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 During Lent this year, Brian and I have been following the Lectionary and preaching out of the 
Gospel of John, but on this last Sunday before Palm Sunday I’ve chosen to deviate from the Lectionary 
because I sensed that this was a timely opportunity to listen again and to reflect on God’s call to do justice.  
In part, I sensed this because there is an important event coming up in April called the Nehemiah 
Assembly.  I’ll say more about that later, but for the moment I’ll just let you know that the Nehemiah 
Assembly is organized by iCare which is an interfaith justice ministry, and this church has participated in 
justice ministry by working with iCare.  Another reason I sensed this was a timely opportunity to reflect 
on the call to do justice is because it is Lent, and during Lent we are invited to be intentional about 
examining our hearts and examining our behaviors to see if we are living in obedience to God and 
responding with faithful action in response to the grace we have received from God in Christ.   

Most of us are familiar with the words of the prophet Micah that we read in Micah 6:8. “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?”  We hear and understand that these are things that God 
wants us to do, and I think we are willing, but of the three of those requirements, there is more complexity 
surrounding the call to do justice than the others, and one thing I have noticed about myself is that when 
I am faced with a complex task, I often have a harder time jumping in and acting.  I don’t want to do the 
wrong thing, but I also don’t feel confident about exactly what the right thing is, so I might ignore the 
complex thing in the hopes that it will just go away, or I might justify putting it aside by emphasizing all 
the other good and important things I’m doing, or I might just procrastinate and tell myself that I’ll figure 
it out and do something about it later, but later is conveniently undefined.  I think all of these are normal 
responses in the face of a complex task or calling, like the call to do justice, but when God calls us to do 
something, God wants our obedience and not our excuses.  Today we don’t have time to unpack and 
address all of the challenges and questions we might have about doing justice ministry, but we can listen 
again for God’s call and we can allow the Spirit to search our hearts and help us see if we have been 
putting off or turning a blind eye to the call to do justice.  This is the challenge that we hear in our Gospel 
reading this morning. 
 The verses that we read in Matthew are part of a larger section.  Jesus pronounces seven woes 
on the Pharisees, and the tone is almost uncomfortably harsh.  Gentle Jesus meek and mild seems to have 
gone missing in these verses.  Though Jesus is decidedly firm and confrontational with the Pharisees here, 
we shouldn’t read the passage as an indictment against all the Pharisees or as a condemnation of their 
leadership in general.  The Pharisees were concerned with pursuing and attaining righteousness and Jesus 
had no objection to that.  At the beginning of Chapter 23, he tells the people to listen to what the scribes 
and Pharisees teach and do it, but then he said, “do not do as they do for they do not practice what they 
teach.”  The issue that Jesus was addressing in this seven woes discourse was hypocrisy that was 
demonstrated by some of the Pharisees, but we shouldn’t just hear this as a judgment against the 
Pharisees.  We ought to read this as Jesus’s judgement against hypocrisy wherever it may be found- even 
in our own lives.  
 In verses 13-33, Jesus addresses 7 specific examples of hypocrisy, and in verses 23 and 24, he 
confronts the Pharisees for paying attention to little teeny tiny details of the law while neglecting and 
failing to do what mattered most. The OT law required a tithe from the harvest.  Deuteronomy 14:22 says, 
“Set apart a tithe of all the yield of your seed that is brought in yearly from the field.”  The Pharisees had 
gotten very detailed about this and had even specified that the tithe should include mint, dill, and cumin.  



This went beyond the real requirement of the law.  A yield of the seed just meant a tithe of regular crops, 
but the Pharisees took it further and required a tithe on not just the food but on even the herbs and spices 
that were used to flavor the food.  If the Pharisees wanted to add those kinds of stipulations that was fine, 
but the problem was that they were placing all of this emphasis on these relatively meaningless little 
things and completely neglecting the real work of justice, mercy, and faithfulness.  God had been very 
clear in the OT about God’s concern about these things.  The prophets, like Micah, regularly called God’s 
people to be concerned about the welfare of others, and like the OT prophets, Jesus spoke prophetically 
here, pointing out that these things matter to God and God expects us to give attention to them.   
 Verse 24 ends with Jesus saying to the Pharisees, “you blind guides!” and it’s those words 
especially that might challenge us today to examine our lives and our actions to see if we have any blind 
spots when it comes to obeying God’s call to do justice.  At first, we may not think so because we feel 
comfortable in agreeing that justice is important.   There is more than one biblical reason why we should 
do justice, but the most basic is rooted in the fact that every person is made in the image of God, and for 
that reason alone every person has inherent worth and dignity that ought to be honored and protected.  
If our community and our society is not operating in a way in a way that ensures that the dignity and 
worthy of every person is protected, then there are issues that need to be addressed and if we are going 
to obey the commandment to love our neighbor as ourselves, we need to address the issues. 

As I was in the middle of preparing this sermon, I came across a Facebook post from an old friend.  
She is a human trafficking survivor and spent 20 years suffering and surviving in the adult entertainment 
industry. I met her around 2012 just a few years after someone had invited her to church and though she 
assumed a lightning bolt would strike her down as soon as she set foot in the door, she went anyway, and 
on that day Jesus revealed himself to her in a profound way and she realized that despite everything that 
had happened in her life, she was a beloved child of God.  Her life started changing in dramatic ways at 
that point, but she has had and continues to have struggles.  Many of those struggles, and the current 
struggle she was posting about, have been related to basic survival.  She has been trying to find an 
affordable place to live- not easy-  and trying to find work, and she was sharing her devastation over being 
told that she would not be able to be hired for a job she recently applied for at a place that is known as a 
place where “anyone can get a job” because of things that came up on the background check from a time 
when she had no control in her life. 

I tell this story to illustrate the point that it’s not hard to feel compassion for people who are 
struggling, and if you tell me that there is some injustice that is contributing to the suffering, then yes, I 
want to do something about injustice.  The question of whether we should do justice is not the one that 
is most likely to trip us up.  Maybe we have failed to be engaged in doing justice not because we don’t 
want to see God’s justice on the earth but  because we aren’t sure how to do it, or we aren’t exactly sure 
what counts as doing justice, or because we fear that doing justice means aligning ourselves with people, 
or a political party, or a cause that we aren’t  comfortable with, or because we see people who claim to 
be working for justice, but they are mean and there doesn’t appear to be any righteous in their righteous 
anger.  It’s just vitriol and rage, and if that’s doing justice, we don’t want to be part of it.   These are all 
valid concerns that may cause us to hesitate, but God doesn’t revoke the call to love our neighbors and 
seek the welfare of the least and most disadvantaged members of our communities just because it can be 
hard to figure out how to do it.   

Finding the most effective and most faithful ways to do the work of justice in our world may take 
some hard work that includes having honest and uncomfortable conversations, reading and learning from 
others, going back to Scripture with a searching and teachable heart, and taking some steps that may feel 
awkward or strange as we take them.  The good news is, these are all things that we can do if we are 
willing, and Jesus will lead us as we attempt to be obedient.  Today I can’t answer all of the questions 
about the best ways to do justice- either for myself or for you- but what I can do it point us to one example 
in Scripture of God’s people doing justice that provides a model for a way to work for justice.   



We heard the story a little while ago from the book of Nehemiah.  Nehemiah was leading a project 
to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem and while this project was going on, some of the people came to him 
and they were complaining about the fact that they had become the victims of predatory lenders.   They 
didn’t have enough money to buy food, and the people with the money were giving them loans but then 
taking the resources that they did have as collateral and then charging interest that made it impossible to 
pay back the loans.  When Nehemiah heard this, he was angry.  He was angry over the injustice and then 
he thought about how to address it.  After thinking about it, he addressed the nobles and officials and told 
them that what they were doing was oppressing their own people, and then he called for a public meeting 
to address the problem.  At the meeting, he held them accountable for their actions and then asked them 
to take specific actions to correct the injustice, and they agreed to do what Nehemiah asked.   

Nehemiah’s model of calling a public meeting, holding the officials accountable, and asking them 
to take action to correct injustice worked, and so we see here one possible answer to the question, how 
can I do justice?  You might be thinking, “well that sounds like a great plan,  but how am I going to arrange 
a public meeting with city officials?” you may be encouraged to hear that you can participate in working 
for justice in this way but you don’t have to call the meeting.  

iCare is an organization that exists to lead people in our community in doing justice ministry and 
specifically to lead in helping to bring about social reform.  In his book Generous Justice, Tim Keller 
describes the work of Social Reform saying that it “moves beyond the relief of immediate needs and 
dependency and seeks to change the conditions and social structures that aggravate or cause that 
dependency.  Imagine,” he says, ”a sequel to the Good Samaritan parable.  The months go by and every 
time he makes his trip from Jerusalem to Jericho he finds another man on the road, beaten and robbed.  
Finally, the Samaritan says, ‘How do we stop the violence?’  The answer to that question would be some 
kind of social reform- instituting a new social arrangement that stops the flow of victims because of a 
change in social conditions.”1  This is the kind of work that iCare seeks to do, and they do it using 
Nehemiah’s model.  Each year they follow a clear process that begins with house meetings which provide 
the opportunity for members of the community to share their stories about the difficulties they are facing.  
After listening, a clear set of problems are identified and potential solutions to those problems are 
researched.   Our public officials in Jacksonville are contacted and informed about the concerns and about 
what actions they will be asked to take to correct or improve the problems, and then there is an Assembly- 
the Nehemiah Assembly.  It is a public meeting, and at that meeting people who are concerned about the 
problems and who want to do justice come as the officials are confronted with the problems and asked 
to take action.  There are many ways to be involved in iCare’s work throughout the year, but one of the 
easiest ways that you and I can answer Jesus’s call to do justice is by simply attending that Assembly.  
There is power in numbers, and when officials see a large gathering of people who are concerned and 
asking for change it makes a difference.   

There are members of this church who have been involved in doing justice through iCare for 
several years.  I lift it up today because the opportunity to participate is just around the corner (April 17), 
and if you are wrestling or willing to wrestle with the questions about how to do justice, here is an 
opportunity to jump in and try something that may be new, or that may feel strange or a little 
uncomfortable, but is also a way to express your love for God and for our neighbors.  Regardless of what 
we may do with the opportunity to participate in the Nehemiah Assembly, the larger challenge of today 
is a challenge to let our eyes be opened and to repent of any indifference or inaction in fulfilling the 
requirements to love mercy, to do justice, and walk humbly with our God.  The call to do justice may be 
complicated and challenging for us, but it is not meant to be a burden.  It is an opportunity to give out of 
what we have received, to practice loving as we have been loved, and to bear witness to Jesus Christ who 
is the revelation of the God who says “I, the Lord, love justice” (Isaiah 61:8).  Amen.   

 
1 Keller, Timothy. Generous Justice (New York: Riverhead Books, 2010), p. 126. 


