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Life can be cruel. Has anyone experienced how cruel life can be? Cruelty is just a way of saying 
that rotten things happen, either because someone wants to be cruel or maybe just because 

circumstances come together and the experience is terrible. Cruelty happens. Where does that 
leave us as Christians facing cruelty in life? We are going to consider this together as we listen 

to this text we have read in Isaiah. 

I want to share a few illustrations as a background for considering God’s call to us in the face of 
cruelty. 

A young woman moves to L.A. with high hopes of landing a career in the movies. She finally 

gets an interview with a production executive and after a short conversation the man makes it 
clear that she will have to give more than a resume if she wants a chance as an actor in his film 

company. The young woman has to decide between her dignity and her chance at the career 
she has put all her hope in. 

A child is born to a mother who cannot care for it. That child grows up along with other children 

in a cramped building with little or no adult care. Once old enough, someone offers this child a 
job producing products in a factory. The child begins working long hours with almost no pay just 

to get away from the loveless orphanage.

A woman looses her husband and is left without the support of any family. Her country has no 
social net, no pension. She finds a job cleaning for very little pay and moves into a crowded 

house along with other people. The landlord begins to raise the rent and adds fees onto her 
usual amount and she is threatened with being evicted if she doesn’t pay even though other 

tenants are not subjected to the raised rents and fees.  

A young couple with small children move to a new country hoping to make a better life for 
themselves. After a long visa process, the couple settle into an apartment where they are 



treated coldly and with suspicion by the other tenants. They do not know the language well and 

the husband eventually gets a job driving a truck, where his co-workers openly mock him and 
force him to do menial tasks around the shop or face being fired.  

What do these stories have in common? They all represent those who are susceptible to abuse 

by those with power. They have experienced cruelty. Scripture calls these people the 
“oppressed”. 

Main point: Seeking justice for the “oppressed” is part of being a follower of Jesus

Why is Justice central to discipleship?

God requires his people to live by justice 

Deut. 16:20 ““Justice, and only justice, you shall follow, that you may live and inherit the land 

that the LORD your God is giving you.”1

Justice in Israel “During the Jubilee Year, debts would be forgiven and lands sold because of 
indebtedness would be returned to the original owners. For agrarian societies like Israel, return 

of land and forgiveness of debts amounted to economic restructuring of society. Undergirding 
the Jubilee Year is the biblical principle of redress that corrects past wrongs to approximate 

equality and restores the human community to wholeness.”2

Isaiah 5:16 “rBut the LORD of hosts is exalted10 in justice, and the Holy God shows himself holy 

in righteousness.”

 (Deuteronomy 16:20 ESV)1
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The justice of God means that those who are not living in wholeness personally, economically, 

or socially, are made well again within community. 

1. See the oppressed

The oppressed in scripture are those who are at risk of being taken advantage of. Scripture 
refers to orphans, widows, and sojourners as those who needed justice and special care. One 

commentator says they have “precarious social status”. Psalm 146 describes what God does for 
the oppressed. It says 

God executes justice for the oppressed, 

feeds the hungry,  

sets prisoners free,  

gives sight to the blind,  

lifts up those who are burdened,  

watches over sojourners,  

upholds widows and orphans. 

So where are the oppressed around us? Lets think about the stories we just heard. The young 
woman trying to get a job, the orphan making items to be sold in rich countries, the widow, the 

immigrants. These are just examples of people who are at risk of being taken advantage of. 

And not all of these people would be within the “oppressed” category all the time. It is not a 
permanent label, but a circumstance of life. We are called to be on the lookout and see the 

oppressed. 

It is easy to overlook them. They do not put themselves forward in a community. 

The young woman trying to get a job could be a neighbour or a family member. We know 
widows in our families and communities. 

Orphans could mean children who are basically abandoned by their parents even if they still live 

in the same house. 



The things we purchase also have an effect on the vulnerable because of stories like orphans 

working in factories. If we do not know the ethical standards of the companies that the produce 
the products we buy, we could inadvertently be supporting the abuse of vulnerable people. That 

does not mean that low wages equals abuse. Foreign economies work according to their own 
levels from what I understand and have heard from people who serve in those areas. But it is 

important that we are aware of origins of the products we buy.  

The poor can often be looked down on as well. The poor do not have the money to buy the 
things that give status and honour in our culture (nice house, new car, toys, nice clothes, 

education). Are we aware of oppressed in our communities? 

The question we must ask is “who are the vulnerable people?” This includes those within the 
church and also those with no contact with the church.

So we “see” the oppressed in these ways, but then what are we to do?

2. Hear their cry

God instructs the Israelites in the Law to take care of those who needed care. 

1. Those who have resources are to care for the poor and Deut 14 says that the poor were to 

receive part of the tithe to the priests every third year.
2. This is an example of how provision for the oppressed was built into the life of the 

community. 
1. Temple tithe was shared with those in need. 

2. This was not religion and institution first and hand outs if there was anything left over. 
3. No, provision for the most vulnerable was of great importance. 

4. The lowest of society received along with some of the highest status of Israelite society 
(priestly class). 

1. The Law also states that lenders are to respect the oppressed and when a cloak is given in 

pledge for a loan, 



1. the lender is not to keep the cloak overnight, because the poor person needs it to sleep 

at night (Deut. 24:10-12). 
2. This is the mercy of God being applied in very practical ways. 

3. This text in Deuteronomy brings in an important insight into God’s justice for the poor 
and the call to discipleship. 

4. God says that it is righteousness for the person who does not insist on keeping the cloak 
in pledge, but is willing to give it back to the poor person. What this means is that God is 

saying “this is how I want people to treat each other. If you do what I am saying and care 
for the poor in this way, you are acting as I would act.” God acts in righteousness and 

when we do what God would do, we too are acting in righteousness.

Deut. 16:9 instructs Israelites to invite the oppressed into their home so that they could 
celebrate the feasts with them. Otherwise, this group could miss out on the blessings and joys 

of the feast celebrations. 

God calls us to care for the oppressed in their need. 

The person who is being abused by the person in power needs advocates and people to stand 
up for them. We as disciples must seek out those who are being abused and try to correct the 

rules and laws that would allow them to be abused. Or at least to confront the abuser.

We need to be aware of children who need care,whether because they have lost parents or 
simply need somebody to care for them and provide for them. We also need to be aware of how 

our buying can effect orphans in other countries.

We need care for widows and those who have lost their support.

We need to be aware of those people in our communities who are especially vulnerable. 
Immigrants are one example, but many indigenous people have suffered and become 

vulnerable because of past events and circumstances, some of which has come because of the 
Canadian government.  



Who are the oppressed around us? We are called to live out God’s justice, to restore the people 

who have fallen down and lift them up to wholeness. This is part of our call as disciples of 
Jesus, who showed us God’s heart as he lived among us. Jesus continues to show us God’s 

heart through the Holy Spirit, who motivates and empowers us.  


