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Abstract
This article provides an introduction to what the Old Testament has to say regarding displacement and displaced 
people – refugees, migrants and the marginalized members of society. It surveys the instructions regarding the 
correct attitude and protective actions owed to ‘the stranger’ found in the Old Testament Law and it points 
to the divine preference to side with the suffering and the vulnerable evident in the Old Testament Prophets. 
Although not an exhaustive treatment of Old Testament passages tackling this topic, the discussion helps make 
clear the fact that God is particularly concerned with justice and care for the disadvantaged members of the 
society, including aliens, refugees and migrants. The conclusion of the article calls the readers to consider some 
of the missiological-ethical implications of such concern in our contexts today.
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A Shared Human Condition, Including God’s People

Migration runs like a thread through the whole Bible. People on the move (for all kinds of reasons) 
are so much part of the fabric of the biblical story that we hardly notice it as a major feature. 
Indeed, when the text actually points out that Yahweh, God of Israel, has been involved in the 
migrations of peoples other than Israelites, some Bible translations put that affirmation in paren-
theses – as though to separate it off from the main narrative (e.g. NIV in Deut. 2:10-12, 20-23). 
Nevertheless, when rightly interpreted as an integral part of the theological context of the story, the 
message that clearly comes across is that Yahweh is the God of all nations, including all their his-
torical migrations and settlements.

Migration is also the story of God’s people. This is a people that began and continues the journey 
through history as ‘foreigners and strangers’ – as migrants, immigrants and indeed occasionally 
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refugees.1 And this is who we are, as well. Migration has been part of our theological and historical 
DNA ever since Abraham. The following sample of texts illustrates this point well:

•• Genesis 23:4 – Abraham says to the Hittites that he is a ‘stranger’ and an ‘alien’ (immigrant) 
in their land.2

•• Exodus 2:22 – Moses names his son Gershom and explains it etymologically as a derivative 
of the Hebrew word gēr (foreigner), thus pointing to his status as an ‘alien’ (refugee, immi-
grant) in the foreign land of Midian.

•• Exodus – The Israelites are called ‘Hebrews’ in Egypt, most likely a derogatory term to 
indicate that they do not belong there, that they are immigrants.

•• Leviticus 25:23 – God tells the Israelites that the land of Canaan is His and that they are 
‘aliens’ and ‘tenants’ in it. In other words, they do not live in the land by right but by resident 
alien status, as immigrants.3

•• Deuteronomy 23:7 – The Israelites may not ‘abhor’ the Egyptians because they used to be 
‘aliens’ (immigrants) in the Egyptians’ land.

•• Deuteronomy 26:5 – The Israelite farmer who was bringing his first fruits to the Sanctuary 
was to declare before God: ‘a wandering Aramean was my ancestor’, which, by implication, 
meant that he was himself an immigrant in the land of Canaan.

•• Ruth – an entire story about refugees; Naomi and her family first, as refugees in Moab, and 
then Ruth, an immigrant in Israel.4

•• Amos 9:7-9 – God is the one who moves peoples around.
•• The Babylonian Exile – A significant, though painful, period in Israel’s history during which 

the Israelites learn what it means to be forcibly displaced and taken to a foreign land.
•• Matthew 2:13-15, 19-23 – Matthew portrays Jesus as a migrant. First, Joseph, Mary and 

Jesus escape (are refugees) to Egypt because of the threat posed by Herod. Second, upon 
their return they settle in Nazareth (are internally displaced persons) because of the threat 
posed by Archelaus, Herod’s son.5

•• Acts 8:1 – The first Jerusalem Christians are dispersed (forcibly displaced, refugees) 
throughout the country because of persecutions.

•• 1 Peter 1:1 (cf. James 1:1; 1 Peter 2:11-12) – The apostle writes to ‘the exiles of the 
Dispersion’, that is, to believers who were living as immigrants throughout the Roman 
Empire.6

It follows from the above that migration is a biblical theme. The mixings and migrations of nations 
are part of the whole biblical narrative. And all of it lies within the framework of God’s overall 
sovereignty in human history and geography.

Admittedly, not all people movements are the same. This is clear from the examples provided 
above and it is clear in our world today. For instance, apart from having moved from one country 
to another, there is no comparison between the circumstances in which economically motivated 
migrants leave their homes and the plight of millions of refugees escaping war-ridden countries. 
Nevertheless, the point remains: in the midst of the vastly differing reasons for, and conditions of, 
different migrations, such great people movements have been part of human history for millennia, 
and God is not uninvolved or uninterested in them. On the contrary, the witness of the Bible is that 
such people movements – that is, migration – are an integral part of God’s story with the world.

The present article offers an entry point into what the Old Testament in particular has to say 
regarding displacement and displaced people – the instructions regarding the correct attitude and 
protective actions owed to ‘the stranger’ found in the Old Testament Law and the divine preference 
to side with the suffering and the vulnerable evident in the Old Testament Prophets. It is hoped that, 
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although far from being exhaustive, the discussion below helps make at least one point clear: that 
God is particularly concerned with justice and care for the immigrant. The conclusion of the article 
calls the reader to consider some of the missiological-ethical implications of such concern in our 
contexts today.

Hermeneutical Preliminaries

Since we will be looking at the Old Testament for ethical light on a major contemporary issue, it is 
necessary to prelude the discussion on migration with two hermeneutical clarifications pertaining 
to how and why such an inquiry is justified.

First, is it legitimate to use the laws and institutions given to ancient Israel, and the narratives 
and prophecies found in their scriptures, with any kind of ethical relevance or authority in modern 
society and states? As argued by Wright,7 the answer to this question is ‘Yes’, if we see the iden-
tity and role of Old Testament Israel as intended by God to be a ‘light to the nations’, and if we 
adopt a ‘paradigmatic’ approach to Old Testament hermeneutics. Broadly, that is to keep in mind 
that the God whom we meet in the Old Testament as the redeemer and covenant Lord of Israel, 
the giver and owner of Israel’s land and the moral judge of all that happened there, is also the God 
who is the sovereign Lord of all nations, creator of the whole Earth and moral judge of all human 
history. In other words, what God does in Israel is intended to speak to all nations throughout his-
tory. So, it is legitimate to make responsible connections between the ethical standards and moti-
vations contained in the Old Testament and Christian reflection on social, economic and political 
realities today.

Second, regarding the conquest of Canaan – isn’t everything that the Old Testament has to say 
about foreigners negated by the treatment of the Canaanites? In other words, does the Old Testament 
have any moral authority to address ethically the contemporary refugee predicament? Again, this 
is a topic that has been competently addressed before,8 and it need not concern us here. The follow-
ing quick points should prove sufficient in order to put this issue aside and allow an analysis of 
migration from the premise that the Old Testament ought, and has the authority, to inform Christian 
reflection today.

•• The conquest was a unique and historically limited event, not intended to be a model for the 
way God’s people should deal with foreigners.

•• It was explicitly justified on an ethical basis: namely as divine judgment on a society that 
had become morally degraded and wicked, in a way not yet fully developed at the time of 
Abraham (Gen. 15; Lev. 18; Deut. 9)

•• God warned Israel that if they were to go the same way as the Canaanites, he would bring 
judgment and expulsion upon them too. They did and he did. So the moral consistency of 
God is preserved in the Old Testament.

•• The conquest narrative is an integral part of the overarching biblical story of God’s engage-
ment with the fallen realities of the world in order ultimately to bring salvation through the 
cross and resurrection of Christ – a redemption for which even the nations are invited to give 
praise and thanks to God (Ps. 47).

Relevant Biblical Terminology

Israel throughout the Old Testament period (especially the pre-exilic nation) was a complex soci-
ety, and they recognized different varieties of ‘foreigner’, as reflected in the terminology and leg-
islation. As a state (and later as two separate kingdoms), Israel was itself a mixed community 
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comprising not only those of strictly Israelite ethnicity (the tribes that claimed descent from 
Abraham through Isaac and Jacob), but also many other groups. We are told that as early as the 
exodus, they were a ‘mixed multitude’, presumably because many groups of oppressed slaves 
joined them as they fled Egypt (Ex. 12:37-39). As a result, the regulations for the Passover had to 
lay down what was permissible for such groups (Ex. 12:43-49).

Moreover, Palestine itself has always been a major land bridge between major populations and 
competing powers. In biblical times it was the cross-roads between Egypt to the west, Mesopotamia 
to the east and the Anatolian nations to the north. Economic and military factors caused constant 
migrations to and through the land that Israel came to possess. Thus, for example, we are given the 
interesting statistic from Solomon’s census, recording the fact that there was a substantial com-
munity of foreigners resident in his kingdom – 153,600 – whom he used for manual labour of vari-
ous sorts (q.v. 2 Chr. 2:2).

Hints such as these, confirming the presence of various groups of people and the recognition of 
different social conditions in ancient Israel, are common throughout the Bible. The several words 
used in the Old Testament to describe the status of people living in the land of Israel are:

1. ‘ezrah – this is the term used (though not very often) for a native-born Israelite, resident by 
God’s gift and grant within the land of Israel (e.g. Lev. 25).

2. gēr (plural gērîm) – this is the most important and the commonest term to note in the con-
text of this discussion. It appears 92 times in the Old Testament, mostly in the Pentateuch, 
and it stems from a verbal root that carries the connotation of dwelling for a long time in a 
foreign land.9 It is usually translated as ‘alien’ or ‘foreigner’, but its social and economic 
meaning is more nuanced.10 People called gērîm were not ethnic Israelites, but were resi-
dent in the land, sometimes as members of Israelite households, sometimes not. They did 
not have a share in the land itself, but many would have been employed to work on the land. 
They were different from slaves on the one hand (in that they were free), and from visiting 
foreigners (nokrî’îm) on the other hand (in that they were more permanently resident). But 
their status meant they were similarly economically and socially weak and vulnerable to 
being exploited, since they lacked the security of land ownership and the strong ties of 
Israelite kinship in the tribal system. According to Burnside:

We may understand the ger as a person from another tribe, city, district or country who has left his 
homeland and who is no longer directly related to his original setting. He is someone who lacks the 
customary social protection of privilege and who has, of necessity, placed himself under the jurisdiction of 
someone else … This being so, it is sensible to suggest that the noun ger should be translated as ‘immigrant’. 
The phrase ‘resident alien’ is awkward and the term ‘sojourner’ is archaic. ‘Immigrant’ … adds the motif 
of ‘social conflict’. It does this in three main ways. First it highlights the original circumstances of social 
conflict that are inevitably responsible for causing people to become immigrants in the first place. People 
usually become gerim as a result of social and political upheaval. This could be caused by war, famine, 
oppression, plague and other social misfortunes. Second it is consistent with the conflicts that can result 
when immigrants try to settle in a new environment … Third, it highlights the immigrant’s ‘outsider’ status 
in the adopted social setting.11

3. tôšāb – a term used in close connection with gēr, sometimes as its analogous descriptor 
(e.g. 1 Chr. 29:15; Ps. 39:12) and at other times as a hendyadis (e.g. Gen. 23:4; Lev. 25:23, 
47). Arguably, however, tôšāb is not entirely synonymous with gēr. The tôšāb does not 
enjoy the access to the life of the community that a gēr can have, especially if they become 
assimilated into the community through circumcision (q.v. Ex. 12:45 vs. 12:48 and Lev. 
22:10). Thus, tôšāb may denote a more ‘transitory existence within the host community’.12 
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This would also explain why the Jubilee law did not apply to a tôšāb and consequently why 
their children could be purchased and made permanent slaves (Lev. 25:45).

4. nokrî (plural nokrīyîm) and zār (plural zārîm) – these were the true aliens or ‘strangers’, 
that is, foreigners who came from outside the land of Israel, had no natural link to the land 
and were temporary visitors, perhaps as travelling merchants or mercenary soldiers. They 
were more independent outsiders, to whom some of the laws of life within the Israelite 
community did not apply. For example, they could be charged interest (Deut. 23:20), and 
the sabbatical year cancellation of debt did not apply to them (Deut. 15:3). They were less 
vulnerable than gērîm, and the text often speaks of them with a degree of suspicion or with 
an antagonistic attitude – mainly since they were assumed to worship other gods and so 
posed a religious threat. Nevertheless, Solomon’s prayer at the dedication of the temple 
expressed the surprising assumption that they could be attracted to come and worship 
Yahweh, the God of Israel, in his temple. Solomon prays that Yahweh would answer their 
prayer, which would result in amazing missional consequences for Yahweh’s reputation 
worldwide (1 Kgs 8:41-43). Similarly, Isaiah 56:3-7 holds out the eschatological (and 
equally missional) promise that foreigners would come to be accepted in God’s house, and 
their offerings at his altar (cf. Isa. 60:10; 61:5-6). Such texts breathe the missional air of the 
Abrahamic covenant’s promise in relation to all nations.

From this brief analysis it can be seen that it is the gērîm who stand closest to what we would speak 
of as ‘immigrants’ today, and also closest to those we would categorize as ‘refugees’ or in a more 
general sense ‘migrants’. Accordingly, we will concentrate mainly on that group in the following 
survey of legal and prophetic texts that relate to how Israel was expected to treat such people within 
its community.13

Israel’s Law on Immigrants/Migrants/Refugees

Israel’s law adopts a remarkably positive stance towards the gērîm.14 They are regularly listed 
alongside other categories of vulnerable people (widows, the fatherless, the poor) as being in spe-
cial need of protective justice and social inclusion. Israel was to reflect in their own society the 
express concern of their God for the landless, the family-less and the homeless. This was far from 
being merely a sentimental generalization. It took specific legal shape, which consisted of:

•• General, comprehensive protection for foreigners (refugees, migrants) from any and all 
forms of abuse and oppression (Ex. 22:21; Lev. 19:33).

•• Specific protection from unfair treatment in court (Ex. 23:9 – in the context of instructions 
for court procedures; Deut. 1:16-17; 24:17-18). According to these laws, court officers had 
to ensure that justice was done impartially, for the Israelite and the foreigner alike.

•• Inclusion in Sabbath rest (Deut. 5:12-15; cf. Ex. 20:9-11). The Sabbath was one of the key 
and unique innovations of Israelite economics and social culture, for nothing similar has 
been discovered yet in other Ancient Near Eastern cultures.

•• Inclusion in worship and covenant – gērîm were to be included in the whole life of the com-
munity, especially if they were assimilated through circumcision. This meant that:

- gērîm could partake of the Passover, if circumcised (Ex. 12:48-49).
-  gērîm benefitted from the triennial tithe – a social fund for the destitute (Deut. 14:28-29; 

26:12-13).
- gērîm were included in the joy and holiday of the annual feasts (Deut. 16:10-14).
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- gērîm were to observe the Day of Atonement (Lev. 16:29-30).
- gērîm could offer sacrifices to God just as the Israelite (Num. 15:14).
-  gērîm were to be present at occasions of covenant renewal and the reading of the law (Deut. 

29:10-13 and Deut. 31:12).
-  gērîm were to observe purity laws (Lev. 17:12, 15; 18:26) and to participate in community 

actions of restoring the order of the law (Le. 24:16) together with the Israelites.

•• Provisions for fair employment practices – gērîm were to be employed with justice:

-  The ‘Hebrews’, in the slave laws of Exodus and Deuteronomy, probably were not ethnic 
Israelites, but a social class of people, similar in some ways to gērîm, who lived by selling 
their labour – a kind of ‘underclass’, possibly related to the ‘apîru, a socially rootless class 
of people known across the Ancient Near East. This category of people, something like 
migrant workers, were to be given their freedom after six years of service – i.e. effectively a 
six-year contract, after which the ‘Hebrew’ was free either to leave or to make their relation-
ship with that household permanent, and that at their own choice, not their masters’ pleasure 
(Ex. 21:2-11; Deut. 15:12-18).

-  Prompt payment of wages was another concern of Israel’s employment law. In this case, the 
gērîm are listed alongside indigenous ‘hired workers’. Such people, often working for daily 
wages, were an easy target for exploitation and ill-treatment. In the Israelite law, neglect in 
paying a fair day’s wage for a fair day’s work is counted not just as carelessness, but as being 
‘guilty of sin’ (Deut. 21:14-15). In other words, such stipulations are more than some social 
charter regulating employment; they are in fact part of the law of holiness in the Old 
Testament.

•• Access to agricultural produce – gleaning rights. Since gērîm did not have a share in the 
distribution of the land, they were dependent on the Israelite households for whom they 
worked for being able to enjoy the fruitfulness of the land. And God insisted that since the 
land was his anyway (as the supreme landlord – Lev. 25:23), then the landless must be given 
the opportunity to feed themselves, to ‘eat and be satisfied’ along with the rest of the popula-
tion (Lev. 19:9-10; 23:22; Deut. 24:19-22). This is the law that Ruth takes advantage of in 
the fields of Boaz, in the book of Ruth.

•• Right of asylum and non-return – slaves who run away from their masters have universally 
been subject to severe punishment across all human cultures that have had slavery as part of 
their society. And those who harbour runaway slaves likewise exposed themselves to legal 
penalties. That was so in the cultures surrounding ancient Israel, which makes Israel’s law on 
the matter so surprising, since it was the diametric opposite – the Israelites were to offer such 
people full protection (see Deut. 23:15-17). Admittedly, this is a law concerning slaves, not 
strictly gērîm, that is, immigrants or refugees. Nevertheless, one assumes that the reason a 
slave would seek refuge is that he or she was suffering cruelty or some other form of injustice 
and oppression. The principle of the law surely therefore applies to those in a comparable situ-
ation today, who are fleeing from unbearable circumstances.15 Furthermore, although there is 
a difference between the few refugees that this law seems to assume16 and the mass exodus of 
millions of refugees that we see in today’s world, the assumption of the law is surely that peo-
ple have a right to escape ill-treatment, and the right to choose an alternative place to live.

•• Equality before the law with native-born (Num. 15:15-16) – this is possibly the most radical 
and far-reaching of all Israel’s laws relating to foreigners. While there were clear religious, 
social and economic distinctions between ethnic Israelites, in their sustaining covenantal 
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network of kinship and land, and the non-Israelite gērîm, they were to be treated with equal-
ity and justice in any legal dispute between them, or any criminal proceedings. Indeed, the 
same love commandment that applied to ‘your neighbour’ (a fellow Israelite) was to be 
obeyed in relation to the foreigner – ‘love him as yourself’ (Lev. 19:34; note the balance 
with v. 18; cf. Also Num. 15:29-30).

Taken altogether, then, this is a remarkable list of laws and exhortations relating to the treatment 
of foreigners and immigrants, some of whom at least must have been comparable to refugees today. 
And the strongest word that is used to summarize it all is the love command. The expression, ‘and 
you shall love …’ (in this particular grammatical form, in Hebrew) occurs only four times in the 
Old Testament. Two of them are what Jesus called the first and second greatest commandments in 
the law: love for God and love for one’s neighbour (Deut. 6:4-5; Lev. 19:18). The other two are 
about love for the immigrant (Lev. 19:34; Deut. 10:17-19).

The motivation for such laws, illustrated several times among them, is threefold:

•• Israel’s own history. Those who had experienced what it was like to be an exploited ethnic 
immigrant community (originally famine refugees) must show compassion to others in sim-
ilar circumstances (e.g. Deut. 10:18-19). In this regard, it should be noted that the laws of 
Israel are placed in the canon within the narrative framework provided by Israel’s story – a 
strong hermeneutical clue that Israel’s laws are both a reflection of Israel’s lived history 
(that is, the contextual nature of the laws) and a corrective response to certain aspects of that 
history (that is, the power to shape contexts the laws have).17

•• The character and historic actions of Yahweh, the God of Israel. Those who worship him 
must walk in his ways and live by his values and priorities (cf. Deut. 10:18).

•• The desire for God to continue to bless his people, if they would respond to his prior grace 
and redemptive blessing by showing comparable compassion and justice to the poor in their 
own midst.

In other words, Israel’s ethic in relation to refugees was built on the strong foundation of gratitude 
to God for what God had done, and reflection of the character of God as revealed in those actions.

Finally, alongside all this positive motivation we do need to mention the negative sanction. 
Among the sobering list of curses for covenant disobedience comes this one – a stark warning to 
Israel (and by ethical inference to any society faced with the issue of immigrants and refugees): 
‘“Cursed is anyone who withholds justice from the foreigner, the fatherless or the widow”. Then 
all the people shall say, “Amen!”’ (Deut. 27:19).

The Prophets

When we read the oracles of the ‘latter prophets’ (Isaiah to Malechi) within the larger narrative 
framework of Israel’s story as seen through the eyes of the ‘former prophets’ (Joshua to 2 Kings), 
it is clear that injustice and oppression of the poor is one of the key complaints that God had against 
his people – for centuries. And sometimes this focuses on their treatment of foreigners and immi-
grants in their midst. The following examples should help make the point:

•• Though Moab was an inveterate enemy of the two Israelite kingdoms, and though several 
prophets include Moab in their oracles expressing God’s judgment on surrounding nations, 
Isaiah calls upon the political leaders of Judah to respond to the plight of Moab’s refugees 
during one of the military crises that had engulfed her and caused their population (includ-
ing vulnerable women) to flee (Is. 16:2-5).
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•• Jeremiah condemned the people of Judah in general for failure to care for the disadvantaged 
people in their own midst, including foreigners, while they carried on with their obsessive 
worship in the temple. Their attitude was among the social sins for which God would even-
tually expel them from land and temple (Jer. 7:6-7).

•• Jeremiah also told the government of his country that unless they did change their policy 
towards such needy people, they would lose the legitimacy and authority of their office 
altogether. Notably, ill-treatment of foreigners/immigrants is placed in the same moral cat-
egory as shedding innocent blood (Jer. 22:3).

•• Ezekiel has the same scale of ethical values. He accuses the political leadership of Judah of 
oppressing disadvantaged people, a transgression as grave as the violation of the worship 
and covenant commitments of Israel (Ezek. 22:6-9).

•• Ezekiel also perceived, in eerie anticipation of the same phenomenon in our own contexts 
today, that the attitude of the politicians mirrored (and possibly fomented) callous and xeno-
phobic attitudes among the general population (e.g. Ezek. 22:29).

•• In Ezekiel’s vision, the land of Israel is divided among Israelites and ‘aliens’ alike (Ezek. 
47:22-23).

•• Zecharia reminds the returnees from Babylon that the exile was God’s punishment for 
Israel’s oppression of the needy, including the immigrant (Zec. 7:10).

•• Right to the very end of the Old Testament, Israel’s wrong attitude towards the foreigner 
remains a matter of pressing concern for God, through his prophets. A ‘day of the LORD’s 
coming’ is announced, which is the time when God will bring judgment on his people. And 
among the primary reasons for it is their treatment of the needy, including the immigrants 
(Mal. 3:5).

It should be obvious from the above that the concern for the rights of the needy, including the 
immigrant, is as much in view in the second section of the Hebrew canon (the Prophets) as it is in 
the first (the Law). It is an integral part of the prophetic critique of Israel’s deviations from cove-
nantal obligations, a critique that is usually accompanied by the prophetic call to restore social 
justice, expressed as care towards one’s ‘neighbour’ (which always includes the immigrant, the 
stranger, the alien). The mission of Ancient Israel’s prophets was to uphold community values that 
matched Israel’s covenantal obligations. As such, they denounced strongly any and all social, polit-
ical, economic and religious realities that were incongruent with Israel’s theological discourse and 
that disconnected the human agent (i.e. the individual Israelite) from practical ethical living.18 In 
this light, the fact that among these challenged realities we also find condemnation of the oppres-
sion of gērîm helps the interpreter today grasp more fully the important place that the rights of, and 
care for, the stranger (indeed, the immigrant and the refugee) occupy in God’s order for human 
communities.

Conclusion

Considering the prophetic message and the legal provisions regarding immigrants together, one 
cannot but be struck, nay overwhelmed, by the sheer quantity of biblical material on this theme. 
The scale of statute laws, ethical exhortation, historical and theological motivation and prophetic 
condemnation around the issue of immigrants surely marks it out as a major concern of biblical 
faith and life. One cannot but conclude that (in Old Testament perspective) God really cares about 
the treatment of outsiders, migrants, refugees, immigrants!

By implication, this also begs the question whether there is anything like the same degree of 
ethical concern (let alone political passion) for this issue among Christians today, who claim to 
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honour, believe and obey the Bible. How does the care for refugees and immigrants weigh in the 
scales of our moral values, alongside other issues we deem important? For instance, the Old 
Testament has very clear teaching in the law, the narratives, the prophets and the wisdom literature 
about God’s standards for sexual behaviour. This has given Christians solid ground for extensive 
ethical and moral instruction on human sexuality. It may surprise, though, to find out that the 
Bible’s condemnation of various deviations from God’s standards and commands for human sexual 
activity is greatly outweighed in sheer volume by the deluge of texts dealing with God’s concern 
for social justice and compassion towards the marginalized of society, including the persistent 
mention of foreigners and immigrants. Of course, this is not to say that sexual morality should 
weigh less on our scale of moral values, but to point out that, if anything, the emphasis on social 
justice in Christian talk and practice nowadays ought to increase if we are to at least match the 
importance given to this subject in the Bible.

The urge for increased care for refugees and migrants implied in this statement is more than a 
call to a renewed Christian deontology. As suggested in this article, the very existence of a narra-
tive framework, that is, the story of God with Israel, within which Old Testament laws and prophe-
cies ought to be read and understood, provides a hermeneutical clue for felicitous application of 
their message within our context today. To clarify, the most important question we can ask is not: 
how are we to apply this law or that prophetic warning in our contexts? Rather, it is: to what extent 
are we willing and equipped to see our contemporary stories in the light of God’s story? That is, we 
ought to try (at least) to perceive the kingdom (sovereignty) of God at work (like yeast, or mustard 
seed, or a net, or any of the other metaphors that Jesus provided for our assistance) in the midst of 
human affairs of such tragic proportions.

For Old Testament Israel, the fact that they themselves had been refugees and foreigners in 
Egypt led to a strong and repeated emphasis in their law and society – namely, to care for foreigners 
in their midst, and especially for those who were vulnerable and easy to exploit. Indeed, they were 
commanded to love the foreigner to the same extent and manner as they were to love their neigh-
bour – as themselves (Lev. 19:18, 34; Deut. 10:19-20). Thus, Israel’s story shaped Israel’s ethic.

In a similar fashion, as we identify with God’s story, and therefore with God’s people through-
out history, all that the Bible has to say about, for and on behalf of migrants ought to reshape the 
way we relate to the ‘strangers’ that arrive at our gates today. This is the missiological-ethical angle 
that motivates the present article. Such identification with God’s story necessarily leads to partici-
pation in God’s work of renewal – it compels us to work towards changing social realities incon-
gruent with the vision of God’s story (which is now our story). In other words, the biblical story, so 
appropriated, can activate and transform reality – it inspires us to act tirelessly upon life circum-
stances and our environment so that they come to be more in tune with the divine vision for the 
creation and the wellbeing of humanity. And this necessarily includes the wellbeing of the most 
disadvantaged members of society – the immigrants and refugees in our communites.19
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