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Introduction: The Churches of Christ and Justice   

 

A generation or two ago you would have been very unlikely to see justice as 

the theme at a gathering like this one. Indeed, our fellowship has manifested a 

certain level of uncertainty about the proper role of the church and individual 

Christians in the pursuit of justice through human institutions and structures. 

If you go back far enough, to the latter part of the 19
th
 century and early 20

th
 

century, you will find rather strongly held views by some of the leaders of the 

Restoration Movement. Take David Lipscomb, for example, a preacher, 

writer, and publisher. In 1913 he published a book called Civil Government: 

Its Origin, Mission, and Destiny and the Christian’s Relation to It. Lipscomb 

describes government in starkly negative terms, arguing that it was a 

necessary outcome of sin and the fall of man.
2
 He questioned the active 

involvement of Christians in government, expressing uncertainty that they 

should serve on juries
3
 and ruling out voting altogether,

4
 calling on Christians 

to separate themselves from the government.
5
 In the same way, Tolbert 

Fanning, a contemporary of Lipscomb’s, expressed his view that Christians, 

in light of their faith, should “avoid careers in law, medicine, the military, or 

merchandising, and instead should pursue careers in “teaching, preaching, 

farming, and working with their hands.”
6
  

As a young man growing up in Lubbock, Texas, I didn’t hear any 

sermons about doing justice in the world, rather only about God’s atoning 

justice, which always referred to his central role on the Day of Judgment. I 

can remember sitting in church and drawing a picture of what the “Day of 

Judgment” would look like. My conception was that it would take place in a 

                                                 
1 President, Lubbock Christian University. This essay is taken from the keynote address during the annual 

conference of Faulkner University’s Institute of Faith and the Academy on the theme, “Pursuing Justice; 

Letter and Spirit.” I am grateful to Faulkner University and the Institute for inviting me to be a part of this 
very timely and thoughtful conference. I also want to thank Jason Jewell for his thoughts on this topic. 
2 David Lipscomb, Civil Government: Its Origin, Mission, and Destiny and the Christian’s Relation to It 

(1913), 9. 
3 Ibid, 141. 
4 Ibid, 145. 
5 Ibid, 141 (stating that “the Christian should take no part in the administration or support of government.”) 
6 Richard T. Hughes, Reviving the Ancient Faith: The Story of Churches of Christ in America (1996), 131. 
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courtroom where God was the judge, the devil was the prosecutor, and Jesus 

was the defense counsel, the advocate on my behalf. I only state this to 

reinforce the point. Justice related to God’s work in atonement, to 

justification, to salvation.  

Yet, in the last generation or two we have witnessed a rather clear 

shift within our fellowship. For example, there are now two universities 

associated with the Churches of Christ, Pepperdine and Faulkner, who have 

law schools. Or to take another view, survey the landscape for a moment. At 

Lubbock Christian University each year we choose an issue or topic that 

collectively we focus on for the entire year, across disciplines and throughout 

the university. We call it our “Thinking Critically Initiative.” For the 2015-16 

academic year, we have been thinking critically about justice. At the Christian 

Scholars Conference, which will be hosted by Lipscomb University in June of 

2016, the theme selected by the organizers is nothing other than justice. And 

here we are at Faulkner University, participating in a conference that focuses 

our attention on “Pursuing Justice: Following the Letter and Spirit.” What is 

going on? 

 

 

An Introduction to Justice 

 

My older brother started law school when I began seventh grade and when he 

graduated from law school he was the first lawyer I had ever known 

personally. From that time forward, my dream was to become a Texas trial 

lawyer and with God’s grace and the help of many people, I achieved that 

goal. I practiced civil litigation with a law firm on the Texas Gulf Coast for a 

number of years, representing large, institutional clients and defending them 

against significant claims. Much of my time was spent in pre-trial litigation 

battles and it was easy to lose any sense of grand ideas like justice or the like. 

Mostly we made or responded to objections to pre-trial discovery requests. I 

loved the people with whom I was privileged to work, and I thoroughly 

enjoyed the challenge and stimulation of law practice, but many days I did not 

feel like I was doing much to pursue the cause of justice.   

Several years ago I had the chance to get a firsthand look at justice in 

action. I traveled to the small, East African country of Uganda as part of a 

juvenile justice project. A number of American lawyers and law students were 

seeking to help Ugandan teens who were sitting in juvenile prisons waiting 

for a lawyer and their day in court. Some had been on remand for as long as a 

year, sitting in a children’s prison without anyone to advocate on their behalf. 

I had the chance to help three young men, ages 16 and 17, who were accused 

of the same murder. There was no evidence to identify them as having 

participated in the mob violence that led to the victim’s death. Indeed, one of 

them did not even live in the village at the time of the murder. We presented 
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our evidence to the prosecution, the court, and the defense lawyer. And I was 

privileged to be in the judge’s chambers when the judge announced that he 

was dismissing the charges against the three boys and that they were free to 

go. I made eye contact with the three boys, and I experienced vicariously their 

joy at being released from their nightmare. I felt a sense of having been a part 

of something important.  

For perhaps the first time in my life as a lawyer I experienced what I 

think the prophet Amos was seeking to describe when he wrote: “[L]et justice 

roll on like a river, righteousness like a never failing stream!”
7
 I felt the roar 

of justice, and I witnessed its power to transform.  

We know that justice matters. We feel it deep down in our bones. 

Indeed, recently the citizens of Lubbock erected a statue to honor the life of 

Tim Cole, who was wrongly convicted of rape while a student at Texas Tech 

University and spent 13 years in prison for a crime he did not commit. He 

died in 1999 before it was determined through DNA testing that he was not 

the attacker. He was convicted because of an incorrect eyewitness ID by the 

victim. To her credit, once the DNA evidence proved Cole’s innocence, the 

victim led the charge to have Cole exonerated.
8
 In Lubbock, Texas there 

aren’t a lot of statues of individuals. We have our Buddy Holly statue, the 

famous native son, but the statue of Tim Cole truly stands out. 

Cole’s wrongful conviction and subsequent exoneration reminds me 

of the popular Netflix documentary, Making a Murderer.
9
 It tells the story of 

Steven Avery who was wrongly convicted of rape in Wisconsin and spent 18 

years in a state prison for a crime he did not commit. Avery maintained his 

innocence throughout, and after his exoneration and release he filed a 36 

million dollar lawsuit against the sheriff’s office responsible for his arrest and 

incarceration. Two years after his release, he was arrested again, this time on 

a murder charge. The evidence against him was strong, but in important 

respects it was also suspicious. There was a sense that the police may have 

planted some critical evidence of his guilt. The documentary shows the 

criminal justice system with all of its warts: law enforcement rushing to 

judgment and abusing their positions of authority; criminal defense lawyers 

selling out their client; judges failing to ensure that justice is done. 

Stories of innocent people who are wrongfully convicted are all-too-

common now because of the work of the Innocence Project and other efforts, 

as well as advances in the forensic sciences, especially DNA testing. But 

every one of them represents a failure of the system’s most basic purpose. We 

                                                 
7 Amos 5:24 (NIV) 
8 Betsy Blaney, Statue of Tim Cole Dedicated in Lubbock, Fort Worth Star Telegram, September 17, 2014, 
http://www.star-telegram.com/news/local/community/fort-worth/article3873738.html (last visited March 

20, 2016). 
9 Riccardi, Lauren and Moira Demos. Making a Murderer. Directed by Laura Ricciardi and Moira Demos. 
Los Gatos, California: Netflix, 2015. 

http://www.star-telegram.com/news/local/community/fort-worth/article3873738.html
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have long structured our criminal rules and procedures to protect against the 

possibility of a wrongful conviction. We say, “It’s better that 100 guilty go 

free than that one innocent is convicted.”    

These stories remind us that our justice system is not perfect. No 

system populated by fallible men and women ever will be. We are outraged 

when we learn of these failures and we are constantly working to eliminate 

them from our system. We memorialize those who are wrongfully convicted 

because we have a keen sense of justice as we abhor injustice. Our system is 

flawed, but I agree with those who would claim that it is the best system ever 

devised by men and women. The rule of law is a part of our democratic 

system; it is a part of our DNA and is reflected in our systems and structures.  

 

 

The Biblical Notion of Justice 

 

My contention is that justice matters, and not just to lawyers or those who 

labor in the justice system. Justice matters to all who claim to be followers of 

Jesus Christ. Micah 6:6-8 is an excellent starting point for our discussion. It is 

one of those places in scripture where we find a clear summary statement 

about what is most important to God and what he expects from us. It is one of 

those passages that causes us to sit up and pay attention. Micah says that God 

wants three things from us. He wants us “to act justly, to love mercy, and to 

walk humbly with your God.”
10

 This call to justice and mercy and humility is 

contrasted by Micah with acts of ritual obedience—the offering of a sacrifice 

of a calf or thousands of rams or rivers of oil or even a first-born son.
11

  

Justice is a word that defies easy definition. We often think of it as 

meaning getting what you deserve or the punishment of wrongdoing. Perhaps 

you would use fairness as a synonym for justice. When a person commits a 

crime and they are found guilty and are punished, we call that justice. While 

the Biblical notion of justice certainly extends to punishment for wrongdoing, 

it also means much more than that. Gary Haugen says that “few questions 

have generated more heat and less light than the inquiry into the “true” 

meaning of justice.”
12

 

In his book, Good News about Injustice, Haugen rightly notes that 

Biblical justice has to do with the right exercise of power and authority.
13

 Tim 

Keller, in his excellent book, Generous Justice, says this: “We do justice 

when we give all human beings their due as creations of God. Doing justice 

includes not only the righting of wrongs, but generosity and social concern, 

                                                 
10 Micah 6:8 (NIV) 
11 Micah 6:6-7. 
12 Gary Haugen, Good News about Injustice (Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press, 2009), 84. 
13 Ibid, 85. 
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especially toward the poor and vulnerable.”
14

 God’s justice is a frequent topic 

of the Old Testament prophets. Indeed, the Hebrew word translated justice in 

Micah 6:8 is mishpat, which occurs more than 200 times in various forms in 

the Old Testament.
15

 The prophet Micah was a contemporary of Isaiah, and 

their writing styles and themes are similar. Isaiah speaks of how much God 

hates injustice and how he is a God of justice, of mishpat. In Isaiah 30:18, for 

example, “For the Lord is a God of justice [mishpat]. Blessed are all who wait 

for Him!”
16

 And again in Isaiah 61:8, the prophet delivers this word: “For I, 

the Lord, love justice. I hate robbery and iniquity. In my faithfulness I will 

reward them and make an everlasting covenant with them.”
17

 Isaiah begins his 

book by giving us an idea what it looks like to act justly. He says: “Stop doing 

wrong, learn to do right. Seek justice, encourage the oppressed. Defend the 

cause of the fatherless, plead the case of the widow.”
18

  

Throughout scripture, believers are given special encouragement to 

take care of the widow, the orphan, the alien, and the poor, a group that has 

been called “the quartet of the vulnerable.”
19

 There is much we could say 

about these groups, but suffice it to say that each of them were especially 

vulnerable to oppression and marginalization in the ancient world. Children, 

women, and aliens had no legal rights. And the poor typically faced a life of 

bonded labor. They were without voice or power and in need of someone to 

take up their cause. In that way, justice is about helping those who are unable 

to help themselves.  

So Micah tells us that God requires us to do mishpat, that is, to act 

justly, to love mercy, and to walk humbly. I used to think that the call to 

justice and mercy in this passage were references to different things, that there 

was a tension between those two ideas. Justice is about holding people 

accountable for their actions, giving them their due, and mercy is about not 

holding people accountable, giving them unmerited grace. I’ve realized, 

however, that the terms are not in tension with each other, but in fact are 

perfectly complimentary. 

Reinhold Niebuhr said: “Love is the motive, but justice is the 

instrument.”
20

 I think he had Micah 6:8 in mind. The Hebrew word for mercy 

in Micah is chesedh,
21

 God’s unconditional grace and compassion. As we can 

see from our English translation—“love mercy”—the term reveals the attitude 

                                                 
14 Timothy Keller, Generous Justice (New York: Penguin, 2012), 18. 
15 Ibid, 3. 
16 Isaiah 30:18 (NIV) 
17 Isaiah 61:8 (NIV) 
18 Isaiah 1:16b-17 (NIV) 
19 See Keller, 4 
20 Niebuhr made this observation during a radio interview with James Baldwin, which can be accessed at 

this web page: http://www.onbeing.org/program/moral-man-and-immoral-society-rediscovering-reinhold-

niebuhr/feature/sermons-and-lectures (last visited March 20, 2016). 
21 Keller, 3 

http://www.onbeing.org/program/moral-man-and-immoral-society-rediscovering-reinhold-niebuhr/feature/sermons-and-lectures
http://www.onbeing.org/program/moral-man-and-immoral-society-rediscovering-reinhold-niebuhr/feature/sermons-and-lectures
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we are to have as we go about doing justice. We are called to act justly, and 

we are called to do it motivated by mercy and grace. Love is the motive, but 

justice is the instrument.  

These themes carry over into the gospel without interruption. One of 

my favorite examples is when Jesus takes on the Pharisees and the teachers of 

the law. In Matthew 23, Jesus gives what is sometime called the “seven woes 

speech,” where he repeatedly says woe to you, teachers of the law and 

Pharisees. In verse 23, Jesus says: “You give a tenth of your spices—mint, 

dill and cumin. But you neglected the more important matters of the law—

justice, mercy and faithfulness. You should have practiced the latter without 

neglecting the former. You blind guides! You strain out a gnat, but swallow a 

camel.”
22

 

I believe that this is in many ways a reprise of Micah 6. Jesus is 

making clear what is important—justice, mercy, and faithfulness. We are 

called to be faithful in things large and small, but we are not to let the details 

interfere with the things that matter most. The Pharisees were good at rule 

keeping, but for all of the wrong reasons. They preserved the law for their 

own advancement, to feed their all-too-real narcissism. They used the law as a 

way to burden and to divide, as a means of drawing lines and making it clear 

who was in and who was out. In this passage, Jesus reinforces the centrality of 

doing justice in the new kingdom. When he lists the weightier matters, justice 

headlines the list. 

John the Baptist had a strong sense of right and wrong, and he was 

not afraid to speak the truth. Once when he loudly shared some very 

unflattering comments about Herod’s marital situation, he was promptly 

thrown in jail in a dungeon cell by the Dead Sea.
23

 John is not one who did 

well in confined spaces, and he is getting occasional reports from his 

followers about the activities of Jesus. Perhaps it went something like this: 

“Jesus is spending a lot of time with sick people—lepers, the blind, the lame, 

and so forth. He is healing a lot of them. When he’s not with the sick he’s 

hanging out with the poor or the outcasts, like tax collectors and prostitutes.” 

This is not what John expected to hear. He was waiting to hear about how 

Jesus was preparing to restore Israel to its rightful place, to throw off the rule 

of the Romans.  

John started to have some doubts about whether his cousin Jesus was 

really the Messiah. And so he calls his disciples to him and instructs them to 

go to Jesus and to ask him: “Are you the one who was to come or should we 

expect someone else?”
24

 This is the same John who baptized Jesus in the 

Jordan River. He saw the dove, he heard God’s voice. And now, he isn’t sure. 

And so John’s disciples go to Jesus and they ask the question. It’s another one 

                                                 
22 Matthew 23:23-24 (NIV) 
23 Matthew 14:3-4 
24 Matthew 11:2-3 
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of those moments when we must sit up and pay attention. What will Jesus 

say? The story is told in Matthew 11 and Luke 7. Jesus tells the questioners to 

back to John and tell him what you see and hear: “The blind receive sight, the 

lame walk, those who have leprosy are cured, the deaf hear, the dead are 

raised, and the good news is preached to the poor.”
25

 

We don’t often think of it in this way, but I contend that this is a 

passage about doing justice. It is about how Jesus is ushering in his new 

kingdom, “putting things to rights” – to borrow an expression from theologian 

and apologist, N.T. Wright. The circumstances could not be more stark. John 

is the victim of a grave injustice, and he is looking for signs that Jesus is 

going to make things right according to his expectations. When is Jesus going 

to get rid of the Romans? When will John be released from captivity? But 

Jesus has a different idea about the signs of the new kingdom. How do you 

know that I’m the Messiah? I’m doing what the Old Testament prophets 

talked about. I’m helping those who can’t help themselves. I’m putting things 

to rights with every person I heal, and with every hopeless outcast I welcome 

into the new kingdom.  

In the same way, when Jesus inaugurated his ministry he went to the 

synagogue in Nazareth and read from Isaiah 61: “The Spirit of the Lord is on 

me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent 

me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, 

to release the oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”
26

  

 

 

Why Justice Matters 

 

Justice matters because God is a God of justice. He loves justice and hates 

injustice. We are made in His image, and we carry around with us that same 

desire for justice. It is deep within us. Like all children, from a very young 

age, I cried out for justice. I frequently complained to my parents about how 

unfair they were. I’ve raised three kids, and they learned very early in their 

lives the song of injustice. “It’s unfair!”  

I’ll never forget my eight-year-old birthday party. I was excited 

because my parents agreed to let me invite friends over to play a game of 

tackle football. No helmets, no pads—just old school football the way we 

loved to play. And my dad agreed to be the referee, which was a huge deal to 

me. Well, the game started and things did not go well for me or my team. My 

team got behind, and it seemed like my dad was helping the other team with 

his calls. It was unfair! Of course, I was mostly upset because I was losing, 

but the perceived injustice of it all was more than I could stand. I left the 

                                                 
25 Matthew 11:4-5, Luke 7:22 (NIV) 
26 Luke 4:18-19 (quoting Isaiah 61:1-2) (NIV) 
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game crying and I went inside and flopped down on the living room couch in 

tears. My friends went into the kitchen for cake and presents while I wailed 

about the injustice of the game. Needless to say, I didn’t have a lot of birthday 

parties after that. 

N.T. Wright says that our passion for justice is an echo of God’s 

voice, “speaking with calm, healing authority, speaking about justice, about 

things being put to rights, about peace and hope and prosperity for all.”
27

 It is 

part and parcel of the human experience. It is one sure sign that there is a 

God: “A sense of justice comes with the kit of being human. We know about 

it . . . in our bones.”
28

 And yet we look around and what we see and hear gives 

us the sense that justice is in short supply. It seems that injustice is winning 

and it’s not even close. Tim Cole and others like him are convicted for crimes 

they did not commit. Innocent people suffer. Evil people prosper. People in 

positions of authority abuse their power. Violence is used to oppress the 

powerless and to kill the innocent. Humans are bought and sold every day. 

Countries invade other countries and get away with it. Christians are 

persecuted because of their faith. Where is the justice? 

What we see in the inauguration of Jesus’ public ministry and in his 

teaching is the ushering in of the Kingdom of God. Jesus is making things 

right, giving the outcast, the diseased, and the oppressed their due. Through 

Jesus, God is at work redeeming and renewing all of creation. God is working 

to restore shalom, which we often translate “peace,” but which means so 

much more than that. According to Cornelius Plantinga, shalom is “universal 

flourishing, wholeness, and delight—a rich state of affairs in which natural 

needs are satisfied and natural gifts fruitfully employed, all under the arch of 

God’s love. Shalom, in other words, is the way things are supposed to be.”
29

 

As Christians our task is to see where the fabric of shalom is ripped or torn 

and to get to work repairing it. This is the amazing thing about God’s renewal 

project—He looks to His people to join with him in His work of redemption. 

We are His hands and feet. We are the called. 

N.T. Wright says that a primary Christian calling is to work for 

healing, restorative justice: “Every Christian is called to work, at every level 

of life, for a world in which reconciliation and restoration are put into 

practice, and so to anticipate a day when God will indeed put everything to 

rights.”
30

 In my experience, we often focus exclusively on personal salvation, 

looking ahead to the day when we will be with God in heaven. God’s atoning 

work through the sacrifice of Jesus Christ is an act of cosmic justice. God 

does for us what we cannot do for ourselves. But we sometimes sing songs 

                                                 
27 N.T. Wright, Simply Christian: Why Christianity Makes Sense (New York: Harpers Collins, 2006), 3 
28 Ibid, 4. 
29 Cornelius Plantinga, Engaging God’s World: A Christian Vision of Faith, Learning, and Living (Grand 

Rapids, MI: Eerdman’s, 2002), 15    
30 Wright, 226 
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like “this earth is not my home / I’m just a passin’ through” and espouse a 

view that pits evangelism against the here-and-now work of doing justice.   

But that is a false dichotomy. We do not have to choose between our 

clear responsibility to spread the gospel and our equally clear responsibility to 

do justice. It is not either/or, but both/and. We miss a chunk of the gospel 

when we adopt the view that making things better here on earth is 

unimportant or not our concern as Christians. That is seriously at odds with 

the God of the Old and New Testaments. Jesus did not heal everyone he 

encountered, but he healed many. He did not rectify all of the social wrongs 

of his day, and he did not overthrow the Roman empire – that was not His 

mission. But he did invest in people and he did advance the cause of justice in 

ways large and small.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

I love the old expression that some people are so heavenly minded they are of 

no earthly good. We need to avoid a theology that evades responsibility for 

what happens in the here-and-now and excuses us from being concerned 

about our neighbors, our systems, our governments, and our world. Our 

posture is hopeful because we know who is in charge. I would encourage us to 

read John’s remarkable apocalyptic vision again and take another look 

through the open doorway that separates heaven from earth as he describes it. 

Chapters 4 and 5 remind us that God is on His throne and the Lamb is worthy 

to open the scrolls. This is our father’s world. He made it and declared it good 

and he is working to redeem and renew it. The old hymn reminds us of this 

truth. 

 

This is my father’s world; O let me ne’er forget 

That though the wrong seems oft so strong, God is the ruler yet. 

This is my father’s world; the battle is not done; 

Jesus, who died, shall be satisfied, 

And earth and heaven be one.
31

 

 

Our hope is in the Father and his Son Jesus Christ, for in Him and through 

Him all things are held together. Our prayer is that heaven and earth will be 

one. As Jesus taught us to pray, Father, your will be done on earth as it is in 

heaven. Our call is to be justice seekers. To act justly (mishpat), as the 

prophet Micah puts it, motivated by mercy, especially on behalf of the most 

vulnerable among us.  

                                                 
31 “This Is My Father’s World” (words by Maltie D. Babcock and music arranged by Franklin L. Shepherd)  
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The ways we pursue justice will vary widely according to our gifts 

and our opportunities. I wish that we could all be lawyers, but alas, not all of 

us will be inclined that way. Justice work is not limited to lawyers or confined 

to law courts. It cuts across all of life. N.T. Wright notes that the line between 

justice and injustice runs right down through the middle of each one of us.
32

 

We all know what we ought to do, but we all manage at least some of the time 

not to do it. This is not a call to perfection, but to faithfulness and obedience. 

Gary Haugen, the founder of International Justice Mission, writes: “In 

Christ [we find] the compassion and courage to engage the call to justice, for 

we know God promises that we who do not become weary in doing good 

[…]will reap a harvest if we do not give up.”
33

 Justice matters because God is 

a God of justice, and he made us in His image. He calls each one of us to join 

in his ongoing work of restoration. What does God require of us, but to act 

justly, to love mercy and to walk humbly with Him.  

 

 

L. Timothy Perrin is President of Lubbock Christian University. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
32 Wright, 6 
33 Haugen, 48-49 


