ךחש
Shachad:
The Theology of Bribes
Cover photo: The author demonstrating poor form in handing “unofficial” money to a
government official.
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Preface:

Wikipedia is Right Again!
You will read below in some lurid detail from a Wikipedia article, what I just had
confirmed by the husband of an eyewitness. Last month I asked a pastor, E. K., in what
we will refer to as the “Mystery Country (MC),” what it was like getting his wife her
driver’s license.
“Oh, she got it!”
“Good,” I said. “That was quick. How many times did she have to take the test?” I knew it
could be very many.
“Oh, she flunked once and others told her she would never pass if she did not pay an
unofficial amount to the test giver. When she did this, she got her license right away.”
Having to make secret, off-the-books payments for what Western countries consider
routine services can either put a dangerous woman behind the wheel (one of my
daughters flunked her first driving test too, and deserved to), or demoralize her, or both.
In fact, Ecclesiastes 7:7 puts this second ill effect even stronger:
Surely oppression drives the wise into madness, and a bribe corrupts the heart.
The wise victims go mad. The abusers have their hearts corrupted even worse than they
were and the victims too can eventually become corrupted.
Let me say from the beginning that I do not think the level of bribery in the less
developed world means that the people there are innately less moral than Americans
and Protestant Westerners. We all usually adjust to our culture. Where the true Gospel
of Christ has been free to work for many generations there has often been better public
morality. Our MC has not had that privilege, as Americans have had. However, by nature
all men are born as Paul described himself, I know that nothing good dwells within me,
Romans 7:18. All men are born the same kind of sinner, and open to all kinds of sin,
especially the sins of their culture.
But thankfully, the Bible, intervening for all the extorted, including pastor E.K., gives
them sanity, hope and a path to follow away from madness. Just this week, I received
from him a surprising book report. As he is not easily excited, I was unprepared for the
tone of his review. His words (rendered by my “flawless” translation) were:
My understanding of Calvinism, and my relationship to it, is in two parts: my
understanding before I read [Abraham] Kuyper’s Lectures on Calvinism and after
I read Kuyper. Before I read this book, I thought Calvinism was only the five
points of the Synod of Dort.
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The effect of reading Kuyper was like a bomb explosion that destroyed
stereotypes I had. Before Kuyper, I had never heard the idea that Christianity
was to be applied to all spheres of life and society. I thought Christianity could be
applied only within the parameters of the Church. Now I understand that if Christ
is the King of the world, then all spheres of human life and society must be
subject to Him and His authority: not just theology and the church, but
government, law, science, culture, politics, art, ethics, sport, etc.
Also, after reading the lectures of Kuyper, I understood why the civilization in the
West is so developed, and why my country is so far behind Western civilization.
The teaching of Calvinism about the sovereign authority of God over creation,
rooted in those countries that have Protestant histories, brought down to one
level, before God and His word, the simple common laborer and the ruler of a
given country. Before the law and the courts, they are equals.
In my country, we know that the Eastern understanding of the Church prevails, in
which the government is over the Church. The rights of the Emperor and rulers
are unconditional. The phrase, “as the baron (prince) says, so it will be” has ruled
in our culture for many centuries. This allows rulers of the establishment to have
practically no limits to their authority, not only over the people, but as a result,
over the law itself.
In such a situation, there is no way to expect healthy development. As long as
people do not acknowledge the headship of God over all areas of life and
society, the life of the people will continue to have a medieval character. The idea
of democracy will simply be a pretty ideal…
Therefore, the main application of this book in my country will be the planting and
development of churches with a God-centered, Biblical worldview. When the
Gospel conquers my country, when the people and authorities fear God and His
word, then there will be real biblical progress.
I believe E.K. is so excited about Kuyper, and Kuyper about Calvin, because of what
Calvin says the Bible teaches on civil government. John Calvin in The Institutes of the
Christian Religion, Book IV, chapter 20, on civil government wrote on how the world is
supposed to look and function under God.
(Disclaimer: Just so you know, we do not promote the term Calvinism or any isms in our
seminary or churches. However, our seminary books in other languages on Christian
worldview are older and therefore use the term a lot. Therefore, in reading and
discussing these books, it is impossible to not use this term much more than we
normally do.)
E.K.’s realization brings sanity back to those who are tempted to accept as normal the
amorality of the officials and bureaucrats all around them, both in his country and the
republics that surround it.
I wanted to not only write about how things really ought to be and why, but to follow up
on E.K.’s trajectory and identify 5 things God wants us to do while we live under gross
public corruption.
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The map above, from Transparency International1, shows that only the first-world
countries, or 20% of the population of the world, live under relatively non-corrupt
governments.
The website ranks the United States as the 18th least corrupt country, Latvia as 40th, our
country of interest as 131st, and Somalia as the worst, at 176.
The corruption in MC, our country of interest, is so bad that Wiki has its own article just
on corruption there. At Corruption in [the Mystery Country]2 we find:
The spread of corruption in contemporary [MC]
A notable worsening of this ranking for [MC], from 90th place to 126th, a
drop of 36 places in only one year, occurred at the beginning of the
second term of its president. An equally pessimistic picture emerges from
the estimates of the average size of bribes, which has substantially
increased over the last five years. For example, according to the Interior
Transparency International, “Corruption Perceptions Index 2016”. Retrieved February 2017, from
Transparency International:
http://www.transparency.org/news/feature/corruption_perceptions_index_2016
1

Wikipedia, “Corruption in [Mystery Country]”. Retrieved February 2017, from Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Corruption_in_[Mystery Country]
2
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Ministry’s Department for Combating Economic Crimes, the average bribe
amounted to 9,000 [MC currency] in 2008, 23,000 in 2009, 61,000 in
2010, and 236,000 in 2011. In other words, the average bribe in 2011
was 26 times greater than the average bribe in 2008, many times the
inflation rate for the same period.
There are many different estimates of the actual cost of corruption.
According to official government statistics from [MC], the "shadow
economy" occupied only 15% of [the MC’s] GDP in 2011, and this
included unreported salaries (to avoid taxes and social payments) and
other types of tax evasion. According to [MC] estimates, corruption in
2011 amounted to only 3.5 to 7% of GDP. In comparison, some
independent experts maintain that corruption consumes as much of 25%
of [MC’s] GDP. A World Bank report puts this figure at 48%. There is also
an interesting shift in the main focus of bribery: whereas previously
officials took bribes to shut their eyes to legal infractions, they now take
them simply to perform their duties.
In the end, the [MC] population pays for this corruption. For example,
some experts believe that the rapid increases in tariffs for housing, water,
gas and electricity, which significantly outpace the rate of inflation, are a
direct result of high volumes of corruption at the highest levels. In the
recent years, the reaction to corruption has changed: starting from [MC’s
president’s] second term, very few corruption cases have been the
subject of outrage. [MC’s president’s] system is remarkable for its
ubiquitous and open merging of the civil service and business, as well as
its use of relatives, friends, and acquaintances to benefit from budgetary
expenditures and take over state property. Corporate, property, and land
raiding is commonplace.
In the study of a biblical worldview going on at our seminary, I am having all our pastors
write a 10-20-page essay on any aspect of Biblical worldview, after they read 6 books,
and Chapter 1 of the Westminster Confession of Faith. The books, the best we could
find now on the subject in our chosen language, are:







Josh McDowell, Evidence that Demands a Verdict
Abraham Kuyper, Lectures on Calvinism, that we translated and titled “Christian
World View”
H. Henry Meeter, Calvinism
G.K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy
Peter Leithart, Against Christianity
C.S. Lewis, Miracles

And now, hopefully, with this essay, everyone will be able to enjoy a 7th source, who has
lived most of his adult life in a corrupt environment, yours truly. Most of the time, from
1990-2015, my wife and I lived in what is today called [city in MC].
Bribery and a culture of corruption are often an art form, and I am a novice because I am
a foreigner and am never invited into the inner sanctums of big time bribery. I paid my
first extortion money (bribe) in December 1990, to a customs official, to be allowed to
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receive my shipment. He simply was
not going to let me have the things
our family needed. He got a $20 bill,
stuck in a New Testament in his
language. He was thrilled with the
New Testament.
When you are put into these
situations, you pay the charges they
demand as if they were regular fees,
with no receipt. They are often
Our red farm suburban just before we shipped it to the
collected as simple tariffs. Since then I
USSR in 1991. It was the first suburban in a city of 5
million. The police, out of curiosity, stopped me behind the would estimate we have paid about 20
wheel of this vehicle more than 200 times. They also
small “tariffs” to the traffic police, and 5
collected a few unofficial “tariffs” from me along the way.
to customs officials. God has been
good: Amazingly, we have never had to pay over $100!
Our pastors/students can write on whatever aspect of Christian worldview they wish, but
must reference at least the 6 aforementioned sources, with footnotes and a bibliography.
As research papers are not written in high schools in their country, almost none of them
have ever had to footnote references.
In honor of our students and pastors who, bravely and with self-sacrifice, stay in one of
the world’s most corrupt countries for the sake of the Gospel, I wanted to write my essay
on what the Bible teaches about bribes, and what that teaching implies.
And let me say right here that the very definition of a
bribe is a moving target that I will attempt to photo in
flight. But for now, we will go with the American
definition, and that is:
Paying a demanded amount of money, that is not
officially recorded, to anyone, for any reason, for a
transaction to take place.
My investigations and conclusions are divided in this
way:
I: The Art of the Bribe
II: The Bible and Bribes
III: Bribes and God’s Priorities
IV: Bribes, Jesus and the Gospel
V: What Would Jesus Have Us Do?
Note: All Bible references are ESV unless otherwise
stated. Also, I have not signed this essay so that I can
get out of the mystery country before the bad figure out
who did!

1992: Graham and Emily Purcell on the first
day of Russian public school, getting in our
suburban which we named Krasni Oktyabr,
Red October.

6

I
The Art of the Bribe
Even though I was never a witness to “big league” corruption, I had a front row seat for
twenty-five years to “bush league” bribery. Effective, masterful, and “beautiful in its own
way” extortion has a very clear goal: Set up an overall situation in which it seems the
person in charge is doing the other person a huge favor. The bribe demander, while
never having this transaction filmed or taped, must get just enough money to improve his
life a little, put little spring in his step, some demonic joy in his heart, allow him to buy his
wife some flowers, but not so much as to “grieve” the bribe giver into taking action
against him.
This requires the following craftsmanship:
1. Making an accusation that includes dramatic penalties.
This is foundational. Without this the whole masterpiece falls apart. When a
customs official or police officer stops you, he must have an accusation, based
on fact or otherwise, that includes a penalty that will ruin your day. Every time I
was stopped and the officers were looking for a “little happy money,” right after
the statement of my violation, for instance, “your car crossed the double white
line on the street,” they said, “the penalty is the confiscation of your car,” or “you
lose your driver’s license”. These are equally effective to get the bribee’s heart
racing!
Bonus Points: There are two situations that enhance the effectiveness of this first
step.
a. The accusation may be based on a real law, but you did not actually
commit the crime. Bonus points for driving you mad.
b. The accusation is based on a bogus law, but you can’t prove it. Bonus
points for the officer’s creativity.
2. Selecting a sweet spot
The sweet spot for a bribe demand and
payment is anywhere out of the public
eye. In MC, I was always invited into
the back seat of the police car. But
learned to refuse, and then I was
illegally made to get out of the car at
least, and stand outside, so that the
official could carry on clear face-to-face
effective intimidation. Without the sweet
spot there can be no true art.

Step 2: The man in the back is
in the sweet spot, but the
officer in the front is
practicing an advance form of
the step #3.
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3. Allowing time for the victim to “marinate” in the emotions of the dramatic
penalty, for him to make an offer of a way out.
This too is a key to getting the most out of the unlucky traveler. The officer must
either stand by the car as they often did with me, and tap my license and
passport on their hand and say “what can we do about this?” or simply have you
sit in the back seat of the car for 5 to 10 minutes and have two officers up front
carry on a conversation between themselves
about how much time it will take to impound
Step 3: Key of the art is
the car, and all paper work it will take to
letting the person stew
confiscate the man’s license, or even to give
in the thought of the
him an official ticket at the police station. At
penalty. The officer
this stage it is critical that the officers look
very serious, as officious as possible.
must not give the
Combined with this is the fact that the officer
license and passport
has your license and passport. He must hold
back too quickly.
this out in front of you to increase you will to
suggest a way out. Once you say “I am
happy to pay you and get on my way,” then
technically he could accuse you of attempting
to bribe an officer, as well as the first offence.
Either way, you lose.
4. The “unofficial” payment must seem
exponentially easier to deal with than the
official one. Then the extorting officer
appears to really be your savior, not your tormentor. At least he feels better about
the overall situation if you don’t.
The payment must be made as discreetly as possible, for instance hidden
discreetly in your passport, and then your passport handed routinely back to the
officer. Money should not be hanging out as on the cover photo of this essay.
That is extremely bad form!
5. The final flourish of the art is the settling of an amount.
In the good old days of the 90’s, the amounts were in accord with everyone’s
poverty, about $2 for routine traffic stops of
any kind. The curse of affluence has been to
multiply the asking price times ten. Now folks
are regularly asked for $100 “gifts.”
You know the art has been practiced if, when
he gives you your documents back, you look
up at him admiringly and say sincerely, “thank
you officer!” And you drive away thinking,
“What a good guy!”

Step 5: The real proof of
the art is a satisfied
customer!
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II
The Bible and Bribes
I believe that, beginning in Genesis 3:15, Jesus Christ is the focus of the whole Bible. At
the same time, I believe that the focus comes to us in a rich tapestry in scripture, in
which we find a “poetic theology” of bribes, poetic as in “The Art of the Bribe.”
God does not just write about bribes in the Bible, but he does so in poetic form. Every
one of the highly indented Bible passages below reminds us that this passage was
originally Hebrew poetry. 27% of all of Scripture is written in poetic form, including most
of the Prophets.3 Since much of our study today is from those books, we are actually
studying the theology of bribes in poetry much of the time. This means that God not only
loves to talk about bribes, but also loves to talk about them with a flourish, and with style.
God never offers us a manual of life-engineering formulas and precise definitions. This is
why Presbyterians are often not in God’s style. They love definitions and formulas, not
God’s language, which is often poetic and artful.
This context for the theology of bribes encourages us to use artistic license in dealing
not with this topic only, but with all of life. Humor is artistic license, which is why I say at
the end we must learn to laugh at those that force us to bribe them. As in The Art of the
Bribe, we must learn most of the time not to take it too seriously. An essay must be
entertaining as well as informative. Just as Satan and evil are to be laughed at, and held
in derision, so we must learn to laugh in a certain way at corruption. As Chesterton
laughs at unbelief in his book Orthodoxy, so we should laugh at bribery, a definite work
of unbelief.
The Hebrew word ךחש, shachad, can mean gift or reward or bribe, depending on the
context. It is used 23 times in the Hebrew Bible. For instance, Cyrus, God’s servant in
Isaiah 45:
“I have aroused him in righteousness
And I will make all his ways smooth;
He will build My city and will let My exiles go free,
Without any payment or reward [shachad],” says the LORD of hosts.
And here we come to a bit of an unsolvable problem. In short, in the Bible a bribe is a
secret payment that perverts justice. The closest we come to a complete depiction is in
Luke 3:13,14, where John the Baptist commands tax collectors not to collect more than
they are formally allowed, and the soldiers not to intimidate, not falsely to accuse, and to
be content with their wages. These commands in effect would wipe out what the bible
describes as bribery.

3

Mark Wenger (2013). Poetry and the Bible - An Introduction (Lecture Notes). Retrieved February
2017, from Academia: http://www.academia.edu/7110653/Poetry_and_the_Bible__An_Introduction_Lecture_Notes_
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But paying money as a victim of extortion is not per se, condemned in Scripture. There
is one use of the word shachad which seems to be consistently mistranslated. The KJV,
being an older work, perhaps when Kings’ wrath more often needed to be cooled,
translates Proverbs 21:14
A gift in secret pacifieth anger: and a reward (shachad) in the bosom strong
wrath.
Almost all the modern translations read “bribe in the bosom”, implying that such a gift is
always a bribe. In reality it depends on the circumstance. The proverb here is simply
observing that sometimes this is how life is. So the neutral reward is used, thus making
my point that this kind of a payment, in and of itself, in scripture is not condemned.
The closest universal permission for such payments we may find is to “do as the
Pharisees say, but not as they do” in Matthew 23:
Then Jesus said to the crowds and to his disciples, 2 “The scribes and the
Pharisees sit on Moses' seat, 3 so do and observe whatever they tell you, but not
the works they do. For they preach, but do not practice.4 They tie up heavy
burdens, hard to bear, and lay them on people's shoulders, but they themselves
are not willing to move them with their finger.
Extortion money is like a burden of the Pharisees that we sometimes in wisdom must
pay when not paying it costs more than it is worth, depending on our situation in life, and
God’s leading. This is a nice “poetic” definition. Some people may be called and able to
pay almost none, because they feel called to right the system and feel free to spend lots
of time doing it. I did not feel that calling. It can consume your life. Even Christ did not
openly confront evil in the system until Matthew 23, and did not reveal himself to be God
until his trial in Matthew 26.
Even though Americans label a bribe as any unofficial money demanded, or given, by
anyone to complete a transaction, the Bible does not. Essentially, if someone demands
from us some secret payment to avoid a penalty, and the penalty, is completely out of
proportion to the alleged violation, then this in the Bible is paying extortion, and is not
paying a bribe.
A case in point. When two years ago our friend S. F. was pulled over by the police, they
demanded a bribe after falsely accusing him of passing in a no passing lane, where the
lines on the road were invisible under all the mud. He refused to pay the extortion
money, went to court over it, and in the conflicting testimony, lost his license for 3
months. I think with a clear conscience he could have paid the extortion money (and
probably will in similar circumstances in the future). His wife was not too happy with him.
Where paying extortion money gets corrupting is when it is to pervert justice, as I will
mention later. V.N. was asked to pay kickbacks just for his cleaning company to obtain
contracts. In a sense, he is not being extorted (he could possibly walk away and
financially survive) so this could be moving closer and closer to what the Bible infers as
a bribe.
What follows are studies of representative passages where this word shachad is used in
the pejorative sense and what I think we should get from that usage and context. This
study is not exhaustive, though it may be exhausting!
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Shachad #1: Exodus 23
The Holy Spirit is a good pedagogue. Therefore, the first time shachad is used in the
Bible we see it in embedded in a deep context, and can come up with a clear list of
implications of the word.
6

“You shall not pervert the justice due to your poor in his lawsuit. 7 Keep far from
a false charge, and do not kill the innocent and righteous, for I will not acquit the
wicked. 8 And you shall take no bribe [shachad], for a bribe blinds the clearsighted and subverts the cause of those who are in the right.
9

“You shall not oppress a sojourner. You know the heart of a sojourner, for you
were sojourners in the land of Egypt.
There are gifts and rewards that do not do what this passage says they do, but some
gifts do:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Pervert the justice due the poor
Promote false charges
Facilitate killing the innocent and the righteous
Help to acquit the wicked
Blind the clear-sighted
Subvert the cause of those who are in the right
Suppress the sojourner
Cause us to forget our own moral heritage

The one thing we need to notice here is that a bribe clearly has these marks of injustice.
Being extorted by authorities therefore is not the same thing as paying extortion money.
In 1990, when I was told I could not receive my goods unless I paid the customs officer
$20, my payment did not pervert justice, because I knew there was no one to appeal to,
and if I had appealed, I might have been kicked out of the country. My payment, in fact,
was to get justice. I was being extorted in a country that gives you no way out but to lose
your property or pay extortion money. In this case, the shipment had food for my children
in it, plus a washing machine that we desperately needed as we all had giardia at the
time!
The man demanding the money was perverting justice. Paying extortion money in and of
itself does not meet the definition of a bribe laid out here. It is a gift forced from the
trapped and vulnerable party in an exchange.
There are here eight miscarriages of justice associated with one little word, shachad!
This is God’s introduction to this word, and it comes on the scene with a splash (of
corruption).

Shachad #2: Deuteronomy 10
The second use of the word is in Deut. 10 and is a foil to the first occurrence:
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16

Circumcise therefore the foreskin of your heart, and be no
longer stubborn. 17 For the LORD your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the
great, the mighty, and the awesome God, who is not partial and takes no bribe
[shachad] 18 He executes justice for the fatherless and the widow, and loves the
sojourner, giving him food and clothing. 19 Love the sojourner, therefore, for you
were sojourners in the land of Egypt. 20 You shall fear the LORD your God.
God in His nature acts in the complete opposite way of the eight evils of the bribe.
Rejecting bribery flows from the very nature of God, the awesome God, who is not
partial and takes no bribe.
Peter Leithart notes in his book, Against Christianity, that the Bible does not teach what
modern man calls ethics. “Modern ethics…is an effort to speak to issues of right and
wrong without mentioning God…”4
Deut. 10 is a synopsis of Leviticus 18-19, where eighteen times God repeats, “I am the
Lord” after moral injunctions against things like offering their children in the fire to
Moloch, necromancy, and consulting sorcerers. These are not free floating eternal
natural laws, but laws that no matter who violates, they have in reality violated God
Himself, the giver of the law. Likewise, the bribe demander and bribe giver, offend not
man, first and foremost, but God. God does not take bribes, and those that do run
square into the God who does not!
This is echoed in Ezekiel 22
12

In you they take bribes [shachad] to shed blood; you take interest and
profit and make gain of your neighbors by extortion; but me you have forgotten,
declares the Lord GOD.

Shachad #3: Deuteronomy 16:19
18

“You shall appoint judges and officers in all your towns that the LORD
your God is giving you, according to your tribes, and they shall judge the
people with righteous judgment. 19 You shall not pervert justice. You shall
not show partiality, and you shall not accept a bribe [shachad], for a
bribe blinds the eyes of the wise and subverts the cause of the
righteous. 20 Justice, and only justice, you shall follow, that you may live
and inherit the land that the LORD your God is giving you.
The master portrait artist, the Holy Spirit, in this third use of the word shachad, presents
it in yet a different context, the context of government rulers. God commands that Israel
pick leaders that will not pervert justice by taking bribes, for the same reasons listed in
Exodus 23.

4 Peter J. Leithart, Against Christianity (Canon Press, 2003), 100.
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We see here that the responsibility of the whole electorate is in view as well. It is the
voting member of all of Israel that is to appoint these men, so if evil men are appointed it
is the nation’s fault.
God is very thorough in repeating these reasons, as we see here. One condition that can
be added is, you shall not show partiality. In dealing with a judge, the rich and powerful
should not have advantage over the poor and weak.
What these passages reveal is that God:
1. Speaks directly to leaders of public order and government officials.
2. Is especially interested in a God-honoring, God-infused public sphere.

Shachad #4: I Samuel 8:3
[B]ut his sons did not walk in his ways. They turned aside after dishonest gain
and accepted bribes and perverted justice.
We have seen its definition, the source of its prohibition, and the special responsibility of
the electors and rulers to not bribe or seek bribes. In this passage we see the
consequence of not having multi-generational bribe haters. God’s people rejected as
God’s leaders the sons of one of the greatest men in the whole Bible. Men of God are to
raise up sons that do not take bribes.

Shachad #5: Psalm 26
8

O LORD, I love the habitation of your house
and the place where your glory dwells.
9
Do not sweep my soul away with sinners,
nor my life with bloodthirsty men,
10
in whose hands are evil devices,
and whose right hands are full of bribes.
Again, the ever creative, scripture breathing Holy Spirit reveals another dimension of the
theology of bribes. We are to sing and pray that we are not deceived by the temptation
to take bribes; that we do not face the same punishment all bribe demanders face, that
is to be taken out of God’s presence, by His leaving us in this life, or in the life to come.
Anti-bribery is to be part of our personal and public worship.

Shachad #6: Proverbs 15
25

The LORD tears down the house of the proud
but maintains the widow's boundaries.
26
The thoughts of the wicked are an abomination to the LORD,
but gracious words are pure.
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27

Whoever is greedy for unjust gain troubles his own household,
but he who hates bribes [shachad] will live.

Here bribery is portrayed in a family setting. Bribery troubles our own household, not just
us, if we indulge in it.
Secondly, the only right attitude toward demanding extortion money is to hate it. We
cannot be neutral.
Thirdly, we again see the invisible but tangible commitment of Jehovah personally to
intervene when bribes enter the picture. He intervenes on behalf of and to protect the
rights of the weakest, here a widow, who perhaps is the usual victim of bribes. And he
intervenes to destroy the bribe demander, by troubling his whole house.
Bribes call God personally into action.
Hating requires action as well.
Isaiah 33 reads:
15

He who walks righteously and speaks uprightly,
who despises the gain of oppressions,
who shakes his hands, lest they hold a bribe, [shachad]
who stops his ears from hearing of bloodshed
and shuts his eyes from looking on evil,
16
he will dwell on the heights;
his place of defense will be the fortresses of rocks;
his bread will be given him; his water will be sure.
Hating in the light of Isaiah 33 means taking real steps to shake our hands, rather than
hold a bribe. This can require drastic measures, which I will mention at the end of the
essay.

Shachad #7: Proverbs 17
23

The wicked accepts a bribe in secret
to pervert the ways of justice.

The Hebrew here is “a gift from the bosom” meaning, from a place where it was hidden.
This is exactly how bribery often takes place. I have been told many times to put the
money in my passport and then hand the passport to the policeman or customs official,
so that if they are being filmed or watched you could not see me handing actual money
to the officer.
This verse describes the whole amoral world of bribes, that bribery usually takes place in
a non-transparent situation. Bribery exists in another world, and therefore is much harder
to deal with effectively. You don’t get iPhone video clips going viral of these transactions
the way we do, for example, of police use of excessive force.
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Shachad #8: Proverbs 29
4

By justice a king builds up the land,
but he who exacts gifts [shachad] tears it down.

Again, we find the Bible written both to judge rulers, and to act as a guide for rulers. If a
ruler wants to build up his land, he practices justice. If he wants to tear it down he exacts
bribes, or, allows them to be exacted.
No ruler who claims to be working for the benefit of his countryman but allows bribes to
exist loves his country or his people. He hates them, and is working to tear them down.
This is God’s assessment of that governor and government, no matter what other things
that government may be doing or saying to the contrary.
This judgment is an example of Hebrews 4:12-13:
12

For the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword,
piercing to the division of soul and of spirit, of joints and of marrow,
and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart. 13 And no creature is
hidden from his sight, but all are naked and exposed to the eyes of him to whom
we must give account.
Man can claim things are one way, but the word of God is the “no spin zone” of sin and
reveals the true intentions of our hearts.
And here is a good place to make the following observation. This proverb is a judgment
and a condemnation of any and all government officials that exact extortion money from
their people. (Presumably, if elected officials vote to tax the people, this is not extortion
money. Bribes are demanded outside the public eye.) Clearly the Bible claims to
evaluate and limit all government. Yes, Romans 13 affirms all rulers are from God, but
places like this qualify and define what God-pleasing rule looks like. H. Henry Meeter
makes a similar point when he writes, “The Bible is the Calvinist’s (again, I would say
that the Bible is the Biblically rooted Christian’s) rule of faith and practice in everything.
Therefore it is also his rule in the sphere of politics.”5

5

H. Henry Meeter, Calvinism (Zondervan, 1939), 96.
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The earlier church understood that the Bible required preaching truth to power. In the 4th
Century AD, Augustine of Hippo, in the The City of God, book V, did this exact thing
when he wrote and published, and many kings such as Charlemagne read his work:
Chapter 24. — What Was the Happiness of the Christian Emperors, and How Far It
Was True Happiness.6
For neither do we say that certain Christian emperors were
therefore happy because they ruled a long time, or, dying a peaceful death, left
their sons to succeed them in the empire…But we say that they are happy if they
rule justly;
if they are not lifted up amid the praises of those who pay them sublime honors,
and the obsequiousness of those who salute them with an excessive humility, but
remember that they are men;
if they make their power the handmaid of His majesty by using it for the greatest
possible extension of His worship;
if they fear, love, and worship God;
if more than their own they love that kingdom in which they are not afraid to have
partners; if they are slow to punish, ready to pardon;
if they apply that punishment as necessary to government and defense of the
republic, and not in order to gratify their own enmity;
if they grant pardon, not that iniquity may go unpunished, but with the hope that
the transgressor may amend his ways;
if they compensate with the lenity of mercy and the liberality of benevolence for
whatever severity they may be compelled to decree;
if their luxury is as much restrained as it might have been unrestrained;
if they prefer to govern depraved desires rather than any nation whatever;
and if they do all these things, not through ardent desire of empty glory, but
through love of eternal felicity, not neglecting to offer to the true God, who is
their God, for their sins, the sacrifices of humility, contrition, and prayer.
Such Christian emperors, we say, are happy in the present time by hope, and
are destined to be so in the enjoyment of the reality itself, when that which we
wait for shall have arrived.

6

Augustine of Hippo, (4 A.D.) The City of God, Book V.
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Shachad #9: Isaiah 1
How the faithful city
has become a whore,
she who was full of justice!
Righteousness lodged in her,
but now murderers…
Everyone loves a bribe [shachad]
and runs after gifts.
They do not bring justice to the fatherless,
and the widow's cause does not come to them.
24

Therefore the Lord declares,
the LORD of hosts,
the Mighty One of Israel:
“Ah, I will get relief from my enemies
and avenge myself on my foes.
25
I will turn my hand against you
and will smelt away your dross as with lye
and remove all your alloy.
26
And I will restore your judges as at the first,
and your counselors as at the beginning.
Afterward you shall be called the city of righteousness,
the faithful city.”
27

Zion shall be redeemed by justice,
and those in her who repent, by righteousness.
28
But rebels and sinners shall be broken together,
and those who forsake the LORD shall be consumed.
29
For they shall be ashamed of the oaks
that you desired;
and you shall blush for the gardens
that you have chosen.
This passage summarizes God’s public judgment of the public curse of bribery even if it
is in the Church. God’s formal people, Israel, had become a whore, partially because
they “ran after bribes”. This passage ends any debate in light of the scripture whether a
person or a church or a nation can be considered God pleasing or Christian if they take
bribes. The answer is “no”. In context, such folks are considered worshipers of false
gods.
But the Gospel here is that God commits himself to cleanse and purify His people, and
therefore us, of this scourge. He will cleanse His bride by cutting false believers out, and
the rest of us he will prune through fire, and trials and beating us on his anvil of pain until
we are, vs. 26, a city of righteousness, the faithful city.

Shachad #10: Matthew 26 (KJV)
Technically this last shachad is not a shachad, but the paragon of the reality of a
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shachad without the Hebrew. The Greek of the New Testament does not use the word
bribe per se. A new word that is broader but includes bribery is the
Greek aischrokerdēs which means literally, filthy gain, or filthy lucre as it is translated in
the KJV in I Tim. 3:3, 8 and Titus 1:7. The word bribe does appear in the NIV when it is
clearly implied in Acts 24:26, where Felix kept Paul in prison hoping he would offer him
“money” (Greek) but “bribe” in intent. This is a wonderful foil to Judas, who betrayed
Christ in Matthew 26. Paul stayed in prison rather than bribing Felix. Perhaps I should
not have paid all the "tariffs" I paid after all!
Matthew 26 and John 13 bring our study of bribery to an all time low. Matthew 26, reads:
14

Then one of the twelve, called Judas Iscariot, went unto the chief priests,
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And said unto them, “What will ye give me, and I will deliver him unto you?”
And they covenanted with him for thirty pieces of silver.
16

And from that time he sought opportunity to betray him.

This event was followed up in John 13:27,
And after the sop [supper] Satan entered into him. Then said Jesus unto him,
“That thou doest, do quickly.”

Satan is intimately involved in the work of bribery and other nefarious works.

III
Bribery and God’s Priorities
If you have been raised in a Protestant Western culture, or one influenced greatly by
Protestant Western culture, after this tour de force on bribery in the Bible, you have to be
scratching you head. You have to be asking yourself why God would take so much time
and ink to deal with bribery. The word shachad is used in the Bible 23 times. The word
justification is used in the Bible only three times, believe it or not.
God sure has strange priorities!
Perhaps the reason for this priority of God’s is that He is concerned about the red part of
the map above. At Quora.com7 we find out the developed world is only 8% of 7.3 billion
people on the earth. Let’s be generous then and say that one billion souls live today
where bribes are not a part of the flow of their everyday lives, and 6.3 billion live where
bribery is in the air they breathe.
Quora, “What Percentage of the World’s Population Lives in Developed Countries?” Retrieved
February 2017, from Quora: https://www.quora.com/What-percentage-of-the-worlds-populationlives-in-developed-countries
7
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If the God of the universe is more concerned and focused on speaking to this 6.3 billion
people who are oppressing but mostly being oppressed, and driven mad, and being
corrupted by bribes, then 23 occurrences of the word shachad make perfect sense.
For those living in this part of the world for the past 1,000 years are like one of our
earliest converts, A.F. In 1999, when I asked A.F. if it would be good to write and print a
pamphlet for all, especially government workers, that details what the Bible says about
bribery, he immediately smiled and said “YES!” Why was he for the teaching of the law
of God so enthusiastically where some Americans I knew seemed to be terrified by it or
embarrassed by it? I believe the reason is that A.F. had to live, day in and day out,
harassed by people who broke God’s law grossly and overtly by demanding extortion
money from him. He knew bribes ruled and ruined his world.
Why are the American Christians sometimes embarrassed these same laws? Because
they are already being obeyed in the United States. No one I have met in America has
ever told me of being asked for a bribe! And I am 58 years old!
If God wanted to write a book that speaks the language of and is relevant in 92% of the
world today, He would write it as the Bible is written. God seems to prioritize speaking to
the truly oppressed who barely complain about life over those who are rarely truly
oppressed (but complain all the time).
We have to understand that God is the way He is, whether we like it or not. God is a God
who takes bribery very seriously, and has written a lot about how he deals with bribes.
We have to adjust to this God, the real God. We have no right to take to God our
preconceptions of what He must be like, and what his priorities must be, and then ignore
the things about Him and his word that puzzle or irritate us. As C.S. Lewis wrote, “God is
love” may be a tautology to the seraphim; not to men.”8
In the end, we may not ever fully understand why God has written His revelation to
mankind; nevertheless, we have to let God be God. We must admit and confess that the
exact layout of the Bible, and these exact 23 (?) occurrences of the word shachad in the
Hebrew Bible, bring glory to God. The Westminster Confession of Faith, Chapter 1, point
6, “the whole counsel of God concerning all things necessary for his own glory” is what
the Bible is. We might not understand God’s priorities, but we have to accept them and
honor them.

IV
Bribes, Jesus and the Gospel
Next, we have to sort out the scriptural laundry we have just taken in. We have looked at
representative occurrences of shachad in the Bible. We considered why God speaks
more about bribery than he does many other things Westerners cherish. Now many
Westerners and Americans, I believe, will be tempted to say, “So what! All this stuff is
not the meat of scripture, and has nothing to do with salvation, Jesus and the Gospel.”
8

C. S. Lewis, Miracles (HarperCollins, 1947, 2001), 31.
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This theology of bribes is not
dealing with the vitals of our
religion, as Presbyterians say.
That is where I beg to differ.
I differ first of all because of the
nature of the whole word of God,
the Bible. All of these words are
the words of Jehovah God of the
Old Testament. But as Josh
McDowell points out, the Bible
as a whole portrays Jesus
himself as the Jehovah, the
lawgiver and the Word of God,
the whole word of God. 9 This
table proves his point.
Therefore, it is Jesus who wrote
and spoke so much about
bribery. And again, it is Jesus
who cares for His sheep. John
10 reads,
11

I am the good shepherd.

And in Ezekiel 34, we find Jehovah promising to feed his sheep.
15

I myself will be the shepherd of my sheep, and I myself will make them lie
down, declares the Lord GOD. 16 I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the
strayed, and I will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen the weak, and the fat
and the strong I will destroy. I will feed them in justice.
Part of Christ’s feeding his sheep in justice is this teaching on bribery. We find here that
Jesus takes no bribes, hates bribes, rewards those who do not take them, destroys
those who do, and sets a pattern for how to live with them, which we will turn to now.
Therefore, I submit that the teaching on the whole Bible, and shachad, is part of the
Gospel, the Gospel of eternal life through faith in Christ, by grace alone, through faith
alone, but also a Gospel of hope in the here and now! “Blessed are the meek, for they
shall inherit the earth!”- Matthew 5. Six of the seven billion on the earth today, just to
keep from losing their minds living in constant oppression, need to hear that God
understands their plight and is acting on their behalf.
Those of us in the West pooh-pooh such judgments and promises because we already
have relatively easy lives, and are not considering emigrating just to find some dignity in
life.

9

Josh McDowell, Evidence that Demands a Verdict (Thomas Nelson, 1999), 97.
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V
What Would Jesus Have Us Do?
WWJD? Better yet, what would Jesus have us do? First of all, what should Christians do
when they are being extorted, or being required to take a bribe?
1. Look to God
We read in Micah 7:
Woe is me! ...
2
The godly has perished from the earth,
and there is no one upright among mankind;
they all lie in wait for blood,
and each hunts the other with a net.
3
Their hands are on what is evil, to do it well;
the prince and the judge ask for a bribe [shachad],
and the great man utters the evil desire of his soul;
thus they weave it together…
7
But as for me, I will look to the LORD;
I will wait for the God of my salvation;
my God will hear me.
8

Rejoice not over me, O my enemy;
when I fall, I shall rise;
when I sit in darkness,
the LORD will be a light to me.
9
I will bear the indignation of the LORD
because I have sinned against him,
until he pleads my cause
and executes judgment for me.
He will bring me out to the light;
I shall look upon his vindication.
God promises to vindicate us in the here and now in some manner. This is much harder
to do than it sounds. When the police stopped me to inspect my car documents over 200
times from 1992-1994, I did not react well. In fact I made myself into a perfect blithering
idiot on many occasions, sometimes in front of my wife and children. I had what I thought
was “righteous indignation” but what in reality was borderline “mad cow disease.”
I continued to react in anger through at least 2005, whenever authorities threatened my
“rights”. I would have been a much better negotiator if I had been braver but calmer.
From 2005 until today, I have had fewer run-ins, and I have learned to be more insistent
that they legally prove their right to extort me, but I have not so often lost my composure
with them.
2. Have a sense of humor.
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Be a good sport with those extorting you. The natives in the mystery country are very
good about this. Establish rapport with them, and when it is over, tell your story to make
people laugh and keep your sanity. If you are highly oppressed and you do not laugh,
you will go mad.
3. Avoid all true demanding of bribes or being bribed.
If any people want the blessing of God on their lives, they cannot participate in real
bribery, in the perversion of justice. This is something beyond being extorted for routine
services and fines. Isaiah 33:15, he must shake his hand lest he hold a bribe.
In our MC, if you are dependent on the local economy, this means that you often cannot
be very successful in business or rise very high in your career, because once you have
some authority or success, you are expected to participate in payoffs and kickbacks on a
regular basis. Our friend V. N. was constantly asked to give even government clients
kickbacks for hiring his company to clean government offices. He chose not to do it in
the long haul. It cost him a lot.
4. Leave the corrupt city or country.
23

When they persecute you in one town, flee to the next, Matthew 10:23.

In some circumstances, this may be the only recourse.
In order to avoid corrupt business practices completely, it may be necessary to emigrate
to a less corrupt country if you can, in order to provide for your family. That is what V. N.
did when he realized all of his regular larger clients expected kickbacks. He now lives in
the USA with his wife and three daughters.
5. Expose extortionists when you feel God’s glory and your conscience and
the circumstances demand it.
Those believers living in corrupt countries must be willing openly to confront and reveal
sin in the public sector if they are going to stay in the country.
Many evangelicals today only want to relate to a Jesus who is meek and mild. In reality,
Jesus was publicly confrontational about public sins. In John 8 he challenged the
Pharisees about condemning unjustly the woman caught in adultery. In Matthew 23 he
goes even further in his public condemnation of local rulers. We are in great error if we
imagine to be like Jesus is to hide from confronting the world about their worldliness!
As G.K. Chesterton robustly asserts, “Buddhism is centripetal, Christianity is centrifugal:
it breaks out.”10 He goes on to assert, “The Christian is starting with a frantic intentness
outwards.” 11 “The truth is that the western energy that dethrones tyrants is the western
theology…”12 based on the Christ of the Old and New Testaments.
10

G. K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy (John Lane Company, 1908), 33.

11

Ibid., 138

12

Ibid., 141
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It is easy for me to call on the people of MC to confront corrupt officials, because if I did
that as a foreigner, I would probably at worst be deported. Citizens of corrupt countries
have no such protection and are liable to being falsely accused of crimes and thrown in
jail, or worse. But this is how God transforms the world through out all history, by His
people speaking truth to power. That is what all of the prophets that are quoted above
were doing when they spoke and wrote these words. And some were thrown into pits,
some were beaten, and some had their heads cut off, i.e. John the Baptist!
Ephesians 5 makes it quite clear. We read:
11

Take no part in the unfruitful works of darkness, but instead expose
them. 12 For it is shameful even to speak of the things that they do in
secret. 13 But when anything is exposed by the light, it becomes visible, 14 for
anything that becomes visible is light. Therefore it says,
“Awake, O sleeper,
and arise from the dead,
and Christ will shine on you.”
In context, exposing the works of darkness is clearly our responsibility if they are the
works of false believers in our midst, or if they are among the sons of disobedience of
the world, or from them. The book of Acts is full of instances of civil disobedience.
Almost every step forward the Gospel took in Acts was technically against the laws of
either the Romans or the Jews, and was exposing the false religion (Acts 17) and evil
practices (Acts 19) of these people.
Exposing works of darkness in our surrounding cultures is described in Proverbs 21:22
with these words, A wise man scales the city of the mighty and brings down the
stronghold in which they trust.
If our city, state, or national government trusts in bribes, God calls his people to scale
that place of false trust, and pull it down by the power of the word of God, and (I Tim. 2)
prayer.
At the same time, Proverbs 9:8 commands us not to reprove a scoffer, or they will hate
us. Therefore there is a time and place and way to expose works of darkness and
extortion demands and bribery. We are to be as wise and serpents and as innocent as
doves, Matthew. 10.
One thing folks in the mystery country could do is simply to print up this essay, and give
it to everyone they see, including corrupt government officials.
This will make them and us reliant on God’s main weapon, the word of God. It is only the
word of God that is living and active and reveals man’s true state before God.
This was Christ’s tactic when He came to earth. In Isaiah 4 we read about how he
transformed the earth:
There shall come forth a shoot from the stump of Jesse,
and a branch from his roots shall bear fruit.
2
And the Spirit of the LORD shall rest upon him,
the Spirit of wisdom and understanding,
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the Spirit of counsel and might,
the Spirit of knowledge and the fear of the LORD.
3
And his delight shall be in the fear of the LORD.
He shall not judge by what his eyes see,
or decide disputes by what his ears hear,
4
but with righteousness he shall judge the poor,
and decide with equity for the meek of the earth;
and he shall strike the earth with the rod of his mouth,
and with the breath of his lips he shall kill the wicked.
5 Righteousness shall be the belt of his waist,
and faithfulness the belt of his loins.
6

The wolf shall dwell with the lamb,
and the leopard shall lie down with the young goat,
and the calf and the lion and the fattened calf together;
and a little child shall lead them.
The rod of Christ’s mouth, and the breath of His lips, is of course, the Word of God. We
do our part in the war with extortionists when we give them the Word of God that deals
with extortion, and let the Holy Spirit do what he wills.
And Paul reminds us in Romans 3:20, that only through the law comes knowledge of sin.
Therefore, preaching and exposing bribe-demanding officials and businessmen to the
law of God is one of the only ways for them truly to come to Christ. Without the
knowledge of sin, no one comes to Christ. So by giving this essay to such people, you
are preaching the Gospel to them.
And of course, the Church universal needs to hear this kind of teaching preached
regularly from the pulpit and to be instructed in how to deal with public corruption. By
avoiding preaching God’s righteous standards, we end up giving the impression that
God does take bribes etc., or just doesn’t care. Too much teaching on God’s
forgiveness, and too little on God’s holiness and hatred of private and public immorality,
leaves us feeling there is less and less for us and others to be forgiven for. Again,
without the law guiding and challenging us, grace becomes meaningless and useless.
When we preach the whole Bible to the whole creation, we are then revealing to all the
creation the true God of the Bible and His order for everything. We then allow for all to
see what E.K. was excited about, as I shared in the preface. God rules over all, even
those who love bribes. And we are called to make that rule known by proclaiming the
whole counsel of God to all of humanity.
Kuyper further writes:
This dominating principle (of Scripture) was not, soteriologically,
justification by faith, but, in the sense, cosmologically, the Sovereignty of
the Triune God over the whole Cosmos, in all its spheres and kingdoms,
visible and invisible. 13
But Calvinism has done more. In Politics also it taught us that the human
element, --here the people—may not be considered as the principal
13

Abraham Kuyper, Lectures on Calvinism (Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1931), 79.
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thing…but that God in His Majesty, must flame before the eyes of every
nation, and that all nations together are to be reckoned before Him as a
drop in a bucket and as the small dust of the balances. From the ends of
the earth God cites all nations and peoples before His high judgment seat.
For God created the nations. They exist for Him. They are His own. And
therefore all these nations, and in them humanity, must exist for His glory
and consequently after his ordinance, in order that in their well-being,
when they walk after His ordinance, His divine wisdom may shine forth.14
6.

Lead extortionists to Christ.
Never forget Jude 20-23
20

But you, beloved, building yourselves up in your most holy faith and praying in
the Holy Spirit, 21 keep yourselves in the love of God, waiting for the mercy of our
Lord Jesus Christ that leads to eternal life. 22 And have mercy on those who
doubt; 23 save others by snatching them out of the fire; to others show mercy with
fear, hating even the garment stained by the flesh.
Have mercy on a few, snatching them out of the fire, hating even the garment spotted by
the flesh. If an extortionist will hear the good news of Jesus saving us from our sins, and
he understands that extortion is a sin, then the believers in our Mystery Country must
lead such people to the cross of Jesus for repentance and forgiveness of sins.

Epilogue:
Western Christians Must Empathize With and Take Action
on Behalf of the Extorted
Westerners of course are not called simply to be spectators to the oppression of our
brothers in Christ. We are commanded to empathize with them in prayer and action.
Hebrews 13:3,
3

Remember those who are in prison, as though in prison with them, and those
who are mistreated, since you also are in the body.
If we want churches to be planted in the chronically and insipiently corrupt portions of the
world, the majority 6 billion, as affluent Westerners who usually literally have at least 10
times more available spending money, we must do everything we can to see that church
plants in the corrupt part of the world are well funded. We can either help the godly grow
the kingdom in the oppressive countries of the world, or we can welcome them as
immigrants to the less corrupt parts of the world. But apathetically witnessing their
oppression, and at the same time not allowing them to immigrate, is a great sin.

14

Ibid., 81
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Again, the law speaks to break, humble and guide us:
Deut. 10: (NASB)
16

“So circumcise your heart, and stiffen your neck no longer. 17“For the
LORD your God is the God of gods and the Lord of lords, the great, the mighty,
and the awesome God who does not show partiality nor take a bribe.18“He
executes justice for the orphan and the widow, and shows His love for the alien
by giving him food and clothing. 19“So show your love for the alien, for you were
aliens in the land of Egypt.
Then with the oppressed and the alien we will enjoy the last of Jude together:
24

Now to him who is able to keep you from stumbling and to present you
blameless before the presence of his glory with great joy, 25 to the only God, our
Savior, through Jesus Christ our Lord, be glory, majesty, dominion, and authority,
before all time and now and forever. Amen

Bibliography
Augustine. (4 A.D.). The City of God.
Chesterton, G. (1908). Orthodoxy. John Lane Company.
Kuyper, A. (1931). Lectures on Calvinism. Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company.
Leithart, P. (2003). Against Christianity. Canon Press.
Lewis, C. (1947). Miracles. HarperCollins.
McDowell, J. (1999). Evidence that Demands a Verdict. Thomas Nelson.
Meeter, H. H. (1939). Calvinism. Zondervan.
Quora. (2017, February). What Percentage of the World's Population Lives in Developed Countries?
Retrieved from Quora: https://www.quora.com/What-percentage-of-the-worlds-population-livesin-developed-countries
Transparency International. (2017, January). Corruption Perceptions Index 2016. Retrieved from
Transparency International:
http://www.transparency.org/news/feature/corruption_perceptions_index_2016
Wenger, M. (2013). Poetry and the Bible - An Introduction (Lecture Notes). Retrieved February 2017, from
Academia: http://www.academia.edu/7110653/Poetry_and_the_Bible__An_Introduction_Lecture_Notes_
Wikipedia. (2017, February). Corruption in [Mystery Country]. Retrieved from Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Corruption_in_

26

