Social Justice in the Bible
Dominik Markl SJ
Monday 17 October 2011 is International Day for the
Eradication of Poverty, calling our attention to the inequality
and social injustice that afflict our global community. How can
we take direction from the Bible in our efforts towards
achieving social justice? Dominik Markl SJ looks at how the
Old and New Testaments lay the foundations on which we can
build a society that strives to be ‘a perfect community of love’.
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Justice in the court – justice out of love
The maintenance of social justice within a society
depends largely on the fairness and strength of its
legal system; corruption is one of the chief causes of
poverty and social injustice in many countries up to
the present day, as it violates the legal and moral
framework of a society. The Torah prescribes unconditional justice in the court: ‘You shall not render an
unjust judgment’ (Lev 19:15); ‘You shall have one law
for the alien and for the citizen: for I am the Lord
your God.’ (Lev 24:22). The prophets lash out unrelentingly against unjust laws and judges. ‘Ah, you
who make iniquitous decrees, who write oppressive
statutes, to turn aside the needy from justice and to
rob the poor of my people of their right, that widows
may be your spoil, and that you may make the
orphans your prey!’ (Isa 10:1f). ‘Ah, you that turn
justice to wormwood, and bring righteousness to the
ground! ... Hate evil and love good, and establish
justice in the gate’ (Amos 5:7, 15).
God himself is the archetype of the just judge (Ps 9:5)
and many psalms praise him as such: ‘He loves
righteousness and justice; the earth is full of the
steadfast love of the Lord’ (Ps 33:5). ‘Your righteousness is like the mighty mountains, your judgments are
like the great deep’ (Ps 36:6). ‘He will make your
vindication shine like the light, and the justice of your
cause like the noonday’ (Ps 37:6).
Jesus promotes the effort for justice, yet he urges his
disciples not just to orient their actions towards what
is prescribed by the law, but to consider always how
best to help their neighbours in poverty. This is
clearly seen in the Parable of the Good Samaritan (Lk
10:29-37) as well as in the criteria in the Last Judgement: ‘Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the
least of these who are members of my family, you did
it to me’ (Mt 25:40). The ultimate criterion for Chris-

tian life is always to love God and one’s neighbour
(Mk 12:28-34). By asserting this, Jesus reemphasises
the founding principles and values of the Torah (Lev
19:18; Deut 6:4f) and declares these to be the seminal
principles for religious living.
Economic justice – God’s option for the poor
Excessive luxury on the one hand, desperate poverty
on the other – the problems ensuing from the gap
between those at the extremes of this range have characterised the experience of humanity for millennia. In
the Bible, God backs vehemently those groups who
are particularly vulnerable to suffering from social
injustice. ‘You shall not wrong or oppress a resident
alien, for you were aliens in the land of Egypt. You
shall not abuse any widow or orphan... If you do
abuse them, when they cry out to me, I will surely
heed their cry’ (Ex 22:20,23). The victimisation of
strangers, women and children remain serious aspects
of social injustice in the present day; one only has to
call to mind, for example, the countless exploited
children all over the world.
A fundamental commitment to the poor is prescribed
explicitly: repaying their dues must not prevent a
person from making a living (Deut 24:6, 12f, 17); the
dignity of the debtor must be respected (Deut 24:10f);
poor labourers are to be paid immediately (Deut
24:14); the remaining crop of grain, olives and grapes
after harvest shall serve the poor (Deut 24:19-22).
Jesus, in his teaching, addressed the economic manifestation of social injustice by targeting its root in
human intentions – excessive fear for personal
security and the resulting avarice with regard to material goods. ‘No one can serve two masters; for a slave
will either hate the one and love the other, or be
devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot
serve God and wealth. Therefore I tell you, do not
worry about your life, what you will eat or what you
will drink, or about your body, what you will wear. Is
not life more than food, and the body more than
clothing?’ (Mt 6:24f). Accordingly, the early Christian community lived in material modesty, sharing
their goods, as Luke describes it. ‘All who believed
were together and had all things in common; they
would sell their possessions and goods and distribute
the proceeds to all, as any had need’ (Acts 2:44f).
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Bibliography – texts in English

A perfect community of love
The biblical vision for society is rooted in a longing
for a perfect community of love. Isaiah expresses this
in the images of the peace between animals (Isa 11:111) and of the ‘new heaven and the new earth’ (Isa
65:17-25). Jesus summarises his life in the last sentence of his prayer before his arrest: ‘I made your name
known to them, and I will make it known, so that the
love with which you have loved me may be in them,
and I in them’ (Jn 17:26). As Christians, we live with
a deep yearning for the perfect community – the
communion of all humankind with God – as we
struggle in our lives of prayer and action for greater
social justice.

•

•

•

•

•
Dominik Markl SJ teaches Biblical Studies at Heythrop
College, University of London.

Texts for Meditation
The following texts are recommended for personal
meditation or for Bible groups, for those who would
like to reflect on biblical approaches to social justice:
– God calls Moses to lead Israel out
of Egypt.
Ex 20:1-17
– The Ten Commandments
Ps 10
– Rise, O God! Do not forget the
oppressed!
Ps 147
– Praise of God for his creation and
for rescuing the oppressed
Isa 35
– Those rescued by God return to
Zion full of joy.
Am 5:7-15
– Accusation of injustice and
motivation to charity
Mt 6:24-34
– God cares for you – care you for his
kingdom!
Lk 10:25-37
– Main commandment and parable of
the Good Samaritan
1Cor 12:12-27 – You are one body with many
members!
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