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 Immigration:  A Christian Perspective  5/4/13 

Rom. 13:1-2; Lev. 19:33-34; Hebrews 13:1-2 

 Some of you might be wondering why I’m talking about immigration 

this morning.  Well, one of our members recently told me that if at least a 

few folks in the church aren’t mad at the preacher about something, he 

probably isn’t doing his job!  I certainly don’t want to be accused of slacking 

off, so preaching about immigration seemed like as good way as any to 

assure that at least a few of you will be mad at me!    

There are estimated to be 11 million illegal immigrants in the U.S.A. 

right now, down from 12 million a few years ago.  They represent about 

30% of all U.S. workers involved with agriculture, insulation, and roofing, 

and are also heavily involved in food services, landscaping, cleaning, and 

childcare.  When I lived in Virginia, a major construction site in Richmond 

had to close down because there were rumors that the INS was going to 

raid it and there weren’t enough workers left to continue the project!  Of 

course, we also rely heavily on immigrant labor to harvest our fruit here in 

Adams County. 

 A few years ago, Bonnie and I had a crew of painters working at our 

house.  One of them, a Honduran named Jose, was here with his wife and 

two children, who are citizens.  The children go to school and the entire 

family is active in their church.  Like Jose, many illegal immigrants have 
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been here for years, are well-integrated into American society and would 

love to become citizens.  Others work here seasonally and have no desire 

to settle here.  They are happy in their own countries, but just can’t earn 

enough to support their families there.  On our mission trips to Mexico, 

we’ve met a number of folks who work seasonally in the US.  They travel 

here to make money for their needy families, but have no desire to settle 

here. 

 Clearly, undocumented workers have become an important part of 

our economy, providing cheap labor for millions of jobs which our business 

leaders tell us they could not fill otherwise. 

 And yet, they are illegal.  No one in the government really knows who 

they are or where they are from.  And in this post 9-11 era, this presents a 

real problem for anyone concerned about national security.  And, these 11 

million immigrants do place a drain on community services in some states, 

particularly on our schools.   

 In a Newsweek article, Anna Quindlen referred to these illegal 

immigrants as “Undocumented, but Indispensable.”  I think that sums it up 

pretty well.  What should be done about the problem has been the matter 

of much debate in recent years.  Some conservative folks favor a response 

that might be called a “law and order” approach.  These are the folks who 

love the slogan, “What part of illegal don’t you understand?”  Their 
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approach offers no path to citizenship for undocumented workers, nor does 

it propose any kind of guest-worker program.  Some would make illegal 

presence in this country a felony, and make it a felony to assist or 

encourage a person to enter or remain in the U.S. illegally.  They propose 

spending large amounts of money to secure the border, including building a 

700-mile barrier along the Mexican border, and deporting all illegal aliens.    

 On the other hand, many Democrats and moderate Republicans 

propose a different kind of immigration reform.  Their package features a 

guest worker program and path to “earned citizenship” for many 

undocumented workers already here.   

 Now, some of you are saying, “Dave, this is all very interesting, but I 

don’t recall anything in the Bible that tells us what to do after 11 million 

people have come into our country without documentation!  Why are you 

even talking about this in church?  This just doesn’t seem very ‘spiritual.’”  

Well, thank you for that comment!  You’re right that the Bible doesn’t give 

us specific instructions on a matter like this.  But there are several 

principles in the Bible which do come to bear on this issue, and that is what 

I would like to lift up for us this morning.  I believe it’s important for 

Christians to talk together about how our faith relates to these kinds of 

difficult issues. 

 The first passage is found in Romans 13:1-2, “Let every person be 
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subject to the governing authorities; for there is no authority except from 

God, and those authorities that exist have been instituted by God.  

Therefore whoever resists authority resists what God has appointed, and 

those who resist will incur judgment.”  Governments have the right to make 

laws and enforce them.  And God supports and even ordains the legitimate 

exercise of governmental authority.  So the first thing we can say biblically 

about this topic is that it is wrong to break the law, and undocumented 

workers should not be doing so.  Now there are cases in which the Bible 

allows, and even demands breaking the law, but a government has a right 

to know who is present and working in its country.  Given our legitimate 

increased sensitivity to security issues, the current situation is a real 

problem.  So, Christians ought to obey the law. 

 The second principle is found in Leviticus 19:33-34.  The Israelites 

were preparing to enter the land that God had prepared for them, the land 

of Canaan.  God gave them a whole series of commandments regarding 

how they ought to live in that land. Here is one, “When an alien resides with 

you in your land, you shall not oppress the alien.  The alien who resides 

with you shall be to you as the citizen among you; you shall love the alien 

as yourself, for you were aliens in the land of Egypt: I am the Lord your 

God.” (Lev. 19:33-34) This passage also seems to speak to our situation, 

with specific instructions as to how immigrants should be treated.  There 
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are two requirements. 

 First, aliens must not be oppressed or exploited.  Unfortunately, our 

present situation allows for the exploitation of immigrants.    Since many 

undocumented workers feel it is too risky to go to the police, that leaves 

them vulnerable to crime and exploitation.  So does the fact that they can’t 

open a bank account, so they have to carry cash!  Sometimes they are 

cheated by their employers, being paid at a lower-than-agreed-upon rate, 

or not at all.  They are also subject to unsafe working conditions.  

Employers collect Social Security taxes from them, but the immigrants can 

never receive benefits from the money they pay into the system, which now 

amounts to around $7 billion, helping to keep our Social Security system 

afloat!  In a variety of ways, these workers are being exploited in the 

present situation, contrary to the explicit commandment in Leviticus. 

 And then we are instructed to “love the alien as ourselves!”  Love 

goes beyond just avoiding oppression and exploitation.  Love takes us to 

positive action on behalf of another.  Many immigrants are in serious need.  

They struggle to learn a new language and to come to terms with an often-  

bewildering new culture.  It seems to me that love demands we assist them 

when we can.  At a previous church I served in Northern Virginia, I helped 

begin an English for Speakers of Other Languages program which 

continues to this day, serving one hundred immigrants each week.  We 
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never asked for their immigration status in order to serve them.  We just 

tried to love them, as Leviticus commands. 

Throughout the Bible, God seems to have a special place in his heart 

for such vulnerable people.  Were it not for the fortunate circumstances of 

our birth, we could just as easily be the illegal immigrants, desperate to 

provide for our families.  We should remember that. 

 Romans says that Christians ought to obey the law.  Leviticus says 

that we should never exploit or oppress the immigrant.  Rather, we should 

love them as we love ourselves. 

 Let’s look at one final passage found in Hebrews 13:1-2.  “Let mutual 

love continue.  Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by doing 

that some have entertained angels without knowing it.”  (Hebrews 13:1-2) 

The previous passages lifted up virtues like obedience to the law, 

protection of the vulnerable, and love for neighbor.  This passage lifts up 

the Christian virtue of hospitality to strangers- making someone feel 

welcome.  We show hospitality, not because of what we might get out of it, 

but because each person has value in God’s sight and as such is 

deserving of our welcome.  The writer says we might even be entertaining 

angels in this way!  (Or, conversely, exploiting or snubbing them.)  And if 

that doesn’t get your attention, remember Jesus’ words that when we show 

hospitality to the least of all people, we are showing hospitality to Jesus 
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himself!  We’re not only to protect the weak from exploitation; we are to 

welcome them when we meet them. 

 So, what should we do about all of this?  How do we balance these 

competing biblical commands as well as our national security needs?  

Frankly, I’m not exactly sure.  But let me say this: We can’t just hold onto 

one of these commands and let go of the others!  We can’t just take a “law 

and order” approach and ignore our responsibility to be loving and 

hospitable.  On the other hand, it would be foolish to ignore everyone who 

enters our country disregarding the law.  We need to obey both of these 

commands- personally, as well as in our national policy. 

 On an individual level, we must resist the pull toward scapegoating 

these undocumented workers, as if all our national or state problems would 

be solved if they were no longer here.  There has been some of this kind of 

talk in recent debates about the matter.  All societies face the temptation to 

create scapegoats.  We have done it with Native Americans and African-

Americans in our past.  It was wrong then and it’s wrong now.  Christians 

should stand against it whenever we see it.  Immigrants are people made 

in the image of God and many of them are brothers and sisters in Christ.  

We must not scapegoat these vulnerable people. 

 In addition, we should look for opportunities to be helpful to the 

immigrants in our midst.  Assist them if they are confused.  Pay them a fair 
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wage if they work for us or for our companies.  Be a friend when we can.  

Encourage them.  Offer support. 

 What about our national policy?   First of all, we need to look at the 

reason so many people are coming illegally.  Why don’t people just come 

legally?  There is obviously plenty of work for them.  Why don’t they just go 

through proper channels?  The problem is that a very small number of 

visas are granted each year for low-skilled workers.  For example, an 

article in the Gettysburg Times this week estimated that our nation’s farms 

need 500,000 guest workers each year, while the current guest worker 

program has a 30,000-worker cap!  If my math is right, that’s only 6% of 

what we need, and that just for farming!  This restrictive policy means there 

is no incentive for migrant workers to go through the grueling and often 

humiliating bureaucratic maze to come here legally, because their chance 

of being accepted is about the same as hitting the lottery!  We need to start 

by issuing a more realistic number of work visas each year.  That would be 

more just.  That should also reduce the number of those trying to come 

illegally, easing border control concerns.  

 At the same time we need to continue to strengthen our borders.  I’m 

not sure how best to do that, but we need to do it.  I admit that I didn’t find 

this one in the Bible, but I think national security is a legitimate 

responsibility of government.  At the same time, we have to take care that 
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we don’t make national security a god.  A free society will never have 

perfect security. 

 But what do we do with those already here illegally?  This is where a 

lot of the recent debate has centered.  I believe we were complicit in their 

coming here in the first place.  Many were even recruited here by American 

companies!  We could have shut this down long ago if we wanted to- by 

going after the companies that hire them.  But we like and need the cheap 

labor and cheap products and services they produce and the boost they 

have been to our economy.  We played a role in creating this mess, so in 

my mind, it is unfair to place the entire burden of fixing it on the 

undocumented workers.  I think the broad outline of the bi-partisan Senate 

plan (which is very similar to the plan President Bush proposed years ago) 

is a good start.  It gives a path to citizenship to many after paying a fine, 

and a means to obtain guest worker status for others.  In my mind it 

maintains the need for obedience to the law, and enhances national 

security.  It also protects these workers from exploitation, and shows 

hospitality to the stranger.  Some of you may have differing points of view 

on this, and I would be glad to talk with you about other ways we can be 

faithful to the teaching of the Bible on this matter.  But I hope we’ll keep 

talking about difficult issues like this one. 


