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I have just reread the corpus of prophetic books in the Old Testament. (It is good to revisit old friends.) And I have scraped out of them all the texts I could find on social justice.

One definition of “justice” is “giving to each his due.” (Thus Simonides in Plato’s Republic, Book I 331E-336A.) “Justice,” therefore, covers all instances of fairness between parties. But one can distinguish two subsets of justice: justice between individuals, and justice between groups. “Social justice” refers to the latter.

I reproduce below the prophetic texts on social justice. They are classified under the following headings, with the prophets in chronological order under each heading.

unjust wealthy people
unjust judges
unjust priests
critique of ritual services
unjust prophets
silencing the prophets
unjust ordinary people
multiple unjust groups
idealization of the past
idealization of the poor as the poor in spirit
day of the Lord
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UNJUST WEALTHY PEOPLE

Amos (c. 760-750 BC)
Amos 2:6, “Thus says the LORD: For three transgressions of Israel, and for four, I will not revoke the punishment; because they sell the righteous for silver, and the needy for a pair of sandals . . .”
Amos 2:7-8, they trample “they who trample the head of the poor into the dust of the earth, and push the afflicted out of the way; father and son go in to the same girl, so that my holy name is profaned; 8 they lay themselves down beside every altar on garments taken in pledge; and in the house of their God they drink wine bought with fines they imposed.”
Amos 3:10, “They do not know how to do right, says the LORD, those who store up violence and robbery in their strongholds.”
Amos 4:1, “Hear this word, you cows of Bashan who are on Mount Samaria, who oppress the poor, who crush the needy, who say to their husbands, “Bring something to drink!””
Amos 5:7-12, “Ah, you that turn justice to wormwood, and bring righteousness to the ground! . . . 10 They [the strong] hate the one who reproves in the gate, and they abhor the one who speaks the truth. 11 Therefore because you trample on the poor and take from them levies of grain, you have built houses of hewn stone, but you shall not live in them; you have planted pleasant vineyards, but you shall not drink their wine. 12 For I know how many are your transgressions, and how great are your sins—you who afflict the righteous, who take a bribe, and push aside the needy in the gate.”
Amos 8:4-6, “Hear this, you that trample on the needy, and bring to ruin the poor of the land, 5 saying, “When will the new moon be over so that we may sell grain; and the sabbath, so that we may offer wheat for sale? We will make the ephah small and the shekel great, and practice deceit with false balances, 6 buying the poor for silver and the needy for a pair of sandals, and selling the sweepings of the wheat.””

Hosea (750-730 BC)
Hos 12:8, “Ephraim has said, “Ah, I am rich, I have gained wealth for myself; in all of my gain no offense has been found in me that would be sin.””

Micah (750-701 BC)
Mic 2:1-2, 8-9, “Alas for those who devise wickedness and evil deeds on their beds! When the morning dawns, they perform it, because it is in their power. 2 They covet fields, and seize them; houses, and take them away; they oppress householder and house, people and their inheritance. . . . 8 But you rise up against my people as an enemy; you strip the robe from the peaceful, from those who pass by trustingly with no thought of war. 9 The women of my people you drive out from their pleasant houses; from their young children you take away my glory forever.”
Mic 3:1-3, “And I said: Listen, you heads of Jacob and rulers of the house of Israel! Should you not know justice?—2 you who hate the good and love the evil, who tear the skin off my people, and the flesh off their bones; 3 who eat the flesh of my people, flay their skin off them, break their bones in pieces, and chop them up like meat in a kettle, like flesh in a caldron.”
Mic 6:10-11, “Can I forget the treasures of wickedness in the house of the wicked, and the scant measure that is accursed? 11 Can I tolerate wicked scales and a bag of dishonest weights?”

First Isaiah (Isa 1-39) (c. 740s-c. 700 BC)
Isa 1:16-17, “cease to do evil, 17 learn to do good; seek justice, rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan, plead for the widow.”
Isa 3:14-15, “The LORD enters into judgment with the elders and princes of his people: It is you who have devoured the vineyard; the spoil of the poor is in your houses. 15 What do you mean by crushing my people, by grinding the face of the poor? says the Lord GOD of hosts.”
Isa 3:16-4:1, “The LORD said: Because the daughters of Zion are haughty and walk with outstretched necks, glancing wantonly with their eyes, mincing along as they go, tinkling with their feet; 17 the Lord will afflict with scabs the heads of the daughters of Zion, and the LORD will lay bare their secret parts. 18 In that day the Lord will take away the finery of the anklets, the headbands, and the crescents; 19 the pendants, the bracelets, and the scarfs; 20 the headdresses, the armlets, the sashes, the perfume boxes, and the amulets; 21 the signet rings and nose rings; 22 the festal robes, the mantles, the cloaks, and the handbags; 23 the garments of gauze, the linen garments, the turbans, and the veils. 24 Instead of perfume there will be a stench; and instead of a sash, a rope; and instead of well-set hair, baldness; and instead of a rich robe, a binding of sackcloth; instead of beauty, shame. 25 Your men shall fall by the sword and your warriors in battle. 26 And her gates shall lament and mourn; ravaged, she shall sit upon the ground. 4:1 Seven women shall take hold of one man in that day, saying, “We will eat our own bread and wear our own clothes; just let us be called by your name; take away our disgrace.”
Isa 5:7-24, “he [the LORD] expected justice, but saw bloodshed; righteousness, but heard a cry!
“8 Ah, you who join house to house, who add field to field, until there is room for no one but you, and you are left to live alone in the midst of the land! 9 The LORD of hosts has sworn in my hearing: Surely many houses shall be desolate, large and beautiful houses, without inhabitant. . . .
“11 Ah, you who rise early in the morning in pursuit of strong drink, who linger in the evening to be inflamed by wine, 12 whose feasts consist of lyre and harp, tambourine and flute and wine, but who do not regard the deeds of the LORD, or see the work of his hands! . . .
“20 Ah, you who call evil good and good evil, who put darkness for light and light for darkness, who put bitter for sweet and sweet for bitter!
“21 Ah, you who are wise in your own eyes, and shrewd in your own sight!
“22 Ah, you who are heroes in drinking wine and valiant at mixing drink, 23 who acquit the guilty for a bribe, and deprive the innocent of their rights!
“24 . . . for they have rejected the instruction of the LORD of hosts, and have despised the word of the Holy One of Israel.”
Isa 10:1-2, “Ah, you who make iniquitous decrees, who write oppressive statutes, 2 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 29:19-21, “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.”
Isa 32:7, “The villainies of villains are evil; they devise wicked devices to ruin the poor with lying words, even when the plea of the needy is right.”
Isa 56:3-8, “Do not let the foreigner joined to the LORD say, “The LORD will surely separate me from his people”; and do not let the eunuch say, “I am just a dry tree.” 4 For thus says the LORD: To the eunuchs who . . . hold fast my covenant, 5 . . . I will give them an everlasting name that shall not be cut off. 6 And the foreigners who join themselves to the LORD . . .—7 these I will bring to my holy mountain, and make them joyful in my house of prayer . . . 8 Thus says the Lord GOD, who gathers the outcasts of Israel, I will gather others to them besides those already gathered.”

Zephaniah (635-621 BC)
Zeph 3:1-5, “Ah, soiled, defiled, oppressing city! 2 It has listened to no voice; it has accepted no correction. It has not trusted in the LORD; it has not drawn near to its God. 3 The officials within it are roaring lions . . .”

Jeremiah (c. 627-587 BC)
Jer 2:34-35, “Also on your skirts is found the lifeblood of the innocent poor, though you did not catch them breaking in. Yet in spite of all these things 35 you say, “I am innocent; surely his anger has turned from me.” Now I am bringing you to judgment for saying, “I have not sinned.””
Jer 5:26-28, “For scoundrels are found among my people; they take over the goods of others. Like fowlers they set a trap; they catch human beings. 27 Like a cage full of birds, their houses are full of treachery; therefore they have become great and rich, 28 they have grown fat and sleek. They know no limits in deeds of wickedness; they do not judge with justice the cause of the orphan, to make it prosper, and they do not defend the rights of the needy.”
Jer 20:13, “Sing to the LORD; praise the LORD! For he has delivered the life of the needy from the hands of evildoers.”
Jeremiah 34:8-22, “King Zedekiah had made a covenant with all the people in Jerusalem to make a proclamation of liberty to them, 9 that all should set free their Hebrew slaves, male and female, so that no one should hold another Judean in slavery. 10 And they obeyed, all the officials and all the people who had entered into the covenant that all would set free their slaves, male or female, so that they would not be enslaved again; they obeyed and set them free. 11 But afterward they turned around and took back the male and female slaves they had set free, and brought them again into subjection as slaves. 12 The word of the LORD came to Jeremiah from the LORD: 13 Thus says the LORD, the God of Israel: I myself made a covenant with your ancestors when I brought them out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery, saying, 14 “Every seventh year each of you must set free any Hebrews who have been sold to you and have served you six years; you must set them free from your service.” But your ancestors did not listen to me or incline their ears to me. 15 You yourselves recently repented and did what was right in my sight by proclaiming liberty to one another, and you made a covenant before me in the house that is called by my name; 16 but then you turned around and profaned my name when each of you took back your male and female slaves, whom you had set free according to their desire, and you brought them again into subjection to be your slaves. 17 Therefore, thus says the LORD: You have not obeyed me by granting a release to your neighbors and friends; I am going to grant a release to you, says the LORD—a release to the sword, to pestilence, and to famine. I will make you a horror to all the kingdoms of the earth.”
corrupt kings
Jer 13:18, “Say to the king and the queen mother; “Take a lowly seat, for your beautiful crown has come down from your head.””
Jer 22:13-19, (to King Jehoiakim) “Woe to him who builds his house by unrighteousness, and his upper rooms by injustice; who makes his neighbors work for nothing, and does not give them their wages . . . 16 He [Jehoiakim’s father, Josiah,] judged the cause of the poor and needy; then it was well. Is not this to know me? says the LORD. 18 Therefore thus says the LORD concerning King Jehoiakim son of Josiah of Judah: . . . 19 With the burial of a donkey he shall be buried—dragged off and thrown out beyond the gates of Jerusalem.”
irony: the wealthy go into exile, and the poor receive the land
Jer 39:10, “Nebuzaradan the captain of the guard left in the land of Judah some of the poor people who owned nothing, and gave them vineyards and fields at the same time.”
Jer 40:7, “When all the leaders of the forces in the open country and their troops heard that the king of Babylon had appointed Gedaliah son of Ahikam governor in the land, and had committed to him men, women, and children, those of the poorest of the land who had not been taken into exile to Babylon . . .”
Jer 52:15-16, “Nebuzaradan the captain of the guard carried into exile some of the poorest of the people and the rest of the people who were left in the city and the deserters who had defected to the king of Babylon, together with the rest of the artisans. 16 But Nebuzaradan the captain of the guard left some of the poorest people of the land to be vinedressers and tillers of the soil.”

Habakkuk (608-598 BC)
Hab 1:2-4, “O LORD, how long shall I cry for help, and you will not listen? Or cry to you “Violence!” and you will not save? 3 Why do you make me see wrongdoing and look at trouble? Destruction and violence are before me; strife and contention arise.”
Hab 1:12-13, “Are you not from of old, O LORD my God, my Holy One? You shall not die. O LORD, you have marked them for judgment; and you, O Rock, have established them for punishment. 13 Your eyes are too pure to behold evil, and you cannot look on wrongdoing; why do you look on the treacherous, and are silent when the wicked swallow those more righteous than they?”
Hab 2:4-6, “Look at the proud! Their spirit is not right in them, but the righteous live by their faith. 5 Moreover, wealth is treacherous; the arrogant do not endure. They open their throats wide as Sheol; like Death they never have enough. They gather all nations for themselves, and collect all peoples as their own. 6 Shall not everyone taunt such people and, with mocking riddles, say about them, “Alas for you who heap up what is not your own!” How long will you load yourselves with goods taken in pledge?””
This passage could refer throughout to wealthy Israelites. Or it could refer throughout to the Babylonians, God’s instrument to punish Judah. Or 2:5a could be wealthy Israelites; 2:5b could be wealthy Israelites (described metaphorically as Babylonians) or the Babylonians; and 2:5c could be the Babylonians (described metaphorically as wealthy Israelites). Hoppe adopts the latter interpretation: “Habakkuk is familiar enough with the oppression of the poor in Judah so as to use it as a metaphor to describe the scourge of the Babylonian Empire.” (Hoppe 75)
Hab 3:14b, the Babylonians were “gloating as if ready to devour the poor who were in hiding.”
This could be literal: the Babylonians have captured the upper class, and the poor remain in hiding. Or, again: “Habakkuk is familiar enough with the oppression of the poor in Judah so as to use it as a metaphor to describe the scourge of the Babylonian Empire.” (Hoppe 75)

Ezekiel (593-571 BC)
Ezek 18:5-13, “If a man is righteous and . . . 7 does not oppress anyone, but restores to the debtor his pledge, commits no robbery, gives his bread to the hungry and covers the naked with a garment, 8 does not take advance or accrued interest, withholds his hand from iniquity, executes true justice between contending parties, 9 . . . such a one is righteous; he shall surely live, says the Lord GOD. 10 If he has a son who . . . 12 oppresses the poor and needy, commits robbery, does not restore the pledge, . . . 13 takes advance or accrued interest; shall he then live? He shall not.”
Ezek 22:12, “In you, they take bribes to shed blood; you take both advance interest and accrued interest, and make gain of your neighbors by extortion; and you have forgotten me, says the Lord GOD.”
(See Exod 22:25-26, “If you lend money to my people, to the poor among you, you shall not deal with them as a creditor; you shall not exact interest from them. 26 If you take your neighbor’s cloak in pawn, you shall restore it before the sun goes down . . .”)
(See Deut 23:20, “On loans to a foreigner you may charge interest, but on loans to another Israelite you may not charge interest, so that the LORD your God may bless you in all your undertakings in the land that you are about to enter and possess.”)
(See Deut 24:10-13, 17, “When you make your neighbor a loan of any kind, you shall not go into the house to take the pledge. 11 You shall wait outside, while the person to whom you are making the loan brings the pledge out to you. 12 If the person is poor, you shall not sleep in the garment given you as the pledge. 13 You shall give the pledge back by sunset, so that your neighbor may sleep in the cloak and bless you; and it will be to your credit before the LORD your God. . . . 17 You shall not deprive a resident alien or an orphan of justice; you shall not take a widow’s garment in pledge.”)
Ezek 22:25-27, “Its [the land’s] princes within it are like a roaring lion tearing the prey; they have devoured human lives; they have taken treasure and precious things; they have made many widows within it. . . . 27 Its officials within it are like wolves tearing the prey, shedding blood, destroying lives to get dishonest gain.”
Ezek 34:1-27, “The word of the LORD came to me: 2 Mortal, prophesy against the shepherds of Israel: prophesy, and say to them—to the shepherds: Thus says the Lord GOD: Ah, you shepherds of Israel who have been feeding yourselves! Should not shepherds feed the sheep? 3 You eat the fat, you clothe yourselves with the wool, you slaughter the fatlings; but you do not feed the sheep. 4 You have not strengthened the weak, you have not healed the sick, you have not bound up the injured, you have not brought back the strayed, you have not sought the lost, but with force and harshness you have ruled them. 5 So they were scattered, because there was no shepherd; and scattered, they became food for all the wild animals. 6 My sheep were scattered, they wandered over all the mountains and on every high hill; my sheep were scattered over all the face of the earth, with no one to search or seek for them. 7 Therefore, you shepherds, hear the word of the LORD: 8 As I live, says the Lord GOD, because my sheep have become a prey, and my sheep have become food for all the wild animals, since there was no shepherd; and because my shepherds have not searched for my sheep, but the shepherds have fed themselves, and have not fed my sheep; 9 therefore, you shepherds, hear the word of the LORD: 10 Thus says the Lord GOD, I am against the shepherds; and I will demand my sheep at their hand, and put a stop to their feeding the sheep; no longer shall the shepherds feed themselves. I will rescue my sheep from their mouths, so that they may not be food for them. . . . 16 I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen the weak, but the fat and the strong I will destroy. I will feed them with justice. 17 As for you, my flock, thus says the Lord GOD: I shall judge between sheep and sheep, between rams and goats: 18 Is it not enough for you to feed on the good pasture, but you must tread down with your feet the rest of your pasture? When you drink of clear water, must you foul the rest with your feet? 19 And must my sheep eat what you have trodden with your feet, and drink what you have fouled with your feet? 20 Therefore, thus says the Lord GOD to them: I myself will judge between the fat sheep and the lean sheep. 21 Because you pushed with flank and shoulder, and butted at all the weak animals with your horns until you scattered them far and wide, 22 I will save my flock, and they shall no longer be ravaged; and I will judge between sheep and sheep. . . . 27 The trees of the field shall yield their fruit, and the earth shall yield its increase. They shall be secure on their soil; and they shall know that I am the LORD, when I break the bars of their yoke, and save them from the hands of those who enslaved them.”
Ezek 45:9, “Thus says the Lord GOD: Enough, O princes of Israel! Put away violence and oppression, and do what is just and right. Cease your evictions of my people, says the Lord GOD.”

Second Isaiah (Isa 40-55) (c. 550-539 BC)
Servant Songs
Isaiah has 4 passages that refer to a “servant of the Lord.” These “Servant Songs” are: 42:1-4 (+ 5-7?); 49:1-6; 50:4-9 (+ 10-11?); 52:13-53:12. (Their exact endings are debated.) For Isaiah, the Servant seems to be a personification of Israel; for Christians, the similarities to Christ suggest that the Servant prefigures Christ. The first Servant Song refers explicitly to justice; the second says justice (“salvation”) will reach all; the third and fourth say that the Servant will endure “a perversion of justice” (53:8), but God will vindicate him.
Isa 42:1-7, “Here is 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. 2 He will not cry or lift up his voice, or make it heard in the street; 3 a bruised reed he will not break, and a dimly burning wick he will not quench; he will faithfully bring forth justice. 4 He will not grow faint or be crushed until he has established justice in the earth; and the coastlands wait for his teaching. . . . 6b I have given you as a covenant to the people, a light to the nations, 7 to open the eyes that are blind, to bring out the prisoners from the dungeon, from the prison those who sit in darkness.”
Isa 49:3-6, “And he [the LORD] said to me, “You are my servant, Israel, in whom I will be glorified. . . . 6 It is too light a thing that you should be my servant to raise up the tribes of Jacob and to restore the survivors of Israel; I will give you as a light to the nations, that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth.””
Isa 50:5-9, “The Lord GOD has opened my ear, and I was not rebellious, I did not turn backward. 6 I gave my back to those who struck me, and my cheeks to those who pulled out the beard; I did not hide my face from insult and spitting. 7 The Lord GOD helps me; therefore I have not been disgraced; therefore I have set my face like flint, and I know that I shall not be put to shame; 8 he who vindicates me is near. Who will contend with me? Let us stand up together. Who are my adversaries? Let them confront me. 9 It is the Lord GOD who helps me; who will declare me guilty? All of them will wear out like a garment; the moth will eat them up.”
Isa 52:13-53:12, “See, my servant shall prosper; he shall be exalted and lifted up, and shall be very high. 14 Just as there were many who were astonished at him—so marred was his appearance, beyond human semblance, and his form beyond that of mortals—15 so he shall startle many nations; kings shall shut their mouths because of him; for that which had not been told them they shall see, and that which they had not heard they shall contemplate. 53:1 Who has believed what we have heard? And to whom has the arm of the LORD been revealed? 2 For he grew up before him like a young plant, and like a root out of dry ground; he had no form or majesty that we should look at him, nothing in his appearance that we should desire him. 3 He was despised and rejected by others; a man of suffering and acquainted with infirmity; and as one from whom others hide their faces he was despised, and we held him of no account. 4 Surely he has borne our infirmities and carried our diseases; yet we accounted him stricken, struck down by God, and afflicted. 5 But he was wounded for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the punishment that made us whole, and by his bruises we are healed. 6 All we like sheep have gone astray; we have all turned to our own way, and the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all. 7 He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth; like a lamb that is led to the slaughter, and like a sheep that before its shearers is silent, so he did not open his mouth. 8 By a perversion of justice he was taken away. Who could have imagined his future? For he was cut off from the land of the living, stricken for the transgression of my people. 9 They made his grave with the wicked and his tomb with the rich [note that the wicked and the rich are in synonymous parallelism], although he had done no violence, and there was no deceit in his mouth. 10 Yet it was the will of the LORD to crush him with pain. When you make his life an offering for sin, he shall see his offspring, and shall prolong his days; through him the will of the LORD shall prosper. 11 Out of his anguish he shall see light; he shall find satisfaction through his knowledge. The righteous one, my servant, shall make many righteous, and he shall bear their iniquities. 12 Therefore I will allot him a portion with the great, and he shall divide the spoil with the strong; because he poured out himself to death, and was numbered with the transgressors; yet he bore the sin of many, and made intercession for the transgressors.”
John 15:13, “No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.”

Third Isaiah (Isa 56-66) (c. 539-c. 500 BC)
Isa 56:1-7, “Thus says the LORD: Maintain justice, and do what is right, for soon my salvation will come, and my deliverance be revealed. 2 Happy is the mortal who does this, the one who holds it fast, who keeps the sabbath, not profaning it, and refrains from doing any evil. 3 Do not let the foreigner joined to the LORD say, “The LORD will surely separate me from his people”; and do not let the eunuch say, “I am just a dry tree.” 4 For thus says the LORD: To the eunuchs who keep my sabbaths, who choose the things that please me and hold fast my covenant, 5 I will give, in my house and within my walls, a monument and a name better than sons and daughters; I will give them an everlasting name that shall not be cut off. 6 And the foreigners who join themselves to the LORD, to minister to him, to love the name of the LORD, and to be his servants, all who keep the sabbath, and do not profane it, and hold fast my covenant—7 these I will bring to my holy mountain, and make them joyful in my house of prayer; their burnt offerings and their sacrifices will be accepted on my altar; for my house shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples. 8 Thus says the Lord GOD, who gathers the outcasts of Israel, I will gather others to them besides those already gathered.”
Isa 56:9-57:2, “All you wild animals, all you wild animals in the forest, come to devour! 10 Israel’s sentinels are blind, they are all without knowledge; they are all silent dogs that cannot bark; dreaming, lying down, loving to slumber. 11 The dogs have a mighty appetite; they never have enough. The shepherds also have no understanding; they have all turned to their own way, to their own gain, one and all. 12 “Come,” they say, “let us get wine; let us fill ourselves with strong drink. And tomorrow will be like today, great beyond measure.” 57:1 The righteous . . . 2 . . . enter into peace; those who walk uprightly will rest on their couches.”
Isa 59:2-8, “Rather, your iniquities have been barriers between you and your God, and your sins have hidden his face from you so that he does not hear. 3 For your hands are defiled with blood, and your fingers with iniquity; your lips have spoken lies, your tongue mutters wickedness. 4 No one brings suit justly, no one goes to law honestly; they rely on empty pleas, they speak lies, conceiving mischief and begetting iniquity. 5 They hatch adders’ eggs, and weave the spider’s web; whoever eats their eggs dies, and the crushed egg hatches out a viper. 6 Their webs cannot serve as clothing; they cannot cover themselves with what they make. Their works are works of iniquity, and deeds of violence are in their hands. 7 Their feet run to evil, and they rush to shed innocent blood; their thoughts are thoughts of iniquity, desolation and destruction are in their highways. 8 The way of peace they do not know, and there is no justice in their paths. Their roads they have made crooked; no one who walks in them knows peace.”
Isa 61:1-3, “The spirit of the Lord GOD is upon me, because the LORD has anointed me; he has sent me to bring good news to the oppressed, to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and release to the prisoners; 2 to proclaim the year of the LORD’s favor, and the day of vengeance of our God; to comfort all who mourn; 3 to provide for those who mourn in Zion—to give them a garland instead of ashes, the oil of gladness instead of mourning, the mantle of praise instead of a faint spirit. They will be called oaks of righteousness, the planting of the LORD, to display his glory.”
See Luke 4:14-18, “he went to the synagogue on the sabbath day, as was his custom. He stood up to read, 17 and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him. He unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written: 18 “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, 19 to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”
Isa 61:8, “For I the LORD love justice, I hate robbery and wrongdoing; I will faithfully give them their recompense, and I will make an everlasting covenant with them.”

First Zechariah (Zech 1-8) (520-518 BC)
Zech 7:9-10, “Thus says the LORD of hosts: Render true judgments, show kindness and mercy to one another; 10 do not oppress the widow, the orphan, the alien, or the poor; and do not devise evil in your hearts against one another.”

Malachi (500-450 BC)
Mal 3:5, “Then I will draw near to you for judgment; I will be swift to bear witness against the sorcerers, against the adulterers, against those who swear falsely, against those who oppress the hired workers in their wages, the widow and the orphan, against those who thrust aside the alien, and do not fear me, says the LORD of hosts.”

UNJUST JUDGES

Amos (c. 760-750 BC)
Amos 5:7-12, “Ah, you that turn justice to wormwood, and bring righteousness to the ground! . . . 12 For I know how many are your transgressions, and how great are your sins—you who afflict the righteous, who take a bribe, and push aside the needy in the gate. . . . 15 “Hate evil and love good, and establish justice in the gate; it may be that the LORD, the God of hosts, will be gracious to the remnant of Joseph.”

Micah (750-701 BC)
Mic 3:9-11, “Hear this, you rulers of the house of Jacob and chiefs of the house of Israel, who abhor justice and pervert all equity, 10 who build Zion with blood and Jerusalem with wrong! 11 Its rulers give judgment for a bribe, . . . yet they lean upon the LORD and say, “Surely the LORD is with us! No harm shall come upon us.””

First Isaiah (Isa 1-39) (c. 740s-c. 700 BC)
Isa 1:23, “Your princes are rebels and companions of thieves. Everyone loves a bribe and runs after gifts. They do not defend the orphan, and the widow’s cause does not come before them.”
Isa 5:16, “But the LORD of hosts is exalted by justice, and the Holy God shows himself holy by righteousness.”
Isa 5:22-23, “Ah, you . . . 23 who acquit the guilty for a bribe, and deprive the innocent of their rights!”
Isa 29:20-21, “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.”

Habakkuk (608-598 BC)
Hab 1:4, “So the law becomes slack and justice never prevails. The wicked surround the righteous—therefore judgment comes forth perverted.”

First Zechariah (Zech 1-8) (520-518 BC)
Zech 3:3-5, “Its [Jerusalem’s] judges are evening wolves that leave nothing until the morning. . . . 5 The LORD within it is righteous; he does no wrong. Every morning he renders his judgment, each dawn without fail; but the unjust knows no shame.”

UNJUST PRIESTS

Micah (750-701 BC)
Mic 3:11, Jerusalem’s “priests teach for a price . . .; yet they lean upon the LORD and say, “Surely the LORD is with us! No harm shall come upon us.””

Third Isaiah (Isa 56-66) (c. 539-c. 500 BC)
Isa 56:11-12, “The shepherds also have no understanding; they have all turned to their own way, to their own gain, one and all. 12 “Come,” they say, “let us get wine; let us fill ourselves with strong drink. And tomorrow will be like today, great beyond measure.””

First Zechariah (Zech 1-8) (520-518 BC)
Zech 3:4, “its [Jerusalem’s] priests have profaned what is sacred, they have done violence to the law.”

CRITIQUE OF RITUAL SERVICES

Micah (750-701 BC)
Mic 6:6-8, “With what shall I come before the LORD, and bow myself before God on high? Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, with calves a year old? 7 Will the LORD be pleased with thousands of rams, with ten thousands of rivers of oil? Shall I give my firstborn for my transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?” 8 He has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the LORD require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?”

First Isaiah (Isa 1-39) (c. 740s-c. 700 BC)
Isa 1:11-17, “What to me is the multitude of your sacrifices? says the LORD; I have had enough of burnt offerings of rams and the fat of fed beasts . . . 15 When you stretch out your hands, I will hide my eyes from you; even though you make many prayers, I will not listen; your hands are full of blood. 16 Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean; remove the evil of your doings from before my eyes; cease to do evil, 17 learn to do good; seek justice, rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan, plead for the widow.”

Jeremiah (c. 627-587 BC)
Jer 6:13-28, “For from the least to the greatest of them, everyone is greedy for unjust gain . . . 20 Of what use to me is frankincense that comes from Sheba, or sweet cane from a distant land? Your burnt offerings are not acceptable, nor are your sacrifices pleasing to me. . . . 28 They are all stubbornly rebellious, going about with slanders; they are bronze and iron, all of them act corruptly.”
Jer 7:2-7, “Stand in the gate of the LORD’s house, . . . and say, Hear the word of the LORD, all you people of Judah . . . 4 Do not trust in these deceptive words: “This is the temple of the LORD, the temple of the LORD, the temple of the LORD.” 5 For if you truly amend your ways and your doings, if you truly act justly one with another, 6 if you do not oppress the alien, the orphan, and the widow, or shed innocent blood in this place, and if you do not go after other gods to your own hurt, 7 then I will dwell with you in this place . . .”

Third Isaiah (Isa 56-66) (c. 539-c. 500 BC)
Isa 58:1-10, “Shout out, do not hold back! Lift up your voice like a trumpet! Announce to my people their rebellion, to the house of Jacob their sins. 2 Yet day after day they seek me and delight to know my ways, as if they were a nation that practiced righteousness and did not forsake the ordinance of their God; they ask of me righteous judgments, they delight to draw near to God. 3 “Why do we fast, but you do not see? Why humble ourselves, but you do not notice?” Look, you serve your own interest on your fast day, and oppress all your workers. 4 Look, you fast only to quarrel and to fight and to strike with a wicked fist. Such fasting as you do today will not make your voice heard on high. 5 Is such the fast that I choose, a day to humble oneself? Is it to bow down the head like a bulrush, and to lie in sackcloth and ashes? Will you call this a fast, a day acceptable to the LORD? 6 Is not this the fast that I choose: to loose the bonds of injustice, to undo the thongs of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free, and to break every yoke? 7 Is it not to share your bread with the hungry, and bring the homeless poor into your house; when you see the naked, to cover them, and not to hide yourself from your own kin? 8 Then your light shall break forth like the dawn, and your healing shall spring up quickly; your vindicator shall go before you, the glory of the LORD shall be your rear guard. 9 Then you shall call, and the LORD will answer; you shall cry for help, and he will say, Here I am. If you remove the yoke from among you, the pointing of the finger, the speaking of evil, 10 if you offer your food to the hungry and satisfy the needs of the afflicted, then your light shall rise in the darkness and your gloom be like the noonday.”
Isa 66:1-2, “Thus says the LORD: Heaven is my throne and the earth is my footstool; what is the house that you would build for me, and what is my resting place? 2 All these things my hand has made, and so all these things are mine, says the LORD. But this is the one to whom I will look, to the humble and contrite in spirit, who trembles at my word.”

UNJUST PROPHETS

Micah (750-701 BC)
Mic 2:11, “If someone were to go about uttering empty falsehoods, saying, “I will preach to you of wine and strong drink,” such a one would be the preacher for this people!”
Mic 3:5-8, “Thus says the LORD concerning the prophets who lead my people astray, who cry “Peace” when they have something to eat, but declare war against those who put nothing into their mouths. 6 Therefore it shall be night to you, without vision, and darkness to you, without revelation. The sun shall go down upon the prophets, and the day shall be black over them; 7 the seers shall be disgraced, and the diviners put to shame; they shall all cover their lips, for there is no answer from God. 8 But as for me, I am filled with power, with the spirit of the LORD, and with justice and might, to declare to Jacob his transgression and to Israel his sin.”

Jeremiah (c. 627-587 BC)
Jer 6:13-14, “from prophet to priest, everyone deals falsely. 14 They have treated the wound of my people carelessly, saying, “Peace, peace,” when there is no peace.”

Ezekiel (593-571 BC)
Ezek 22:28, “Its [the land’s] prophets have smeared whitewash on their [unjust wealthy people’s] behalf, seeing false visions and divining lies for them, saying, “Thus says the Lord GOD,” when the LORD has not spoken.”

Micah (750-701 BC)
Mic 3:11, Jerusalem’s “prophets give oracles for money; yet they lean upon the LORD and say, “Surely the LORD is with us! No harm shall come upon us.””

Third Isaiah (Isa 56-66) (c. 539-c. 500 BC)
Isa 56:10-11, “Israel’s sentinels are blind, they are all without knowledge; they are all silent dogs that cannot bark; dreaming, lying down, loving to slumber. 11 The dogs have a mighty appetite; they never have enough.”

First Zechariah (Zech 1-8) (520-518 BC)
Zech 3:4, “Its [Jerusalem’s] prophets are reckless, faithless persons . . .”

SILENCING THE PROPHETS

Amos (c. 760-750 BC)
Amos 2:11-12, “And I raised up some of your children to be prophets and some of your youths to be nazirites. Is it not indeed so, O people of Israel? says the LORD. 12 But you made the nazirites drink wine, and commanded the prophets, saying, “You shall not prophesy.””
Amos 7:12-15, “And Amaziah said to Amos, “O seer, go, flee away to the land of Judah, earn your bread there, and prophesy there; 13 but never again prophesy at Bethel, for it is the king’s sanctuary, and it is a temple of the kingdom.” 14 Then Amos answered Amaziah, “I am no prophet, nor a prophet’s son; but I am a herdsman, and a dresser of sycamore trees, 15 and the LORD took me from following the flock, and the LORD said to me, ‘Go, prophesy to my people Israel.’”

Micah (750-701 BC)
Mic 2:6, ““Do not preach”—thus they preach—“one should not preach of such things; disgrace will not overtake us.””
Mic 3:11, “Its rulers give judgment for a bribe, its priests teach for a price, its prophets give oracles for money; yet they lean upon the LORD and say, “Surely the LORD is with us! No harm shall come upon us.

UNJUST ORDINARY PEOPLE

Zephaniah (635-621 BC)
Zeph 1:9, “On that day I will punish all who leap over the threshold, who fill their master’s house with violence and fraud.”
Zeph 2:3, “Seek the LORD, all you humble of the land, who do his commands; seek righteousness, seek humility; perhaps you may be hidden on the day of the LORD’s wrath.”

Jeremiah (c. 627-587 BC)
Jer 5:1-5, “Run to and fro through the streets of Jerusalem, look around and take note! Search its squares and see if you can find one person who acts justly and seeks truth—so that I may pardon Jerusalem. 2 Although they say, “As the LORD lives,” yet they swear falsely. 3 O LORD, do your eyes not look for truth? You have struck them, but they felt no anguish; you have consumed them, but they refused to take correction. They have made their faces harder than rock; they have refused to turn back. 4 Then I said, “These are only the poor, they have no sense; for they do not know the way of the LORD, the law of their God. 5 Let me go to the rich and speak to them; surely they know the way of the LORD, the law of their God.” But they all alike had broken the yoke, they had burst the bonds.”
Jer 6:6-28, “This is the city that must be punished; there is nothing but oppression within her. 7 As a well keeps its water fresh, so she keeps fresh her wickedness; violence and destruction are heard within her; sickness and wounds are ever before me. . . . 13 “For from the least to the greatest of them, everyone is greedy for unjust gain; and from prophet to priest, everyone deals falsely. 14 They have treated the wound of my people carelessly, saying, “Peace, peace,” when there is no peace. 15 They acted shamefully, they committed abomination; yet they were not ashamed, they did not know how to blush. . . . 27 I have made you a tester and a refiner among my people so that you may know and test their ways. 28 They are all stubbornly rebellious, going about with slanders; they are bronze and iron, all of them act corruptly.”
Jer 7:5-7, “For if you truly amend your ways and your doings, if you truly act justly one with another, 6 if you do not oppress the alien, the orphan, and the widow . . ., 7 then I will dwell with you . . .”
Jer 8:10b-12, “from the least to the greatest everyone is greedy for unjust gain; from prophet to priest everyone deals falsely. . . . 12 They acted shamefully, they committed abomination; yet they were not at all ashamed, they did not know how to blush.”

Ezekiel (593-571 BC)
Ezek 16:48-49, “As I live, says the Lord GOD, your sister Sodom and her daughters have not done as you and your daughters have done. 49 This was the guilt of your sister Sodom: she and her daughters had pride, excess of food, and prosperous ease, but did not aid the poor and needy.”
Ezek 22:29-30, “The people of the land have practiced extortion and committed robbery; they have oppressed the poor and needy, and have extorted from the alien without redress. 30 And I sought for anyone among them who would repair the wall and stand in the breach before me on behalf of the land, so that I would not destroy it; but I found no one.”

MULTIPLE UNJUST GROUPS

Micah (750-701 BC)
Mic 3:9-11, “Hear this, you rulers of the house of Jacob and chiefs of the house of Israel, who abhor justice and pervert all equity, 10 who build Zion with blood and Jerusalem with wrong! 11 Its rulers give judgment for a bribe, its priests teach for a price, its prophets give oracles for money; yet they lean upon the LORD and say, “Surely the LORD is with us! No harm shall come upon us.””

Zephaniah (635-621 BC)
Zeph 3:1-5, “Ah, soiled, defiled, oppressing city! 2 It has listened to no voice; it has accepted no correction. It has not trusted in the LORD; it has not drawn near to its God. 3 The officials within it are roaring lions; its judges are evening wolves that leave nothing until the morning. 4 Its prophets are reckless, faithless persons; its priests have profaned what is sacred, they have done violence to the law. 5 The LORD within it is righteous; he does no wrong. Every morning he renders his judgment, each dawn without fail; but the unjust knows no shame.”

Ezekiel (593-571 BC)
Ezek 22:25-30, “Its [the land’s] princes within it are like a roaring lion tearing the prey; they have devoured human lives; they have taken treasure and precious things; they have made many widows within it. 26 Its priests have done violence to my teaching and have profaned my holy things; they have made no distinction between the holy and the common, neither have they taught the difference between the unclean and the clean, and they have disregarded my sabbaths, so that I am profaned among them. 27 Its officials within it are like wolves tearing the prey, shedding blood, destroying lives to get dishonest gain. 28 Its prophets have smeared whitewash on their behalf, seeing false visions and divining lies for them, saying, “Thus says the Lord GOD,” when the LORD has not spoken. 29 The people of the land have practiced extortion and committed robbery; they have oppressed the poor and needy, and have extorted from the alien without redress. 30 And I sought for anyone among them who would repair the wall and stand in the breach before me on behalf of the land, so that I would not destroy it; but I found no one.”

IDEALIZATION OF THE PAST

Jeremiah (c. 627-587 BC)
wilderness wanderings
Jer 2:2, “Go and proclaim in the hearing of Jerusalem, Thus says the LORD: I remember the devotion of your youth, your love as a bride, how you followed me in the wilderness, in a land not sown.”

Jeremiah (c. 627-587 BC)
Rechabites
Jer 35:1-19, the Rechabites
“The Rechabites were a kind of “religious order” in ancient Israel. . . . Their life-style was a symbolic return to the wilderness. They lived in tents, were shepherds rather than farmers, they abstained from wine (for symbolic not ascetical reasons).” (Hoppe 70 n 5)
Jeremiah “appreciated their fidelity to their principles in contrast to the infidelity . . . of the wealthy who were destroying Judah by their avarice.” (Hoppe 70-71)

IDEALIZATION OF THE POOR AS THE POOR IN SPIRIT

First Isaiah (Isa 1-39) (c. 740s-c. 700 BC)
Isa 29:19, “The meek shall obtain fresh joy in the LORD, and the neediest people shall exult in the Holy One of Israel.”

Zephaniah (635-621 BC)
Zeph 2:3, “Seek the LORD, all you humble [`anawim] of the land, who do his commands; seek righteousness, seek humility; perhaps you may be hidden on the day of the LORD’s wrath.”
Anawim means “overwhelmed by want, poor, wretched,” but it also means “humble.” (Holladay Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the OT)
Zeph 3:12, “For I will leave in the midst of you a people humble and lowly [ani dal]. They shall seek refuge in the name of the LORD . . .”
`Ani is the singular of `anawim.
Dal means “scrawny . . . unimportant . . . helpless . . . poor . . . oppressed, dejected.” (Holladay Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the OT 71)

Jeremiah (c. 627-587 BC)
Jer 20:13, “Sing to the LORD; praise the LORD! For he has delivered the life of the needy [אֶבְיוֹן, ´ebyon; LXX πένητος, penētos] from the hands of evildoers.”
´Ebyon means “needy, poor [Deut 15:4, 7, 11] = oppressed [Amos 4:1], in religious sense [Ps 40:18 & oft].” (Holladay Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the OT)

Third Isaiah (Isa 56-66) (c. 539-c. 500 BC)
Isa 66:2b, “this is the one to whom I will look, to the humble and contrite in spirit, who trembles at my word.”

Second Zechariah (Zech 9-10) and Third Zechariah (Zech 12-13) (c 332-200s BC)
Zech 9:9b, “Lo, your king comes to you; triumphant and victorious is he, humble [ענִי, `ani, lit. poor] and riding on a donkey . . .”

THE DAY OF THE LORD

Amos (c. 760-750 BC)
Amos 5:18, “Alas for you who desire the day of the LORD! Why do you want the day of the LORD? It is darkness, not light . . .”

First Isaiah (Isa 1-39) (c. 740s-c. 700 BC)
Isa 2:6-21, “For you have forsaken the ways of your people, O house of Jacob. Indeed they are full of diviners from the east and of soothsayers like the Philistines, and they clasp hands with foreigners. 7 Their land is filled with silver and gold, and there is no end to their treasures; their land is filled with horses, and there is no end to their chariots. 8 Their land is filled with idols; they bow down to the work of their hands, to what their own fingers have made. 9 And so people are humbled, and everyone is brought low—do not forgive them! 10 Enter into the rock, and hide in the dust from the terror of the LORD, and from the glory of his majesty. 11 The haughty eyes of people shall be brought low, and the pride of everyone shall be humbled; and the LORD alone will be exalted in that day. 12 For the LORD of hosts has a day against all that is proud and lofty, against all that is lifted up and high; 13 against all the cedars of Lebanon, lofty and lifted up; and against all the oaks of Bashan; 14 against all the high mountains, and against all the lofty hills; 15 against every high tower, and against every fortified wall; 16 against all the ships of Tarshish, and against all the beautiful craft. 17 The haughtiness of people shall be humbled, and the pride of everyone shall be brought low; and the LORD alone will be exalted on that day. 18 The idols shall utterly pass away. 19 Enter the caves of the rocks and the holes of the ground, from the terror of the LORD, and from the glory of his majesty, when he rises to terrify the earth. 20 On that day people will throw away to the moles and to the bats their idols of silver and their idols of gold, which they made for themselves to worship, 21 to enter the caverns of the rocks and the clefts in the crags, from the terror of the LORD, and from the glory of his majesty, when he rises to terrify the earth.”
Isa 3:1-12, “from Jerusalem and from Judah support and staff—all support of bread, and all support of water—2 warrior and soldier, judge and prophet, diviner and elder, 3 captain of fifty and dignitary, counselor and skillful magician and expert enchanter. 4 And I will make boys their princes, and babes shall rule over them. 5 The people will be oppressed, everyone by another and everyone by a neighbor; the youth will be insolent to the elder, and the base to the honorable. 6 Someone will even seize a relative, a member of the clan, saying, “You have a cloak; you shall be our leader, and this heap of ruins shall be under your rule.” 7 But the other will cry out on that day, saying, “I will not be a healer; in my house there is neither bread nor cloak; you shall not make me leader of the people.” 8 For Jerusalem has stumbled and Judah has fallen, because their speech and their deeds are against the LORD, defying his glorious presence. 9 The look on their faces bears witness against them; they proclaim their sin like Sodom, they do not hide it. Woe to them! For they have brought evil on themselves. 10 Tell the innocent how fortunate they are, for they shall eat the fruit of their labors. 11 Woe to the guilty! How unfortunate they are, for what their hands have done shall be done to them. 12 My people—children are their oppressors, and women rule over them. O my people, your leaders mislead you, and confuse the course of your paths.”
Isa 3:16-4:1, “Your [Jerusalem’s] men shall fall by the sword and your warriors in battle. 26 And her gates shall lament and mourn; ravaged, she shall sit upon the ground. 4:1 Seven women shall take hold of one man in that day, saying, “We will eat our own bread and wear our own clothes; just let us be called by your name; take away our disgrace.”
Isa 5:26-29, “He will raise a signal for a nation far away, and whistle for a people at the ends of the earth; Here they come, swiftly, speedily! 27 None of them is weary, none stumbles, none slumbers or sleeps, not a loincloth is loose, not a sandal-thong broken; 28 their arrows are sharp, all their bows bent, their horses’ hoofs seem like flint, and their wheels like the whirlwind. 29 Their roaring is like a lion, like young lions they roar; they growl and seize their prey, they carry it off, and no one can rescue.”
Isa 6:11-13, “Then I said, “How long, O Lord?” And he said: “Until cities lie waste without inhabitant, and houses without people, and the land is utterly desolate; 12 until the LORD sends everyone far away, and vast is the emptiness in the midst of the land. 13 Even if a tenth part remain in it, it will be burned again, like a terebinth or an oak whose stump remains standing when it is felled.” The holy seed is its stump.”

Zephaniah (635-621 BC)
Zeph 1:14-17, “The great day of the LORD is near, near and hastening fast; the sound of the day of the LORD is bitter, the warrior cries aloud there. 15 That day will be a day of wrath, a day of distress and anguish, a day of ruin and devastation, a day of darkness and gloom, a day of clouds and thick darkness, 16 a day of trumpet blast and battle cry against the fortified cities and against the lofty battlements. 17 I will bring such distress upon people that they shall walk like the blind; because they have sinned against the LORD, their blood shall be poured out like dust, and their flesh like dung.”
Zeph 2:3, “Seek the LORD, all you humble of the land, who do his commands; seek righteousness, seek humility; perhaps you may be hidden on the day of the LORD’s wrath.”



Given “so great a cloud of witnesses” (Heb 12:1; see Sir 44-50), how can anyone doubt the importance of social justice to the Christian life?
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