’s not a 
surprise that such people become leaders in business, in politics, in law, in media 
and even in the upper leadership rungs of the Christian church, especially an 
institutionalized church organization.

So, just as it happens today, it happened in ancient Israel - people who wanted power 
over others, whether they knew their own hearts or not, pursued power and then used 
it to their own advantage and God was angry at their injustice.  

Modern theorists say that psychopaths are born that way and sociopaths learn their 
behaviors from the environment they grow up in.  In other words, it’s never anybody’s 
fault that they behave so badly towards others -- God doesn’t subscribe to the same 
formula for excusing our injustices.

“They do not know how to do right!” declares the LORD, 
  “who hoard plunder and loot in their fortresses.” (3:10)

But that doesn’t get them off the hook.  They may not know how to do right, but if they 
followed God’s law they would do right anyway.  Because they have ignored God’s law 
in their selfish pursuits, He will hold them accountable.  

Therefore, this is what the Sovereign Yahweh says,
“An enemy will overrun the land; he will pull down 
your strongholds and plunder your fortresses.” (v.11)

In chapter 5 we hear God’s call to repentance:
Seek Me and live; do not seek Bethel
Do not go to Gilgal, do not journey to Beersheba
For Gilgal will surely go into exile, and Bethel will be reduced to nothing
Seek the LORD and live



Or He will sweep through the house of Joseph like a fire (5:4-6)

And, again in this chapter, God makes His case for justice:
You who turn justice into bitterness
And cast righteousness to the ground . . . 
You hate the one who reproves in court
And despise him who tells the truth
You trample on the poor 
And force him to give you grain  (vv. 7,10,11)
You oppress the righteous and take bribes
And deprive the poor of justice in the courts (v.12)

And then, in v. 15, the remedy:
Hate evil, love good
Maintain justice in the courts
Perhaps Yahweh Almighty will have mercy on the remnant of Joseph

Do you notice how God insists on holding people responsible for their actions?  He 
asks them to make the choice to hate evil and love good and to maintain justice.  Yes, 
there are people who may be born with an inclination towards heartless, even 
ruthless, behavior, but even they have the choice to do what’s right.  Israel’s choice to 
oppress those who are in a vulnerable position would result in them being made into 
the vulnerable ones and being oppressed by their enemies:

For the LORD Almighty declares, “I will stir up a 
nation against you, O house of Israel, that will
oppress you all the way from Lebo Hamath to the
Valley of the Arabah.”  (6:14)

There’s more, especially in chapter 8, where specific charges are made against the 
dishonest merchants of Israel, but we need to move on to Micah who prophesied
to Judah -- a decade or so after the fall of the northern kingdom.  In chapter 1 he 
points out Judah’s idolatry and then begins chapter 2 with this:

Woe to those who plan iniquity, to those who plot
  evil on their beds.  At morning’s light they carry it
  out because it is in their power to do it.
They covet fields and seize them, and houses,
  and take them. They defraud a man of his home
  a fellowman of his inheritance. (2:1,2)

God’s response to this injustice is to plan disaster against Judah, a fate from which 
they will be unable to save themselves.

In chapter 3, the condemnation of Judah’s leaders continues:
Hear this, you leaders of the house of Judah
  you rulers of the house of Israel, who despise justice and distort all that is right;
Who build Zion with bloodshed and Jerusalem with wickedness.
Her leaders judge for a bribe, her priests teach for a price
  and her prophets tell fortunes for money



Yet they lean on the LORD and say, “Is not Yahweh among us?  
No disaster will come upon us.” (9-11)

This is nothing less than spiritual blindness, in pretending to be good religious folk 
and not having anything to back it up in the way they live their lives.  Through Micah, 
God says that they despise justice and distort all that is right, and then illustrates just 
how they do that, with bloodshed and bribery, putting a price on everything they do, 
simply because they can make themselves rich off the misery of the vulnerable ones, 
by exploiting the poor.

One of the most memorable passages in all Scripture is found in Micah, where the 
prophet poses the question of what a person should do to gain favor with God:

With what shall I come before the LORD
And bow down before the exalted God
Shall I come before Him with burnt offerings
With calves a year old?
Will the LORD be pleased with thousands of rams
With ten thousand rivers of oil?
Shall I offer my firstborn for my transgression
The fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?
He has showed you, O man, what is good 
And what does Yahweh require of you?
To act justly and to love mercy
And to walk humbly with your God.  (Micah 6:6-8)

The people of Israel had abandoned justice and mercy, and now, so had the people 
of Judah.  The key to all their  failure was that they had also abandoned their God.  
They weren’t walking humbly with their God -- they weren’t listening for His Word to 
them or humbly obeying His commands.  They were walking in pride, in selfishness 
and in hard-hearted cruelty towards the poor.  They had realized that walking with God 
would require of them some self-sacrifice, would require acknowledging His right to 
lead them, would require that they love the things that He loved ... like justice and 
mercy ... and they chose something different.  They chose self-importance, they chose 
stepping on others in order to get ahead, basically they chose the life that people 
choose who don’t know God and who won’t honor Him ... me first, other people are 
opportunities for me to take advantage of.  

What do these lessons from Amos and Micah have to say to us today?  Let’s think 
about this question: in what area of life do we need to pursue justice ... for our city, for 
our region, for our nation?  

The first thing that comes to mind is that we need to be on the side of the poor, and 
the poorest people in Maple Ridge right now are the homeless.  Our city council has 
decided that they should take a shot at the poorest of the poor among us, to make 
them the scapegoats for every-thing that goes wrong, to stir up public opinion against 
them ... to the degree that people are following the lead of our leaders -- funny how 



that works -- and are targeting these marginalized people with their addictions, their 
mental health issues, their extreme poverty.  Let’s pick on them, because they don’t 
look good -- that’s the bottom line.  I was glad to see that Liz was interviewed in a 
recent edition of one of our local papers and that she spoke out in defense of these -- 
“they’re people, too” -- it’s just a pity that so many negative things had been written 
before it.  I was a little surprised, too, because it was beginning to look like the press 
had become speakers for the local government and the “Task Force on 
Homelessness” that would like our poorest citizens to go somewhere else.  

What should our response be?  You know already and you are doing it already -- 
people are praying for their homeless prayer partners, people are giving stuff -- 
almost every week I see more things dropped off in the box at the back.  And some 
people, like Brian and Liz, are confronting the lies of injustice and the people who slip 
easily into hatred of the most vulnerable.  We can’t back down from this and still be 
faithful to God’s call for justice.  

On a broader scale, one of the missions we support is International Justice Mission 
Canada, and they work in many parts of the world, taking slave owners to court, 
whether those who sell girls to the sex trade or those who keep families working in 
brick kilns and stone quarries for decades, they defend the oppressed widows of 
Africa, and try to protect people from violence, which is often directed at the poor.  
According to the United Nations, over half of the world’s people live outside the 
protection of the law, which means that 4 billion people are living in fear of violence 
from people who would exploit or hurt them.  

What else can we do to honor the LORD’s command to seek justice?  It starts with 
doing the right thing ourselves, even when it costs us.  Last weekend, at the Masters 
Golf Tournament, one of the most prestigious tournaments of the year, a South 
Korean golfer named James Hahn stood over his putt on the first green.  As he 
brought his club up to the ball to line it up, he gently nudged his golf ball and it moved 
one dimple.  He stepped back, called a penalty on himself, and was docked a stroke.  
Later that day he found out that he had missed the cut for playing on the weekend at 
the Masters by one stroke.  No pay day for him.  Here’s what he tweeted afterwards:

Missed cut by 1.  Sometimes you don’t get rewarded for doing the right thing, 
but it doesn’t mean you shouldn’t do the right thing. #integrity.

From there, it means being an advocate for justice in our neighborhood and our city, at 
least there.  We stand with people who have been victimized and who feel hopeless.  

And, if we are on the side of justice, we will speak and act and give to the causes we 
believe represent real justice, through organizations like International Justice Mission 
or simply organizations that help the poor live with a healthy water supply, with micro 
business opportunities, with decent food and medicine.  

If we are on the side of justice, we pray for those who we cannot reach and who are 
suffering at the hands of others.  What else can we do?  I’ll let you decide in 
discussion time.  


