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The illegal immigration of millions of people into the 

United States raises a whole host of ethical issues.  There 

are important elements of American life to consider such as 

economics, national security, cultural identity, human rights, 

and the rule of law.  Illegal immigration impacts all these 

areas, and there is wide disagreement about how the United 

States should respond to those who have entered the country 

illegally.  Instead, however, of dealing with all the policy 

issues of this debate, we will attempt to consider the big 

picture of illegal immigration from a Christian and, 

therefore, biblical standpoint.  Our question is not, “Is it 

okay for a Christian to illegally immigrate to and reside in 

the United States.”  This is an important question, but it is 

not of direct application to those of us who already enjoy 

American citizenship.  Our question instead is, “How do we, as 

Christians, respond to the reality that millions of people-—

some of them Christians—-have entered and now reside in the 

United States illegally?”  Ultimately, our response will be as 

complex and multifaceted as the issues faced by illegal 

immigrants. 

The Bible shows many traits within the Godhead that are 

supposed to be reflected in our lives.  Sacrifice, 
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hospitality, protection of the weak and vulnerable, mediation, 

reconciliation, and even submission to authority are practices 

that we learn from God that must form part of our holistic 

response to illegal immigration.  Whether or not we would 

support the practice of illegal immigration, we cannot escape 

the fact that godly people cannot turn away from the support 

of those who are powerless and vulnerable.  

  There are easier responses.  The two most popular 

positions can be caricatured to say that, (1) Christians must 

follow the law of the land, and all illegal immigrants should 

be deported according to current immigration laws; or (2) 

Christians must obey God rather than man, and God would have 

us show mercy and compassion to the oppressed and the 

vulnerable, so we should provide services and sanctuary for 

those who reside and work here without legal documentation.  

For Christians, it is not good enough to only seek adherence 

to one part of our obligation to God and his way of life as 

taught in Scripture.  We must seek to honor God’s will as 

completely as possible.  This is why our ethical response to 

illegal immigration cannot fall strictly along lines of 

deontological, teleological, or even areteological arguments.  

We must find room for all these approaches if we are going to 

address the complex issue of illegal immigration. 

The most basic deontological approach to illegal 

immigration says that the Christian’s clear responsibility is 
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to obey the laws of the land and live in submission to the 

ruling authorities.  Romans 13:1-7 and 1 Peter 2:11-7 are 

important passages.  They teach that even though we are 

“sojourners and exiles”
1
 we must still obey the laws of the 

civil authorities.  Unfortunately, there may be laws which not 

only allow for ungodly behavior but actually compel ungodly 

action or inaction as the case may be.  Whether or not 

American immigration laws should be followed or not is an 

important consideration in the overall immigration debate.      

Wayne Grudem, in his recently published Politics 

According to the Bible, argues that people can only disobey 

the civil authorities if the authorities are compelling the 

people to disobey God.
2
  According to Grudem, there is an 

established, knowable, process for legal immigration into the 

United States, and “obeying that process does not require 

anyone to sin against God....”
3
  He seems to conclude that 

illegal immigration is wrong and Christians should oppose it 

since it is illegal and therefore sinful.  Interestingly, in 

an earlier section of his book, Grudem gives biblical examples 

                                            

 
1
1 Peter 2:11.  All biblical quotations in this paper are 

taken from the English Standard Version unless otherwise 

noted.  

 
2
Wayne Grudem, Politics According to the Bible: A 

Comprehensive Resource for Understanding Modern Political 

Issues in Light of Scripture (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2010), 

88.  

 
3
Ibid., 481.  
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of what permissible disobedience to the governing authorities 

might look like.   

One of the examples Grudem mentions is that of Esther 

from the OT book that bears her name.  She “disobeyed the law 

and risked her own life to save her people.”
4
  We might say 

that this is actually a close parallel to the situation some 

immigrants find themselves in today.  Their lives or 

wellbeing--or those of their children and relatives--might 

very well be jeopardized if they remained in a country where 

violence and oppression were real and nearly unavoidable.  

This was once the reality for many of the illegal immigrants 

who have since made their way into the United States.  We 

wonder what would happen if they were forced to leave the 

United States and return to war-torn, violently oppressive or 

economically unviable contexts again.  If they break the laws 

to protect themselves or their children, or if United States 

citizens break the laws to provide illegal immigrants with 

sanctuary, is this not following the example of Esther?   

This is an interesting question, but it is not an exact 

parallel.  The story of Esther is an unusual case and her 

violation of ceremonial law resulted in the king pronouncing a 

new law which gave her people rights.  Neither she nor 

Mordacai were suggesting that the people avoid or break the 

                                            

 
4
Ibid., 88.  
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law en masse.  Today there are some Christian thinkers and 

writers who suggest that breaking current United States 

immigration laws is the right thing to do if that is the only 

way for people to seek a better life. 

In Ben Daniel’s new book Neighbor: Christian Encounters 

with “Illegal” Immigration, he argues that God will work to 

protect and approve of those who break laws to find new lives 

as sojourners in the United States.  He claims that there is a 

“distinctly immigrant spirituality [that] is strongly 

dependent upon the Bible’s witness to a God with an affinity 

for those who live as sojourners in foreign lands.”
5
  He does 

not believe that this “immigrant spirituality” represents the 

primary theme of the Bible, but he does believe that God 

allows for considerable latitude for those who are most 

vulnerable.  People facing extreme hardship or danger do not 

have to blindly follow the laws of the state, according to 

Daniel.  Instead, they only have to follow laws that are 

consistent with biblical values.
6
   

This is a very different position than the one taken by 

Wayne Grudem.  It is not a position without merit, but it is a 

position with problems.  The application of or adherence to 

                                            

 
5
Ben Daniel, Neighbor: Christian Encounters with 

“Illegal” Immigration (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 

2010), 9.  

 
6
Ibid., 42.  
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the law becomes extremely subjective if this is our attitude 

toward submitting to authority.  Even a teleological appeal to 

the greatest good or to our projections of what might be the 

most beneficial outcomes leaves us with far too many 

unanswered questions and far too little common ground.  Daniel 

argues passionately that the church should encourage and 

provide sanctuary for illegal immigrants in spite of the law, 

but he misses the point that living within the law is itself 

consistent with biblical values. 

It is true that Jesus did things like healing on the 

Sabbath that irked the scribes and Pharisees, but these were 

not actual violations of the Law.  They were violations of 

manmade regulations which actually weakened the force of the 

weightier matters of the Law of Moses such as love for one’s 

neighbor.  Jesus could see such things clearly even if we 

cannot.  To suggest, however, that Jesus flaunted any law that 

kept a person from his or her attempts at self-improvement or 

self-protection is to misunderstand Jesus’ own sense of 

submission to the law.   

Bob Ekblad goes as far to compare Jesus to a modern-day 

coyote who serves as a guide for those who are trying to cross 

the Mexico-United States border illegally.  He says that 

coyotes function in “a role that provides a strong 
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contemporary metaphor to Jesus’ role as Savior.”
7
  This 

comparison requires a huge leap, which Ekblad is clearly 

willing to take, in part, because he believes that “the 

mainstream church, much like the scribes and the Pharisees of 

Jesus’ time, takes the side of the state and the law, rather 

than that of the people and God’s kingdom.”
8
  Ekblad may have 

found a metaphor which appeals to the undocumented workers he 

counsels and to whom he ministers, but he comes incredibly 

close to backing his way into an antinomian position which 

Paul so clearly spoke against in places like Romans 6.     

The church cannot respond to illegal immigration by 

effectively claiming that we will ignore any law that, in our 

view, places hurdles in the paths of those who are seeking a 

better life.  We would not advocate that homeless citizens 

should have the right to violate trespassing laws in order to 

find greater safety and comfort-—especially if they sought it 

in our living rooms.  We should instead find ways consistent 

with the law to help those who are in need.  This may be 

difficult, but it is not an impossible task for a committed 

church led by a compassionate God. 

M. Daniel Carrol R. is every bit as passionate in his 

defense of illegal immigrants as Ben Daniel or Bob Ekblad, but 

                                            

 
7
Bob Ekblad, Reading the Bible with the Damned 

(Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2005), 12.  

 
8
Ibid., 182.  
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Carrol believes that everyone should respect and abide by the 

laws of the land as much as possible.  Professor Carrol agrees 

with the basic position of this paper that the church should 

look at the realities of illegal immigration as an opportunity 

to practice hospitality, service, and evangelism while giving 

hope and assistance to the downtrodden and vulnerable.
9
  Even 

though we are talking about immigrants who have come into the 

country illegally, they are still people whom God has created 

in his own image, and this is a point that must not be 

overlooked or underestimated.
10
   

We should also consider that some of these immigrants may 

be brothers and sisters in Christ, and we have a special call 

to do good to the family of God (Gal. 6:10).  This does not 

mean that they deserve special treatment or that they should 

be allowed to violate laws when non-Christians cannot.
11
  It 

                                            

 
9
M. Daniel Carroll R., Christians at the Border: 

Immigration, the Church, and the Bible (Grand Rapids: Baker 

Academic, 2008), 58.  

 
10
Ibid., 65.  

 
11
Consider the example of Onesimus whom Paul sent back to 

Philemon in accord with Roman law, since Onesimus was 

apparently a runaway slave.  Paul did a lot for Onesimus, but 

he did not allow him to remain a lawbreaker, even though his 

return to Colossae was full of potential danger.  Curiously, 

it seems that the Law of Moses would not have compelled Paul 

to send Onesimus back.  See Deut. 23:15-6 which seems to 

prescribe sanctuary and hospitality even for the lawbreaker.  

Walter Brueggemann says this law in Deut. 23 is the result of 

an “uncommon social ethic” produced by the “exodus-Sinai 
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does, however, compel us to think about how we should treat 

those who belong to the household of faith once they are here.  

In most cases, however, we cannot really know the religious 

status of illegal immigrants unless we get to know them.   

In his “Annual Message for World Migration Day 1996 given 

on July 25, 1995,” the late Pope John Paul II said, 

The first way to help these people is to listen to them 

in order to become acquainted with their situation, and, 

whatever their legal status with regard to State law, to 

provide them with the necessary means of subsistence.
12
 

 

He is correct on both counts.  Rather than treating people as 

objects, the church would do well to engage them as 

individuals.  This in itself is easier said than done, and 

this is not to suggest that this is an easy or even welcome 

response in all cases.  If, however, we are going to function 

as the people of God who are pursuing the mission of God, then 

we cannot close our eyes to our responsibilities to practice 

our faith in concrete ways that honor the desire and 

directives of God.
13
   

As people of faith, we must not forget our responsibility 

to practice hospitality, because when we care for the 

                                                                                                                                  

memory.”  See his Journey to the Common Good (Louisville: 

Westminster John Knox, 2010), 39.     

 
12
Pope John Paul II, “The Church and Illegal Immigration: 

Annual Message for World Migration Day 1996 given July 25, 

1995,” http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/ 

messages/migration/documents/hf_jp-ii_mes_25071995_ 

undocumented_migrants_en.html.  

 
13
Consider the practical application of Isaiah 58:6-7.  
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vulnerable and the stranger we are imitating God.
14
  If we are 

going to be virtuous people living by a virtuous ethic, then 

we will often have to make difficult choices that recognize 

there are sometimes competing responsibilities in play that 

strict application of the law does not always resolve.  We 

should and do try to obey the law, but just because someone 

has broken the law does not mean that they are then denied our 

compassion and hospitality.  The treatment of strangers and 

the hospitality and inclusion offered to the sojourners and 

aliens in the Bible should serve as a formative example for 

the church’s response to illegal immigration today.  

Leviticus 19:33-34 sets the tone for how God expected 

Israel, and still expects his people, to relate to immigrants.  

The text says, 

When a stranger sojourns with you in your land, you shall 

not do him wrong. You shall treat the stranger who 

sojourns with you as the native among you, and you shall 

love him as yourself, for you were strangers in the land 

of Egypt: I am the LORD your God. 

 

God’s command is based on his authority and nature and his 

appeal is to the common experience the Israelites had of 

understanding oppression and vulnerability.  While all 

Christians should understand this connection in a metaphorical 

sense because of our past enslavement to sin, most of us in 

the United States do not know what it feels like to have been 

                                            

 
14
Carroll, 94.  
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powerless and impoverished.  It is our lack of experience and 

our unwillingness to identify with the poor and needy that 

makes it so hard for us to understand the plight of illegal 

immigrants.  If the church was already serving the poor and 

afflicted in close proximity, then we might have a more 

compassionate response toward those who are often portrayed as 

criminal and enemy.  As Christine Pohl says, “Transformative 

hospitality still finds its most effective location on the 

edges of society, where it is offered by hosts who have a 

sense of their own alien status.”
15
  

 The law in ancient Israel did not allow God’s people to 

ignore or abuse those who immigrated to the Promised Land.  

Old Testament law allowed foreigners to be integrated into 

Israelite society in many ways.  They could be paid workers 

(Deut. 24:14) and were used as laborers during Solomon’s 

construction of the Temple (1 Chron. 22:2; 2 Chron. 2:17-8).  

The alien or sojourner (a translation of the Hebrew ger) was 

legally protected because of his or her place within the 

community of the vulnerable.
16
  Gleaning laws allowed for the 

                                            

 
15
Christine Pohl, Making Room: Recovering Hospitality as a 

Christian Tradition (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 124.  

 
16
It is important to note that, according to James K. 

Hoffmeier, the ger is analogous to a legal immigrant today.  

He suggests that illegal immigrants were treated differently 

in Israel.  See his The Immigration Crisis: Immigrants, 

Aliens, and the Bible (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2009), 48-

52 and 156-7.       
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sojourner to have access to food (Lev. 19:10; 23:22; Deut. 

24:19-22), a special collection was taken periodically to 

provide for the poor (Deut. 14:28-9; 26:12-3), and sojourners 

were allowed to rest on the Sabbath like the native Israelites 

(Exod. 20:10; 23:12; Deut. 5:14).  The sojourners were given 

legal protection so that they were not denied justice (Deut. 

1:16-7; 24:17-8; 27:19).  Even the prophets repeatedly spoke 

against oppression of the vulnerable as they reminded the 

Israelites that charity, mercy, and hospitality were expected 

as they lived by the example of what God had done for them 

(Jer. 7:4-8; 22:3; Ezek. 22:7, 29; Zech. 7:8-10; Mal. 3:5).
17
  

Sojourners were allowed to participate in the bulk of Israel’s 

religious experiences including all major feasts (Exod. 12:48-

9; Num. 9:14; Deut. 16:11, 14; 26:11), the Sabbath rest, and 

the Day of Atonement (Lev. 16:29-30).  They were even afforded 

the protection of the law as it applied to cities of refuge 

for those who accidentally killed someone in the land (Num. 

35:15).
18
  The hospitality and inclusion is striking.  It is 

equally important to acknowledge that these foreigners had 

entered the land of Israel and had assimilated to the extent 

                                            

 
17
Carroll, 103-4.  

 
18
For two very different views of the biblical validity of 

offering sanctuary cities to illegal immigrants today, see 

Hoffmeier, 155, 160, and Daniel, 125-132.  
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that they participated “in the making of the Covenant, 

confirmed by their commitment to respect the law.”
19
   

We cannot know what the ancient immigrants knew and when 

they knew it. The sojourners were expected to obey the laws of 

the land (Deut. 31:10-13), but when and how would they learn 

those laws?  As this text in Deuteronomy demonstrates, they 

had to be taught these laws and would have likely become 

residents before they understood the laws that would govern 

their residence in the land of Israel.  As we offer 

hospitality and aid to illegal immigrants today, we should 

also encourage them to meet their responsibilities to their 

new country.  Even Daniel Carroll who argues strenuously for 

the protection of illegal immigrants says that they have 

responsibilities toward the host country.  “The law assumes 

that there is movement on the part of the sojourner toward the 

host culture (Israel): learning its ways and its language, and 

respecting its laws and taboos.”
20
  We acknowledge this truth, 

but we also suggest that the failure of some illegal 

immigrants to respect the law does not abrogate our 

responsibilities to respond in a way that honors God and 

imitates Christ.  God would remind us as he reminded Israel 

                                            

 
19
Georges Chawkat Moucarry, “The Alien According to the 

Torah,” Themelios, 14 (1988): 18.  

 
20
Carroll, 111.  
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that they we are still aliens and tenants in God’s land (Lev. 

25:23). 

Immigration or exile is frequent in the Bible and for all 

sorts of reasons.  The issue is not whether people can move 

about but whether or not people can move about without obeying 

the laws of the land to which they move.  The more prescient 

issue for this paper has been how that land of destination-—or 

more specifically, the Christians within it—-should react and 

respond to those who immigrate illegally.  There are competing 

claims.  We want to uphold the law, but we also want to 

practice hospitality.  We want to live virtuously in a way 

that brings about the greatest good.  If we cannot uphold and 

satisfy all conflicting claims, where does our allegiance 

fall?  Do we side with strict application of the law, or do we 

side with the people the law was intended to protect?  If we 

value people more than law, which people do we side with since 

there are people who feel the impacts of both sides of the 

illegal immigration debate?  There is the potential for harm 

to befall the legal resident just as there is potential for 

harm to befall the illegal resident alien.  This is part of 

the reality that makes this such a difficult ethical issue. 

Both sides of the debate have responsibilities to one 

another.  Immigrants are responsible to obey the laws of the 

land.  The legal residents are responsible-—according to 

biblical standards and expectations—-to practice hospitality 
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and offer grace to the powerless and the sojourners.  We would 

hope that the laws of the land would provide a “concrete 

model” of the beliefs and values of the people as they did in 

the days when God governed Israel.
21
 We know, however, that 

this is not always the case.  Our immigration laws should be 

reviewed and revised, but this is not the primary way the 

church should respond to illegal immigration.   

As has already been said, we should work to provide 

hospitality and service to those who are in need, even if 

their presence in the country is a result of an illegal act on 

their part.  There may be some cases wherein churches can help 

illegal immigrants find the legal aid needed to pursue a legal 

way to remain in the United States.  Even Wayne Grudem who is 

a strict opponent of illegal immigration makes this point.
22
   

Another thing the church must do is reframe its language 

as it speaks of those who are here illegally.
23
  Without 

encouraging or whitewashing illegal behavior that is 

inconsistent with life in the Spirit, we must be sure that we 

do not paint the immigrant community as dangerous and wholly 

alien.  As Christians, we should learn to humble ourselves and 

work to identify with those who are in serious need.  This is 

                                            

 
21
Christopher J. H. Wright, Old Testament Ethics for the 

People of God (Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity, 2004), 68.   

 
22
Grudem, 481.  

 
23
Pohl, 97.  
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what God has done for us through Christ.  This is what God had 

done for Israel on many occasions.  This is what God expected 

his people to do for the strangers in their midst.  “Israel’s 

stance toward the foreigner was part of the larger fabric of 

its ethical life. It was part of the ethos of what it meant to 

be the people of God.”
24
  Our stance toward illegal immigrants 

should also reflect who we are as sharers in God’s image.  We 

should never forget that as Christians we are called to be 

reconcilers and servants rather than prosecutors and feudal 

lords.  Scripture encourages us to offer mercy rather than 

judgment.  The legal status of illegal immigrants is not 

unimportant, but it is not the issue that the church is most 

equipped with which to deal.  Our primary purpose is to serve 

all people and share the gospel with all whom draw near to us. 

Those immigrants who break the law need to feel the mercy of 

God as much as anyone.  Christians would do well to remember 

that we are not perfect or sinless in the eyes of any law, 

either, and in the end, this is not even our land.  It still 

belongs to the Lord who graciously allows us to sojourn in it. 
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