Take This Job and Love It #6

“It’s Just Not Fair!”

Psalm 26:1-12
Years ago, B. J. Thomas asked an imaginary disc jockey, “Hey, wontcha play another somebody done somebody wrong song.”  Of course, he was referring to a love relationship gone wrong, but in fact that theme is replayed over and over in many aspects of life.  The workplace is no exception.

At some point, every worker will come up against a situation that will cause him or her to say, “It’s just not fair!”  Regardless of how hard you work or how good your finished products may be, unfair treatment will come your way sometime.
Problem Situations of Unfairness at Work

Problem situations of unfairness at work come in a variety of forms.  It may come from fellow employees, supervisors or management, or customers.  It may range from mildly annoying to severe, to the point of affecting the ability to perform our duties.

Despite modern steps to correct the problem, women experience more than their share of disre​spect. Employers have traditionally paid them less and given them fewer responsibilities than their male counterparts. If a woman does rise to management, her attempts to be firm or forthright with male employees may bruise their fragile egos and make them defensive.
Unfortunately, a woman often must work harder than a man to establish respect. Tests indicate, for example, that subordi​nates view hostility and dominance as more acceptable in male leaders than in female leaders. One woman posted a sign in her office that reads, “A woman has to produce twice as much as a man to get the same benefits. Fortunately, that’s not difficult.” A bit of reverse sexism, there, but some truth, too.

Verbal abuse or intimidation may be directed our way.  Unwanted advances or demands may harass us.  We may feel discriminated against, as rules are applied unevenly between employees.  Others may be insincere, saying one thing and doing another, or promises made but not kept.  We may be passed over for pay raises or promotions unfairly.

Some of these situations are prohibited legally, while others may fall under clauses in a contract.  But many of these instances either are not addressed formally or are difficult to prove.  So what is the Christian to do when it’s just not fair?

Precarious “Solutions” to Unfairness at Work

Our initial, emotional reactions may lead us to precarious “solutions” to unfairness at work.  

One response is to retaliate against the abuser or, if we feet that we can’t get away with that, we may strike out against someone else.  We might think it will make us feel better, but it doesn’t solve the problem.  Usually it makes matters worse.

As Christians, retaliation is not an option.  Paul writes in Romans 12:19, “Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for God's wrath, for it is written: ‘It is mine to avenge; I will repay,’ says the Lord.”  We are not to take matters into our own hands.

Another reaction is intentional poor performance on the job.  “If they’re gonna treat me that way,” we may think, “I just won’t work so hard!”  Once again, though, this does not address the real problem, and could even put our employment at risk.  Not only that, but Paul writes in Colossians 3:23, “Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men.”  Anything less than our best is unacceptable to God.

Some go so far as to steal from the company to make up for poor pay.  They may not directly take cash from the till, but may help themselves to products or equipment, rationalizing it by saying, “Well, they owe me anyway!”  This is directly prohibited by Scripture, first in the seventh commandment, “You shall not steal” (Exo 20:15), and also in Ephesians 4:28, “He who has been stealing must steal no longer, but must work, doing something useful with his own hands, that he may have something to share with those in need.”
Probably the most common reaction to unfair treatment is to bad-mouth the offender to others inside and outside work.  This route has the least amount of risk (though it is not completely risk-free) and takes the least amount of effort.  But is it for the Christian worker?  Not according to 2 Corinthians 12:20, where Paul writes,

For I am afraid that when I come I may not find you as I want you to be, and you may not find me as you want me to be. I fear that there may be quarreling, jealousy, outbursts of anger, factions, slander, gossip, arrogance and disorder.

Jesus told His disciples in Luke 6:27-28, “Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you.”  Bad-mouthing doesn’t quite fit into that list, does it?

All of these “solutions” are emotional reactions that do not address the real issue.  There is no resolution of the problem; often they make the situation worse.  There must be a more effective way to deal with such injustice.  Thankfully, Scripture provides one.

Positive Steps to Unfairness at Work

Turn in your Bibles to Psalm 26.  David, the author of this psalm, experienced much unfair treatment in his life.  Early in his life it came from his brothers.  Later on it was his superiors that treated him wrongly.  As he grew older, even his own sons dealt treacherously with him.  Yet in this psalm David outlines appropriate steps to take when treated unfairly. 


The first step is openness.  Verses 1-2 read, “Vindicate me, O Lord, for I have led a blameless life; I have trusted in the Lord without wavering. Test me, O Lord, and try me, examine my heart and my mind.”  The Hebrew verb translated “wavering” means “to slip, slide, totter, or shake.”
  Nothing threatens to shake our faith more than unfair treatment.  Our trust in the Lord must be strong so that the storms of life don’t knock us over.


Verse two requests God to look inside of us.  David uses three different words that literally mean to scrutinize, to test, and to smelt—as in metals.
  This idea is also seen in Psalm 139:23-24, “Search me, O God, and know my heart; test me and know my anxious thoughts. See if there is any offensive way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting.”  Not only do we ask the Lord to examine us, but if there is anything wrong inside, we ask Him to remove it, just as the refiner removes impurities in precious metals by smelting it.


We must be honest before God and with ourselves that we are in the right in the situation.  Before we take any steps to address the problem, we must make sure that we are not part of the problem.  


The second step is obedience.  David writes in verse 3, “for your love is ever before me, and I walk continually in your truth.”  This image of “walking in truth” is a common one in Scripture, particularly in the writing of the apostle John.  “Walk” means “practice,” as in the phrase “walk of life.”  To “walk in truth” means to live according to the truth in God’s Word.


When we face unfairness at work, we need to recommit ourselves to do the right thing regardless of what others do around us.  If we respond with evil for evil, we become just like them.  Anyone can react; Christians are called to respond correctly no matter what happens to us.


The third step I am calling optimism.  Though it is difficult to do, we must maintain a positive mindset through the difficulties.  There are two sides to this issue.  The first is seen in verses 4-5, “I do not sit with deceitful men, nor do I consort with hypocrites; I abhor the assembly of evildoers and refuse to sit with the wicked.”  Here David states that he avoids those who would drag him down.  Swindoll comments,

This matter of getting involved with the wrong crowd is a product of doubting and drifting. We are especially vulnerable to this trap when we have been mistreated. You will always find a group of people who will encourage your compromising and rebelling—those who say, “Why put up with that? Listen, you’ve got your rights; fight back!”

…Consider also the words of 1 Corinthians 15:33: “Do not be deceived: ‘Bad company corrupts good morals.’”

How very true! You cannot identify yourself with wrong as​sociates and walk away unaffected. The point is clear: Do not let mistreatment cause you to turn to the godless crowd or adopt their way of handling things. It may seem logical, but getting even often backfires; and it never glorifies God!


When we encounter unfair treatment on the job, we can find lots of people who will commiserate with us and provide free advice as to how we should react.  But most of the time, their counsel will be negative and may in fact get us into trouble.


Instead David surrounds himself with positive influences, as he writes in verses 6-8,

I wash my hands in innocence, and go about your altar, O Lord, proclaiming aloud your praise and telling of all your wonderful deeds. I love the house where you live, O Lord, the place where your glory dwells. 


Where did he find this kind of support?  In the house of the Lord.  Where can we find this kind of support?  In the house of the Lord!  We don’t have to wait until Sunday, either.  If you have fellow believers working with you, look them up.  If not, when you’re off work, give a call to a brother or sister in Christ.  They can pray with us that the problem can be resolved.  They can keep our outlook positive and keep us from wallowing in self-pity or resentment.


Such optimism is not empty or hollow.  We can be certain that the Lord will deal fairly with us, even when others treat us unfairly.  David concludes the psalm in verses 9-12,

Do not take away my soul along with sinners, my life with bloodthirsty men, in whose hands are wicked schemes, whose right hands are full of bribes. But I lead a blameless life; redeem me and be merciful to me. My feet stand on level ground; in the great assembly I will praise the Lord. 


David maintained his trust in the Lord and his integrity of life.  


Don’t confuse this with complete inactivity, though.  I am not suggesting that Christians are to be welcome mats that can be walked on at will.  Yes, Jesus said, “Turn the other cheek,” but there are times when we can and should take a stand when we are treated unfairly.


Paul faced such situations a number of times.  In Philippi, the city officials arrested Paul and Silas and beat them—illegally.  The next day, they wanted to release the men quietly, but Paul replied, 

“They beat us publicly without a trial, even though we are Roman citizens, and threw us into prison. And now do they want to get rid of us quietly? No! Let them come themselves and escort us out” [Acts 16:37]. 

This might seem that Paul is being petty or spiteful, but in fact he was maintaining the reputation of the gospel.  If they had left town quietly, word may have spread about “those Christian preachers” who were tossed in jail like common criminals.  This way the city officials had to publicly admit that they were wrong, and that “Christian” was not synonymous with “criminal.”

Later in the book of Acts, Paul was facing another illegal flogging.  We read in Acts 22:25, “As they stretched him out to flog him, Paul said to the centurion standing there, ‘Is it legal for you to flog a Roman citizen who hasn't even been found guilty?’”  Here he prevented an injustice from happening by standing up for his legal rights.

Finally, in Acts 25, Paul was being unfairly detained in Caesarea.  When it became apparent that he was to be handed over to a Jewish mob (who would kill him), Paul exercised his legal right to appeal his case to Caesar.  We might wonder why Paul would do such a thing, but in fact he probably spared his own life by doing it.

There is nothing wrong or unscriptural about exercising or standing up for our legal rights.  When we face unfair treatment at work, we should do what we can within the legal framework to remedy the situation.  Practically speaking we should

· go to our immediate supervisor about it

· keep appropriate records—document everything!

· use established grievance procedures

· continue to work with a positive attitude until the problem is resolved.

Sometimes the problem will not be resolved.  We may have to make a difficult decision as to whether we stay or if we move on.  But whatever we do, we need to maintain our Christian values and practices so that our light will shine brightly in a dark world.
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