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PREACHING SOCIAL JUSTICE
by Hyveth Williams
Christians, especially Seventh-day Adventists, are
generally suspicious of the term “social justice.” The
reason for such a quandary and controversy may
be because “social” and “justice” together are often
a catch phrase that oscillates in and out of favor according to the manner in which a generation relates
to or relies on its preponderant definition. Although
its meaning is broad, in our day the focus is narrowly
placed on systemic racism. The concept of social justice also suffers from competing definitions and vastly
different interpretations. Therefore, preaching social
justice has become a polarizing proposition for many
preachers because people seem to readily conclude
the sermon will focus on inconvenient truths, primarily about systemic racism. Few consider that although
addressing this systemic social evil is an unequivocal
part of social justice, the gospel requires a broader
perspective which includes the prophetic word in
Micah 6:8, the Golden Rule in Matthew 7:12 and the
personal testimony of Jesus in Luke 4:18–19. In fact,
Jesus admonished His disciples then and now, to be
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concerned with the spiritual and not neglect “the more
important matters of the law [such as] justice, mercy
and faithfulness” (Matthew 23:23).

Social Justice Definitions
In this presentation, the term “social justice”
includes a broader definition in the context of our
ever-changing world, dominated by instantaneous
communication, environmental challenges, increasing technological innovations, ever-surging variants
in the worse pandemic in modern history and social/
political upheaval that have redefined the meaning of social justice. In an article reviewed by Toby
Walters (2020), a financial investor and writer,1 social
justice is defined as a political and philosophical
theory which asserts that “there are dimensions to
the concept of justice beyond those embodied in the
principles of civil or criminal law, economic supply
and demand, or traditional moral frameworks.” In
economic terms, asserts Walters:

Retrieved from https://www.investopedia.com/terms/s/social-justice.asp.
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Social justice efforts usually seek to elevate or degrade
the economic status of various groups defined by group
identity or demographic characteristics like race,
gender, and religion. In practice, social justice can be
pursued through various peaceful or non-peaceful
forms of activism or government policy.2

Social justice, therefore, includes, but is not limited
to issues or reactions to handicapism, genderism,
microaggression, sexism, marginalization, sectarianism and homophobia. In modern practice, social
justice revolves around favoring or punishing different groups of the population, regardless of any given
individual’s choices or actions, based on value judgements of historical events, current conditions, and
group relations. Thus, before we discuss methods and
styles of preaching social justice, we must clarify for
mutual and broader understanding, some of its varied,
contemporary perceptions and definitions. For example, in a Feb. 17, 2021, email, professor and attorney
Nicholas Miller pointed out three kinds of justice found
in Scripture:
• Commutative/Personal Justice which is honesty
in personal agreements and contracts.
• Procedural/Legal Justice that emphasizes the rule
of law, non-discrimination, fairness in courts and
legal procedures where there’s no favoring of race,
class or social status.
• Distributive/Social Justice which addresses how
the goods, services and resources of society are
divided up or distributed among classes, races
and social groups.
Professor Miller further stated that:
Biblical justice is that every person is treated honestly
in personal relationships, equally in public and legal
matters, and given a fair opportunity and access to
educational, employment, and health resources to allow
him or her to flourish in life.

Biblical Social Justice may therefore be defined as
a divine mandate of faith and fundamental expression
of Christian discipleship “to make right” one’s relationship with God, others and natural creation. Social
justice concerns, therefore, should focus on more than
just relations between groups within society, the justice of individual conduct or justice for individuals. The
historical and theoretical idea of social justice is that
all people should have equal access to wealth, health,
well-being, fair dealing and all privileges generally endowed to one group over another due to race or gender.
It must assure equal opportunity for all, notwithstanding religious affiliation, legal, political, economic status
or other circumstances of birth and national origin.
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Fear of Preaching Social Justice
Despite our pledge of allegiance to the United
States and its “E Pluribus Unum” or “one from many,”
the motto on the great seal; despite sermons on Acts
17:26, about our common humanity which has a single
source, the one true God, many Christians are suspicious of even the mere mention of the term social
justice which demands fairness for all people. The
question therefore is, “Why are opponents so afraid of
anything remotely resembling social justice?” When
asked, a common response is, “Just preach Jesus and
the rest will sort itself out.” I emphatically disagree,
particularly in these uncertain times where the pestilences of violence and pandemic are controlling
the current sociopolitical conversation and religious
attitude in our nation. While we should keep central
the preaching of salvation by grace through faith, we
must also be working out our own salvation with fear
and trembling expressed in obedience to God’s instructions in the golden rule in Matthew 7:12. There
it is written: “In everything, therefore, treat people the
same way you want them to treat you, for this is the
Law and the Prophets.” Prolific author and pastor, J.
Philip Wogaman (2018),3 commenting on this verse
opined that:
The hungry man needs bread and the homeless man
needs a roof, the depressed need justice and the lonely
need fellowship; the undisciplined need order and
the slave needs freedom. To allow the hungry man to
remain hungry would be blasphemy against God and
one’s neighbor. (p. 74)

Most of the New Testament includes both a clear
explanation and exposition of the gospel and its
practical implication for our lives, now, not some day
yonder, and it involves being concerned for “the least
of these” whom Jesus declares are His brothers and
sisters. Therefore, while we concern ourselves with the
spiritual, we must remember that Jesus rebuked His
detractors saying, “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees,
hypocrites! For you tithe mint and dill and cumin, and
have neglected the weightier provisions of the Law:
justice and mercy and faithfulness; but these are the
things you should have done without neglecting the others” (Matthew 23:23).
The Christian Church, according to Paul, is “built
on the foundation of the apostles and the prophets,”
(Ephesians 2:19–20), and the Old Testament prophets are particularly helpful in showing just how faithful
preaching should provide a balance between offering
salvation and ordering justice. For instance, Hosea (in
chapter 4:1–3 of his book), observed that when there
is no love, loyalty, faithfulness or acknowledgement of
God in the land, cursing, lying, murder, stealing, adultery, lawlessness and bloodshed follows. These are all

Ibid.
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signs of injustice and, he underscores that: “because of
this, the land mourns, and all who live in it waste away
along with the animals of the field and the birds of the
sky, and even the fish of the sea disappear.” This statement is shockingly relevant in light of current headline
news that the sea is running out of fish, or that havoc
is being wreaked in nature by climate change created
by human activity despite nations’ pledges to provide
corrective measures. What the prophet was essentially saying is that the fundamental problem of our
natural world is spiritual separation from God resulting in what the Apostle Paul noted in Romans 8:22 as
“the whole creation groans and suffers the pains of
childbirth together until now.” It groans and suffers
because, as Brueggemann (2020), preached, “God’s
creation and all of the creatures are not intended for
abuse and suffering; for that reason, there’s something
innate … in creation itself as God’s beloved world that
will not keep silent,”4 particularly under the constant
duress of injustice. This impacts our lived experiences
and, by implication, Hosea’s answer to the problem
is to become spiritually restored to God by living for
Him and obeying His law, both natural and spiritual.
This will ensure prosperity for the land and all who
live in it but, “How then will they call on Him in whom
they have not believed? How will they believe in Him
whom they have not heard? And how will they hear
without a preacher? How will they preach unless they
are sent?” (Romans 10:14–15a). The answer is to teach
and preach the word in season and out of season, by
reproving, rebuking, exhorting with great patience and
instruction (2 Timothy 4:2).

Keys to Preaching Social Justice
There are several forms of preparing and styles of
delivering sermons that determine how various subjects should be approached, exegeted and preached.
Some of these forms, methods or types of sermon
preparation are expository, textual, topical, transformational, liturgical and systems sensitive preaching. Along with these are a variety of delivery styles,
some of which are also methods of preparation, such
as narrative, expository, Black or African American,
evangelistic, biographical, conversational and prophetic preaching. There are really only three categories of preaching in which these methods and styles
are exercised: (a) Expository preaching which plumbs
the depth of Scripture to bring forth or expose meanings and truths applicable to the audience; (b) Pastoral
preaching which nurtures the spirit, indoctrinates
the mind, nourishes the heart and soul of hearers and

(c) Prophetic preaching which is not the preaching of
prophecy, although prophecy can be preached prophetically. It more than any other method, creatively
speaks on behalf of others about injustices and inadequacies of the present and unfulfilled possibilities of
the future, as did the divinely appointed prophets of
ancient Israel. Prophetic preaching critically questions
the status quo by speaking truth to power, offering
biblical/theological insights into current situations,
challenging listeners to repent as well as to return to
faithfulness to God, to exercise God’s righteousness
as well as His justice. It is the one method and style
designed to shift the focus of a community of faith
from what may or may not be impacting or affecting
their own lives immediately, to what will ultimately so
do. Prophetic messages also redirect the attention of
listeners from that which is happening in their immediate, local existence to the wider society.
True prophetic preachers do not mince words, but
preach truth in love, laced with power and passion.
She or he boldly calls the people out of their idolatries
and false hopes because the goal is redemption and
restoration in Christ. They preach about a God who
is known by them, can be known by all, and who can
be trusted in all things. Walter Brueggemann (2020),
considered to be the father of contemporary prophetic
preaching, opines that prophetic preaching in our
post-pandemic clime announces, “a future without
groan.”5 He describes this, saying:
It is known among us that the new creation [spoken of in
Isaiah 42:14–15 & Romans 8:22], from the human side,
in a new network of care requires the end of domination
and exploitation, the end of controlling truth and
monopolies of certitude, the end of an oil-based comfort
that makes every day one of ease, comfort, luxury,
extravagance, and self-indulgence. (p. 66)

Brueggemann was also the first to describe the
content of true prophetic preaching as having two
elements6. These are: (a) Radical criticism, defined
as the message in which “the assured and alleged
power of the dominant culture is now shown to be
fraudulent.”7 He underscored the fact that, “Criticism
is not carping and denouncing. It is asserting that
false claims to authority and power cannot keep their
promises, which they could not in the face of the free
God. It is only a matter of time until they are dead on
the seashore”8 like the Egyptians at the Red Sea. And
(b) Energizing which “is closely linked to hope.” It
rejuvenates the community to fresh forms of faithfulness and vitality to engage the promise of newness at
work in our history with God. “We are energized not

Walter Brueggemann, Virus as a Summons to Faith: Biblical Reflections in a Time of Loss, Grief, and Uncertainty (Eugene, OR:
CASCADE Books, 2020), 62.
5
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6
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by that which we already possess, but by that which
is promised and about to be given … [unlike] Egypt
which was without energy precisely because it did
not believe anything was promised and about to be
given.”9
To Brueggemann’s two components of prophetic
preaching (radical criticism and energizing), I have
audaciously created and added the concept of “divine
directive”10 because the prophetic message must be
the result of divine instruction that comes with a “thus
says the Lord” as it was with the prophets of old (see
Obadiah 1:1). It is divine directive because a prophetic
preacher is not free to challenge a status quo or address issues that may have their genesis in his or her
own angst, lack of early childhood developmental
needs, or spurious complaints he or she is too cowardly to otherwise speak about to power. The prophetic
preacher must wait and rely on God for instructions
and insights when speaking truth to power or challenging a status quo.
Prophetic preaching requires the preacher to name
both what is not of God in the world as radical criticism and the new reality God will bring to pass in the
future as energizing hope about a new day to come and
the promise of liberation to God’s oppressed people.
Biblical social justice is therefore best preached using
the form and style of prophetic preaching which is not
merely preaching prophecy although prophecy can be
preached prophetically.

Preaching Social Justice Sermonic Example

9
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Title: Three Ways to Please God
Scripture: Micah 6:8: “He has told you, mortal one,
what is good; And what does the Lord require of you, but
to do justice, to love kindness, and to walk humbly with
your God?”
Introduction: The people of God, in ancient Israel,
as in America today, had become spiritually stagnant. And, according to the writings of three prophets,
Isaiah, Hosea and Micah, God sent repeated prophetic
warnings and instructions to remind them of what He
required of them. Micah, their younger contemporary,
whose name means “who is like Yahweh,” preached
prophetically during the reigns of three kings of Judah
and like Isaiah, predicted the birth of the Messiah, the
establishment of the kingdom of God and the advancement of the Gospel Church. But he is best known for
forcefully foretelling and lamenting the captivity of his
people due to their idolatry, covetousness and contempt
for the Word as well as worship of God, which status quo
he challenged as he fearlessly spoke truth to power.
Radical Criticism: Speaking without fear of reprisal,
Micah charged princes, false prophets and recalcitrant
religious rulers with abuse of power, a litany of injustices and neglect of the commands of God. He vividly
portrayed the wrath of God that was about to break
upon the nation for their sins. So real and riveting
were his pronouncements, so vivid were his descriptions of God’s judgment that the people dreaded the
divine retribution. But their response was driven by

H. Williams, Nothing But The Best: A guide to Preaching Powerful Sermons, rev. ed. (Pittsburgh, CA: Authors Press, 2020), 48.
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fear which usually results in remorse for being caught
in the very act of rebellion, instead of conviction that
would reveal real repentance. For instance, although
terrified when they heard the divine indictment, the
people just wanted the predicted disasters and destructions to be withdrawn. They were not willing to
surrender their hearts to God. They just wanted to
know how to get God off their backs. So, they went to
the prophet to find out exactly what they could do to
appease God’s wrath and avert the execution of His
judgment. There was a cacophony of questions in
which each one asked, as reported in Micah 6:6–7:
“With what shall I come to the Lord, and bow myself
before the God on high? Shall I come to Him with burnt
offerings, with yearling calves? Does the Lord take
pleasure in thousands of rams, in ten thousand rivers
of oil? Shall I give Him my firstborn for my wrongdoings, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?”
Notice that they had a severe “I” problem due to a
chronic case of “ego-itis” or self-preoccupation. Their
questions expose the selfish intentions of their fickle
hearts, making it clear that they were only concerned
about themselves. They didn’t care about the poor or
the least among them who were suffering because of
their bad behavior. They also demonstrated a blatant
disregard for God’s instructions, defiance of His plan
of salvation and defilement of His divine attributes by
responding as they would to their idols. For instance,
in the divinely established sacrificial system, God
required only one ram for a sin offering. They offered
thousands as did the pagans. God asked for a grain offering made in a pan from fine unleavened flour mixed
with a small measure of oil. They offered rivers of oil
without the grain. God said He abhorred the sacrifice of
humans and commanded them not to slaughter their
children for an offering as their heathen neighbors
did to appease idols. They offered to sacrifice their
firstborn as a ransom for their sin and the fruit of their
body as atonement for their rebellion. It’s as if they had
never heard, “To obey is better than sacrifice and to
listen is better than the fat of rams” (1 Samuel 15:22).
Micah responded with exactly what the Lord requires in three simple principles: First, to do justice—
mishpat from the root shaphat, “to judge,” which also
means to order one’s life according to the commands
and judgments of God. This is expressed in concern
for the well-being of “the least of these.” When we do
justice, respect is a natural outcome and vice versa.
When respect with justice is activated and cultivated
in a community, grace will roll down like a mighty river and wash away the stench of rebellion sometimes
evident in irreverent worship. Justice also comes before kindness because we must not give or do charity
with ill-begotten gain or a quid pro quo expectation
when serving others and honoring God.
Second, to love kindness—chesed, a word describing a wide range of qualities such as goodness,

11

loving-kindness and mercy, not just to those we
favor, but even to a known enemy. We must personify
kindness for Christ’s sake because while we were yet
sinners, He gave His life for us in the ultimate act of
kindness. When He suffered and died for the sin of
the world, we were the thorns in His crown, but He
loved us anyway. We were the bloody sweat on His
brow, but He loved us anyway. We are often like Judas
Iscariot, betraying Him for dirty pieces of pleasure,
but He loves us anyway.
Third, to walk humbly with your God—sana, to walk
circumspectly, carefully with your God is not allegiance
to any god made of stick or stone, but God the Creator
who said, in Deuteronomy 6:4: “Hear O Israel, the
Lord your God is one!” This is not a reference to idols,
but the Almighty, the one God of Israel to whom every
thought must be brought into subjection to His will and
every deed in obedience to His Word so that justice
becomes the basis of all work and worship.
Energizing: So then, what shall we do now, today,
while it is today? Let us hunger and thirst after righteousness that renews reverence for the holy, and
passion for social justice as we recommit ourselves
to serving God in spirit and truth. Let us pray soulsearching prayers for forgiveness that will, like the
voice of God, according to Psalm 29:9, break cedars,
shake the wilderness, make the oaks whirl and strip
forests bare. Let us render worship that reclaims our
identity in Christ and devote ourselves to living for
Jesus a life that is real as anointed agents of change.
And, by God’s grace, we can! LET US PRAY.11
O God, be exalted over our fears and friendships.
Nothing of earth’s accomplishments will be dear to us
if You are not glorified in our lives. We are determined
that You will be above all even if we must stand deserted and alone in the midst of the earth. Be exalted
above our comforts. Although it may mean the loss of
material possessions and the carrying of heavy crosses,
we will keep our vow made this day to worship you in
spirit and truth. Be exalted over our reputation. Make
us ambitious to please only You even if as a result we
must sink into obscurity and our names be forgotten as
a dream. Rise, O Lord, into Your proper place of honor,
above our ambitions, above our pressing assignments,
above our likes and dislikes, above our family and
friends, above our health and even our life itself. And
use us to let justice roll down like a mighty river as we
decrease, and You may increase in us and our sphere of
influence. AMEN.
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South Bend, Indiana.
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