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I wonder what lengths you would go to, to get a message over. 

I want to begin with a story about pants.  

A story about pants 

Yes, pants – although actually, the original version says a loincloth. You see, this is a story from the Bible 
about the prophet Jeremiah [from Jeremiah 13:1-11]. And God had a message he wanted Jeremiah to 
bring to the people. 

So God told Jeremiah to go and get a new linen loincloth. He was told not only to buy the undergarment 
but to put it on and wear it without washing it or letting it get wet.  

We aren’t told how long he wore it for, but after a while God told him to take it to the river and hide it 
among some rocks. Time passed. And then “many days” later, Jeremiah was told to go and dig it up. What 
Jeremiah found was a rotten, stinking garment that could never be used again.  

So what prompted such strange behaviour? Well, the people of Israel were not listening to God or 
following God’s ways of love and mercy. He had to try and get their attention. And these festering pants 
were symbolic of how a once intimate relationship – between God and his people – had gone rotten. 

Sadly, despite its creativity, the message falls on deaf ears, and the people persist in unfaithfulness and 
indifference. As the prophet watches this drama unfold, he feels the flame of God’s Spirit burning within 
him like a fever. He describes it like this: 

within me there is something like a burning fire 
   shut up in my bones; 
I am weary with holding it in, 
   and I cannot. [Jeremiah 20:9] 

Or, as we might put it, he’d got “fire in his belly” about injustice. 

Encountering injustice 

I wonder what puts fire in your belly, as you look at our community, our society and our world today. 

The Bible tells us that we are members of one body – the body of Christ. We are also part of the one 
community of humanity, equal brothers and sisters as children of God. But as we look at the way we live 
together as that community – whether at a local or a national level – we cannot but notice that it doesn’t 
seem that equal or humane for everyone. 

We see this in the way that, while the pandemic has affected everyone to some extent, the well-off have 
accumulated assets while those on the lowest incomes and the young have racked up debts. 

We see it in rising food bank use, which has increased eight-fold since 2012, and gone up 50 per cent 
over the last year alone. 

We see it in racial inequality, record levels of hate crime and reports that Britain is becoming an 
“increasingly hostile and unwelcoming society.” 

While we can be delighted at the numbers of people in our communities who have received the Covid 
vaccine, we are mindful of the global injustices which have put rich countries like the UK at the front of 
the queue for supplies. And at the same time we are cutting the support that we as a nation provide for 
the eradication of global poverty. 

We see it in the ways that those who produce the goods we enjoy don’t always receive fair reward for 
their labours or work in acceptable conditions, and the fact that those who have done least to cause 
climate change are the ones now facing its most severe impacts. 

There will be other injustices that you’re aware of. That you’ve learnt about. That you’ve experienced for 
yourself. And that put fire in your belly.  

So how do we, as God’s people respond? 

If you feel that such injustices are wrong – the good news is that God agrees. 



God the Liberator 

Because through history, God has been known first and foremost as a liberator, as one on the side of the 
downtrodden. Remember how the Lord thunders dramatically onto the scene when the people of Israel 
were in exile in Egypt, oppressed and exploited. God comes to Moses and says, “I have seen the misery of 
my people, I have heard them crying out because of their slave drivers, and I am concerned about their 
suffering. So I have come down to natsal them.” [Exodus 3:7-8] 

The Hebrew word natsal means “liberate,” “rescue,” or “deliver.” When pronounced by God, this word 
has a polarizing effect on those who hear it. To those on the underside of power, this is the sound of 
redemption. It is good news – no, it’s great news. It means their suffering has not gone unseen and their 
plight is not forgotten.  

But to those who use their power to oppress and exploit others, it has a terrifying ring to it. It means 
someone has blown the whistle on them and exposed their crooked schemes. It signals the end of 
oppression and the beginning of freedom.  

And Moses then, of course, leads the people of Israel across the Red Sea into the promised land and into 
freedom, where God tells them they shall never again experience such horrors, and he will be faithful to 
them, as long as they remember that their calling is to be a living, breathing witness to the reality that 
God’s name is Liberator. And that is what our Psalm today celebrates – that God deals out justice to the 
oppressed, feeds the hungry, sets the prisoner free. 

The prophets 

In the centuries that followed, whenever Israel forgot she was called to work for the liberation of others 
– as she often did – God sends his Spirit to raise up a man or a woman to boldly proclaim this truth to the 
people, or those who lead them. 

The Bible calls these people prophets. People who see injustice and like Jeremiah, get fire in their bellies 
– feel this burning swell that can’t be contained, and call out, in an echo of the ancient words, “let my 
people go!” 

Israel’s mightiest king was David, but at the height of his reign in the 10th century BC he used his 
political power to mask adultery and murder within his administration. So God sent his Spirit into a man 
named Nathan to confront the king about his deceitfulness and abuse of justice. 

By the 8th century the nation of Israel had become a superpower, yet she was using her power, not to 
empower those without power, but to protect her power and privilege. God responds by calling a 
shepherd named Amos to storm into the nation’s capital crying, “Let justice roll on like a river, 
righteousness like a never-failing stream” (5:24) 

God does the same with the prophet Micah. Filled with God’s Spirit, he delivers a thunderous “Woe!” to 
the elite upper class who’d been hoarding their wealth and stockpiling the nation’s military arms while 
the common people went hungry. 

As with Jeremiah, many of the prophets do unusual, not to say downright strange, things in order to get 
the people’s attention.  

Isaiah interrupted services of worship, shouting ‘I’ve had enough of your praise songs and your fasting – 
how can you say you love God while you oppress your workers?’ He then walked around the town naked 
for three years.  

Ezekiel was instructed to eat a scroll with God’s message on it. Apparently it tasted like honey.  

Miriam was given a disease that turned her skin white and she had to wander in the wilderness for a 
week. 

Elijah conjures up fire from heaven to show God’s power. 

In each case, using an extreme visual to go with a warning from the prophet was God’s way of trying to 
get people to pay heed. It stirred things up. The prophets are holy agitators, agitators for liberation and 
social justice. 

  



Learning from the prophets 

Of course, not all prophets had their deeds recorded – and not all prophetic actions are so dramatic as 
the ones I have mentioned. But if you’ve got fire in your belly about an injustice in your community, in 
our country, in our world today – I want to encourage you to take inspiration from the prophets.  

They weren’t afraid to be different. They weren’t afraid to fail, or look silly. 

They refused to accept the status quo as long as oppression and injustice existed.  

God used them, for all their weaknesses and faults, to convey his message of liberation and love. 

They show that God calls all kinds of people – men and women and children, insiders and outsiders, 
priests and peasants – to be agitators for justice – and empowers them through that Spirit that since the 
day of Pentecost has been with all who follow Jesus.  

I want to share three things I think we can learn from the prophets about how we can be agitators for the 
world God wants to see: 

First, about who we listen to. Prophets were tuned into what God wanted. They were also listening to 
the experiences of those for whom God has a particular concern. Those on the margins and those who are 
downtrodden. Foreigners, widows, orphans. Those who have least power. What are these voices telling 
us about our society today?  

Secondly, the prophets inspire us to think about the impact of our actions. What we do can be a 
powerful witness. I’m not suggesting that we all go out and bury our underwear, but we should not 
underestimate how our personal choices and behaviour will influence others, whether that’s what we 
buy – especially significant in this Fairtrade Fortnight – or how we spend our time. Even in these locked 
down days, when our options are limited, there are things we can do to put ourselves on the side of 
justice. 

The third point is that about how we use our voices. Miriam sang. Nathan was struck dumb. Amos 
shouted in a marketplace. But they all used their voices to bring God’s message. Many of the prophets 
spent their lives speaking truth to power – reminding leaders of uncomfortable realities about the 
society they had shaped and were responsible for. As members of our communities, as voters and 
consumers and concerned citizens, we have voices we can use too – as I know many of you already do. 

So we can learn from the prophets: to listen carefully, act wisely, speak bravely. But what we also learn 
from their experiences is that it’s not necessarily comfortable or easy being an agitator.  

Living as an agitator 

We can sometimes think that as Christians we are supposed to be the nice people in our communities – 
the people who bring sweetness and light to our neighbourhoods and workplaces and colleges and social 
gatherings. And while we should certainly be loving, the prophets show us that loving people – and 
loving God – sometimes means taking a stand, being prepared to be different. 

Jesus didn’t say ‘be like sugar’, he said, ‘be like salt’ and ‘be like yeast’. 

Salt and yeast are agitators. They change things. They make a difference because they are not the same as 
the things they are part of. 

As the body of Christ in our communities, we are to be agitators too. To be different and to bring about 
change. To say pants to poverty, and pants to injustice. 

One final thought. As the cooks among you will know, the other thing about salt and yeast is that you 
don’t need a lot of them to have a transformative effect. So do not be discouraged when it feels like you’re 
one of only a handful who get it, who care. We agitators may be few in number, but with God’s liberating 
Spirit, all things are possible.  

Or as the African proverb puts it: “If you think you’re too small to make a difference, you’ve obviously 
never been in bed with a mosquito.” 

 


