
What do we mean by justice? Do biblical understandings have significance for the
contemporary world?

Many an implacable conflict has been fought in the name of justice, and it is the
popular word of choice in newspaper headlines the world over, yet the task of
assigning it a definition is a notoriously hard one. It is one of those expressions that
takes on a variety of meanings, to a degree that suggests that sometimes its
description is determined and shaped by the situation rather than the other way round:
people can adjust what justice means to them so that it will work in their favour.

Most people would agree that a modern view of justice is the implementation of the
law. Thus, if a crime is committed the perpetrator deserves appropriate punishment.
Of course this is a very clinical view of justice, and to say that justice is simply the
retaliation for illegal behaviour does not give the full picture. Justitia, the epitome of
justice in western tradition is portrayed blindfolded, bearing a sword and scales.
Together these symbols represent the promise to execute the law fairly and without
favour and the duty to society to perpetually uphold these values. 

Sometimes then justice is defined with reference to equality – everybody deserves the
same cut, regardless of how much they contribute, irrespective of what they ‘put in’.
On other occasions we talk of equitable justice – that a person’s benefit ought to be
proportional to their contribution in producing such benefits. Radical equality is
characteristic of what is termed commutative justice, whilst rendering to each their
due is known as distributive justice, a notion that has been around since the Greeks.
Beyond these notions of justice there are countless other types of justice each with
various nuances and implications: we speak of criminal justice, retributive justice,
poetic justice, rough justice, corrective justice, protective justice and social justice
among others.

Naturally another problem arises in the fulfilment of justice. Given the difficult
mission of delineating the nature of justice, its fulfilment seems to verge on the
impossible. Fairness is often equated with niceness in modern society, and this does
not account for the fact that frequently, to be fair may mean being hard yet just. 

This sort of pleasant justice is a far cry from the justice that is laid out in the Bible.
Righteousness is a word that is commonly used throughout the Bible. It is a biblical
buzzword insofar as many people use it but few are completely aware of what it
denotes. In both the Old and New Testaments, the words righteousness and justice are
interchangeable. A wrong reading of righteousness can regard it as the description of
one’s inherent nature. However Biblical justice is a legal concept that cannot be
understood apart from the standard of God's law as a reflection of his perfect nature.
Replacing righteousness with justice immediately takes the focus away from the
individual because it paints justice as a divine standard and not a human quality.

Thus righteousness, the Christian idea of justice is based on man’s conformity to an
external standard – the law of God. Everybody is created in the image of God and to
that end justice is our living in a way that tries to reflect God’s impeccable character.
The Christian notion of justice can be traced back to the idea of covenant and the
promise that was made to Moses on Mount Sinai. In the Old Testament then we have
yet another description of justice: covenantal justice. 



Covenantal justice is patterned after God’s righteousness, and as such it requires the
acceptance that God’s laws are true and right and the willingness to follow them. It is
concerned with mishpat, faithfulness to one’s neighbour, as it talks about relations
between man and his fellow men. This is a stark contrast to our individualistic society
because it calls for a common obligation and an end to the focus on individual rights.
Furthermore covenantal justice is inclusive and egalitarian – since everyone
participated in the covenant, they should all participate in justice. The notion that we
are all made in God’s image and therefore all free to play a part in justice is also at
variance with today’s secular society, where freedom tends to be dictated by social
status. Those at the bottom of the pile so to speak have fewer rights than those at the
top of the social ladder whose freedom is characterised by their increased control and
power over the lower echelons of the social order.

It is important to remember that Old Testament perceptions of justice are set in the
story of God’s deliverance of his people from slavery. God’s covenant is a majestic
display of his sovereignty, but it is as much a reminder of the morally binding nature
of the covenant. God is always faithful to his promises and in return God expects
faithfulness from those who have entered into covenant with Him. Yet the Christian
idea of God’s justice cannot be separated from his love for us. The delivery from
slavery is notable because it was neither earnt nor deserved and shows that God’s
mercy and love are key attributes of his execution of that which is just. This takes us
back to the expectation or standard of righteousness that God desires of his people. It
shows us that righteousness is more than conforming to an individualised version of
tsedeq, God’s standard for human behaviour. Rather, our actions should be
exemplified by agape, our love for each other as brothers and common responsibility
over and above individual liberties. 

Justice is a key term throughout Old Testament scripture and we are constantly
reminded of the main features of justice carried out in genuine love for one’s
neighbour. The justice that takes account of the common good speaks of right
relationships, an idea that is described in Hebrew as shalom – peace. There cannot be
any sort of equality between people so long as they act selfishly. The people of Israel
had a divine norm as reference in respect to their conduct within society. 

The reference to equality in scripture is implicit. Israel was divided up into
smallholdings to ensure as classless a society as possible, and yet the prophet Amos
bemoans the attempts of the rich to buy out the poor for it results in a loss of equality
within the community as a whole. Nevertheless it was custom in Hebrew society to
cancel debts every seventh year, set free slaves every sixth year and the call for a new
division of land which effected a return to equitable circumstances and restitution to
the poor. The Bible is full of exhortations to assist the poor and this is reflected in
these laws that allow the poor a claim to a share of society’s wealth. Thus justice is
also about restoration to the norm and an egalitarian view of humanity. This could not
be further from ‘justice’ nowadays which struggles to persist in its truest form in a
society punctuated by love of money and oppression of the weak. Whilst Old
Testament law does not favour the poor (i.e. treat them with special consideration) it
recognises that with power can come corruption, which is at odds with justice and
therefore is biased towards the weak. This again is something that patently differs
from the modern blindfolded, ‘unbiased’ way in which justice operates.



In the New Testament Jesus draws and develops on Old Testament themes. The love
we show towards others should mirror the love we have of God’s perfect standard.
Jesus reiterated that true justice seeks tsedequah, God’s law. He summarises the law
in a way that recalls the Old Testament idea of shalom: love your neighbour as
yourself. The centrality of love is also restated in the New Testament in its appeal to
God’s justice through his mercy. Although the significance of the justice theme can be
obscured by English translations Romans 3:25 tells us, “He did this [send Jesus as
atonement for sins] …to demonstrate his righteousness [justice]…so as to be just and
the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus.” The echo of God’s mercy
throughout the New Testament constantly brings to mind the opening passage of the
Ten Commandments that describes God as the One “Who brought you out... from the
house of slaves.” It reminds us of the start of God’s promise that concluded in the
cross of Jesus as redemption for our sins.

For Christians, the whole of the Old Testament looks forward to and the whole New
Testament back on God’s one act of pure love – the justification of our sins –
declaring us ‘not guilty’ as we stand red-faced in the dock. In return, and as gratitude,
we have to mirror god’s merciful justice through shalom, the peace with others and
desire for the good of our neighbour before ourselves. Love is crucial because it is
also part and parcel of forgiveness, a characteristic that is vital to the operation of
shalom.

The modern day view of social justice seems to have lost sight of any sort of
consideration of the community. The notion of social justice as the common good is
has been displaced by an emphasis on human rights, which most people use as an
euphemism for their own individual rights, and what they believe is due them.

In a cynical attack on the hierarchy of power in society, Orwell (in Animal Farm)
exhorted, “All animals are equal, but some are more equal than others.” There is an
ironic strand of truth here, because equity is to do with apportioning each their due,
and this in turn must account for example the fact that Daddy bear requires more
porridge than baby bear so to speak. Nevertheless it is also a timely reminder of the
destructive power that power exerts in society.

Nowadays social justice is rooted in individualism with each person looking after his
or her own interests before others. It marks a breakdown of the pattern of returning
justice (from God) for justice. Social justice implies that persons have an obligation to
be active and productive participants in the life of society and that society has a duty
to enable them to participate in this way, but whilst selfishness reigns over altruism
there will constantly be examples of terrible injustice. Modern criminal law, though
designed to implement justice is by nature imperfect having been created by humans
in their fallen state. Thus the existence of shalom and the periodical return to equity is
of the highest priority.

The ‘justice’ system as it stands has a lot to learn from biblical notions of justice.
Justice is fundamentally rooted in Gods mercy and forgiveness, and yet little of this is
echoed in modern day criminal justice. Society dictates that criminal justice ought to
concern the apportioning of blame, and the punishment of wrongdoing. News
coverage is proof that we are eager to scandalise misconduct to the highest degree.



Nowhere does there seem to be an inkling of reconciliation, the return to a previous
ideal state within community.

Yet a man is by his very nature a social being, and in all likelihood will be dependant
on his fellow men throughout his life. This interdependency in human relationships
will necessitate the recognition of rights and commitments and require protection and
regulation, if man is to live in peace and harmony with his fellow men. Justice is the
virtue that deals with man’s interaction with his contemporaries. Its scope is as wide
as the scope of human activity and it varies in its application in the same way human
circumstances vary from day to day. 

Social justice has everything to do with Old Testament shalom although this will not
always be recognised. It should render to each his due. Yet Christians should take
note, for Jesus taught to be just in a way that trains us to love our neighbour before we
turn to ourselves. It requires going beyond the call of duty. As Jesus says in Matthew
we ought to learn to respond to wrongdoing in a manner that transcends the equity
principle that the lex talionis outlined (and is wrongly misinterpreted) in the Old
Testament. Ultimately, the aim of modern criminal justice should be that of justice in
Ancient Israel. Unfortunately Christians recognise that a modern reading of justice
does not mirror that outlined in God’s scheme, and that the world is based on law and
not the true reading of the gospel.

Pope John Paul also highlighted the importance of going beyond the bare minimum.
He’s stresses that justice alone is not enough:

“Forgiveness demonstrates the presence in the world of the love which is more powerful than sin.
Forgiveness is also the fundamental condition of reconciliation. . . . A world in which forgiveness
was eliminated would be nothing but a world of cold and unfeeling justice, in the name of which
each person would claim his or her own rights vis-a-vis others. The various kinds of selfishness
latent in man would transform life and human society into a system of oppression of the weak by the
strong, or into an arena of permanent strife between one group and another.”

This can give us motivation to live out the gospel on a path to increasing holiness, as
we try to imitate the way of Christ in our every day activities and express justice as it
is seen through God’s eyes. 

So as God is perfectly merciful and just, as opposed to the ‘fire & brimstone’ light in
which he is frequently portrayed, modern criminal justice should strive for restoration,
and understanding of our neighbour instead of blame and vengeance. This is easier
written than done, but it is hard to tell now to what extent the law is simply forcing
people to act in a way that goes against their instincts. It appears to me that law in our
society has more of a coercive function than an educative one. In order for positive
progress to be made, it may mean seeing law as what it is – demanding and coercive,
and trying to live out the gospel ethic as Christ intended in our own lives. For it is one
thing for the law to condemn that which is wrong, and in this capacity educate man,
but it cannot make a man moral.


