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Five | Holiness and Justice 

 

Spend a few moments in quiet reflection on the picture. In 

the picture Ric Stott juxtaposes images of a refugee boat 

in danger of capsizing and heavy industrial cogs. He says. 

‘In this image the wheels are cogs that crush and 

consume, we need wisdom and courage to live in such a 

way that we are not simply one more cog in the 

mechanisms of injustice but become the wedge, even the 

small piece of grit, which disrupts the whole machine. 

 

How does this picture challenge you? Share your thoughts 

as a group. Read through the ‘Holiness and justice’ 

material in the booklet. 

 

Share a conversation around the question ‘What groups of 

people are treated badly and why?’ Then discuss what you 

might do about this. 

 

Biblical Study | Holiness and Justice 

 

Exodus 1:8-22 

The Israelites Are Oppressed 

 

8 Now a new king arose over Egypt, who did not 

know Joseph. 9 He said to his people, “Look, the 

Israelite people are more numerous and more 

powerful than we. 10 Come, let us deal shrewdly with 

them, or they will increase and, in the event of war, 

join our enemies and fight against us and escape 

from the land.” 11 Therefore they set taskmasters 

over them to oppress them with forced labour. They 

built supply cities, Pithom and Rameses, for 

Pharaoh. 12 But the more they were oppressed, the 

more they multiplied and spread, so that the 

Egyptians came to dread the Israelites. 13 The 

Egyptians became ruthless in imposing tasks on the 

Israelites, 14 and made their lives bitter with hard 

service in mortar and brick and in every kind of field 

labour. They were ruthless in all the tasks that they 

imposed on them. 

  15 The king of Egypt said to the Hebrew 

midwives, one of whom was named Shiphrah and 

the other Puah, 16 “When you act as midwives to the 

Hebrew women, and see them on the birthstool, if it 

is a boy, kill him; but if it is a girl, she shall live.” 17 

But the midwives feared God; they did not do as the 

king of Egypt commanded them, but they let the 

boys live. 18 So the king of Egypt summoned the 

midwives and said to them, “Why have you done 

this, and allowed the boys to live?” 19 The midwives 

said to Pharaoh, “Because the Hebrew women are 

not like the Egyptian women; for they are vigorous 

and give birth before the midwife comes to them.” 20 

So God dealt well with the midwives; and the people 

multiplied and became very strong. 21 And because 

the midwives feared God, he gave them families. 22 

Then Pharaoh commanded all his people, “Every boy 

that is born to the Hebrews you shall throw into the 

Nile, but you shall let every girl live.” 
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The people of Israel had been living in Egypt as 

welcome guests ever since Joseph saved the 

nation from famine (Gen.50:22). But generations 

had passed and the descendants of Jacob had 

grown into a nation – and had become a threat, a 

group of immigrants who were potentially 

stronger than the local Egyptian population. Once 

they were identified as ‘the other’, they were 

vulnerable to exploitation, first in building cities 

(not the Pyramids!), then in all sorts of hard 

physical labour. And thus the Egyptians ‘became 

ruthless’, totally lacking pity for the victims of 

their system. This culminated, for the time being, 

in the decree that baby boys should be killed – a 

long-term strategy for weakening a threatening 

population, which God subverted through the care 

of Shiprah and Puah. The story continues, telling 

of how Pharaoh became even crueller as Moses 

demanded freedom for his people (Ex.5:7 – 14) 

before the ten plagues finally convinced him to let 

the people go.  

 

 

 

 

Romans 13:1-7 

Being Subject to Authorities 

13 Let every person be subject to the 

governing authorities; for there is no authority 

except from God, and those authorities that 

exist have been instituted by God. 2 Therefore 

whoever resists authority resists what God 

has appointed, and those who resist will incur 

judgement. 3 For rulers are not a terror to 

good conduct, but to bad. Do you wish to 

have no fear of the authority? Then do what is 

good, and you will receive its approval; 4 for it 

is God’s servant for your good. But if you do 

what is wrong, you should be afraid, for the 

authority does not bear the sword in vain! It is 

the servant of God to execute wrath on the 

wrongdoer. 5 Therefore one must be subject, 

not only because of wrath but also because of 

conscience. 6 For the same reason you also 

pay taxes, for the authorities are God’s 

servants, busy with this very thing. 7 Pay to all 

what is due to them—taxes to whom taxes 

are due, revenue to whom revenue is due, 

respect to whom respect is due, honour to 

whom honour is due. 

In light of the story of the oppression of the 

people of Israel by Pharaoh, and the many other 

similar stories, not least the record of Jesus’ 

execution at the hands of the Romans, what are 

we to make of Paul’s injunction here to be subject 

to the governing authorities?  

Paul knew very well that peace and harmony are 

better for society than strife and anarchy, and that 

his mission of spreading the Gospel of Jesus Christ 

would be greatly hindered by conditions of chaos. 

He valued the peace created by the Romans. But 

v.3 gives us a clue that he has a particular type of 

government in mind: one which was a terror to 

bad conduct but not to good. Corrupt, 

exploitative, ruthless government is not in Paul’s 

sights here, but government which supports 

justice and punished wrongdoing. Paul’s readers 

should accept the rule of this kind of government, 

partly because of its power (or wrath, v.4) and 

partly because such rulers are God’s servants.  

Good government is a tool of holiness and justice; 

but Paul knew very well that not all governments 

are good.  
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 To talk about | Some conversation starters... 

 

1. How does Ric Stott’s image of the sinking boat heading towards the spinning cogs speak into the 
current local, national and global context? Do the two Scripture texts help us understand the picture 
better? 

 
 

2. Ric Stott uses the title ‘Mechanisms of Injustice’ for his picture. What mechanisms of injustice can we 
identify in our society? What impact do they have on people’s lives. 
 

3. The spinning cogs in the picture suggest an interconnected process.  Ric Stott has this to say:  
 

‘There are cogwheels in this image, the mechanisms of injustice that I am a part of.            
In the way I live, in the products I buy, in my silence and inaction I am complicit in systems that oppress 

the poorest in our world, that lead to the displacement of humanity from their homes.  
I am complicit in racist systems and systems that discriminate against those who are disabled.  

The complex web of interconnections in the world mean that my actions and your actions                  
have consequences that ripple across continents. 

 

How do you respond to these ideas? 

  

 

Prayer Activities |  
 

How many world leaders can group members name? What do you know about them? If you have 

some tea lights available, light one for each leader and pray for them.  

Talk through the story of Jesus’ life together. At what points did he encounter injustice?                   

Pray for those who encounter similar forms of injustice in today’s world.  

 

 

A closing prayer 

God, you are passionate for justice 

You long for all humanity to be treated fairly 

Help us as we seek to share your passion and longing 

Empower us to work for justice for all 

And help us never to lose hope in your promise that one day, all people will live in peace 

Through Jesus Christ, source of all holiness and justice 

Amen. 

 

  

Suggested Hymn (to sing at the beginning or the end if desired): STF  693: Beauty for Brokenness or 

STF 699: God of justice, Saviour to all. 


