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Major Theme Three – Justice and Judgment

The first week we looked at God’s covenant love for his people.  Last week we talked about idolatry and true worship.  The two issues are intimately connected – because God loves Israel, he calls them into intimate relationship, with him and with the ways that lead to life.  Israel instead pursues idolatry, in one of the three ways discussed last week.  Idolatry is one of the two primary charges that God brings against Israel.  The other, which is related, is their abuse of justice.  The Minor Prophets are filled with passages about God’s calling for justice, that God’s character is justice, and that the people are actively oppressing and abusing the poor, the widow, the orphan, and those who need justice.  It is because of these two charges, idolatry and injustice, that the people of God will face judgment – another major theme of the Minor Prophets.
The God who is Justice

The two Hebrew words that are translated justice are tsedeq and mishpat. The second word, mishpat, is what we think of when a judge is presiding over a case or a policeman issues a ticket.  This is a very legal orientation of justice.  The first word, tsedeq, is more about the practice of rightness in all that we do – in other words, living the totality of life in light of who Yahweh, his character,  is and what he is calling the people of God to do.  Often our English translations translate this word as “righteousness,” (a practice begun in the old King James to try and keep the people from questioning the society).  Righteousness certainly is part of it, but for many people this word carries a very internal sense.  In other words, “I don’t see dirty movies; I don’t get drunk, etc.” That would not be left out of the tsedeq, but it goes far beyond my own internal life.  Tsedeq calls us to care and be concerned about our neighbors – all of our neighbors – to not exploit them for our gain, to be concerned about their welfare, to ensure that the society is a life-giving society.  The fact that Yahweh identifies himself as a God of justice is rare in the ancient near-east.  Most of the religious systems that existed in the first millennium B.C. were essentially survival of the fittest. If you could dominate someone else, then that was because God had blessed you – so why not do it.  Wealth, no matter how achieved, was privilege, blessing, and a sign of your godliness. In contrast to that way of living, the people of God were called to be a community, one that was concerned about all in the society, not simply the desires and whims of the elite.  The rich were not to be denigrated, but also were not to be seen as any more valuable in society that the poor or the widow or the orphan.  It was a sign that all of them had their existence in Yahweh, that all bore his image, and that because of that, all were equally valuable.  
Israel rarely if ever lived this out.  Whether it was the blatant abuse of the poor or simply the failure to keep such leveling practices as the Year of Jubilee, the people of God quickly saw that the way other nations created a society was easier and offered more opportunities to “get rich quick.”  This is why the issue of justice is so tied to the issue of idolatry.  If a nation oppresses the poor even as they are worshipping the God whose very character is justice, then they are not in fact worshipping the true God, but the gods and idols of the nations around them, even if they use Yahweh’s name.  Because the people of God had the calling to mirror Yahweh to the people of the earth, their rampant injustice was a practice of idolatry, a marring of the mirrored image to the world, and finally, a choice of the ways of death rather than the ways of life.

The Good News of Judgment?
When people are actively marring the reflection of God that they are called to reflect, God cannot sit idly by and allow this to happen.  What is at stake is not just the true worship of God, but the redemption of creation. If people see that this God of these Jewish people is no different than the gods of other nations, they will not follow in his ways and find life and redemption.  When this happens, God must ask, both to restore the mirrored image and to bring the people back into the ways of life – to repent from the ways of death.  The Old Testament is replete with the examples of the messages of repentance given to the people of God.  Unfortunately they would other be heeded.  What next?  As the New Testament reminds us, he disciplines those he loves (Hebrews 12:6).  That discipline in the Minor Prophets ultimately takes the form of judgment.  

Judgment is never God’s first choice, and in fact you can often see in the words of the prophets that God is regretting having to do what he is about to do, even as he is foretelling of its coming.  But, for God’s love to remain a holy love, a love that builds up and brings about wholeness, judgment must be part of the equation.  Most of the time the judgment (especially the most severe judgment) is simply God withdrawing his hand of protection from the people, the hand that has kept them from experiencing the “sowing and reaping” principle.  Other times (and here it usually less than the final judgment), God is active in  judgment (think about the Ten Plagues on Egypt), to bring about repentances and to forestall the ultimate judgment that they are choosing.  That does not make judgment any the less palatable when going through it, but it does make it a necessary part of both God’s holiness and our free will.  

One final note on judgment.  God does not only judge the people of God, but sometimes sends messages (called Oracles) of judgment to the nations around Israel.  He does this for two reasons.  First, sometimes when they have been the “tool” of judgment that God has used, they latter choose to see their victories as a testament to their rightness.  This pride is, as we are told elsewhere, what precedes the fall.  More common though is the calling of account of the nations because of their brutality.  Many of the practices, both in war and in religion, were so dehumanizing, so brutalizing of the image of God that all humans bear, that God judges them for violating the foundational laws of treatment that are sown into everyone’s conscious (Romans 1:18-19).  

Passages on Justice and Judgment
Justice

Hosea 2:14

Hosea 12:6

Amos 2:6-7

Amos 4:1

Amos 5 (whole chapter)
Amos 6:12-14

Amos 8:1-6

Micah 3:1,9

Habakkuk 1:2-4

Zephaniah 3:1-5

Zechariah 7:8-10

Zechariah 11:4-6

Malachi 3:5
Judgment 

Hosea 8-10

Joel 3:12-13

Amos 1-2 (against the nations)

Amos 4:2-3

Amos 5:19

Amos 9:1-10

Obadiah 17-21

Micah 1:2-16

Micah 6:9-16

Nahum 1:9-14

Nahum 3

Habakkuk 2:15-17

Zephaniah 1:3-13

Zephaniah 2 (against the nations)

Zechariah 9:1-8 (against the nations)
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