Old Testament Teaching Which the Rich Find Reassuring
 

1.
Private property is not wrong. Biblical injunctions to generosity against theft indicate that possessions are not wrong, since these injunctions could hardly be applied to generosity with someone else's possessions. Ex. 20:15 (stealing is forbidden; cf. Deut. 5:19) Ex. 20:17 (coveting is forbidden; cf. Deut. 5:21) Ex. 22:1‑15 (property may be protected)

 

2.
Wealth can bring happiness. Eccles. 5:19‑20

 

3.
The righteous will prosper. Ps. 128:1‑2 Prov. 3:9‑10 Prov. 10:22 Prov. 11:24‑28 Prov. 22:9 Prov. 28:22,27

 

4.
People are sometimes to blame for their own poverty. Prov. 6:6‑11 Prov. 10:4 Prov. 13:4, II Prov. 20:4,13 Prov. 21:5,6 Prov. 28:19‑20

 

5.
Poverty and those who are impoverished must not be romanticized. There are obvious advantages to wealth over poverty. (See the description of famine in 2 Kings 6‑7; Jer. 52.) Prov. 13:23 Prov. 14:20‑21 Prov. 22:7 Prov. 19:4,7 Isa. 32:7; Eccles. 4:1‑2 Lam. 4:9‑10 Isa. 41:17

It is of no little significance that those parts of Scripture which the rich find most reassuring were, for the most part, written by Solomon, a man who was himself wealthy beyond the imagination of his day (2 Chron. 9:1328). Not only was his personal fortune vast and ostentatiously displayed, however; it represented a brazen disregard for those God‑given regulations which were to have governed the kings of God's people. But he was a man whose obsessive preoccupation with himself manifested itself in tyrannical oppression of his own people, contrary to the Pentateuchal rules for kingship (Deut. 17:14‑20). This, predictably, resulted in the tragic division of Israel into two kingdoms (2 Chron. 10:1‑19). Solomon ignored Old Testament teachingùincluding most of his ownùconcerning wealth. "Better a little with righteousness than much gain with injustice," he noted (Prov. 16:8), even though his name became a byword for oppression. The collapse of his kingdom following his death proved the truth of his inspired declarations that "The Lord tears down the proud man's house. ... [and] A greedy man brings trouble to his family" (Prov. 15:25, 27). As an example of a pious rich man who didn't practice what he preached, Solomon is one of the most sobering examples in Scripture.

 

 

Old Testament Teaching Which the Rich Find Disturbing
 

1.
Material possessions and their concomitant comfort and security are not to be a primary goal of life. A man's life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions. The purpose of life is not to move from birth to death as comfortably as possible. Deut. 8:3‑5 Job 1:21 Ps. 37:16 Ps. 39:5‑11 Ps. 49:12‑13,16‑20 Ps. 68:5‑6,10 Prov. 11:4 Prov. 15:16‑17 Prov. 16:8,16,19 Prov. 17:1 Prov. 22:1 Prov. 23:45 Prov. 28:3,6 Eccles. 2:10‑11 Eccles. 4:13 Jer. 9:23‑24

 

2.
For the people of God, rights associated with personal property and possessions are not absolute for the following reasons: 

 

a.
God is Lord of all creation and all creatures. Gen. 1‑3 (God created everything) Deut. 10:14‑21 (God of gods and Lord of lords, the great God) I Sam. 2:7‑8 (the foundations of the earth are the Lord's) I Chron. 29:14‑19 (everything comes from God) Job 41:11 ("Everything under heaven belongs to me.") Ps. 24:1‑2 ("The earth is the Lord's, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it.")  Prov. 22:2 ("Rich and poor have this in common: the Lord is maker of them all.") .  As Creator and Lord of all things, God has established the rules which most fairly govern the acquiring and use of property and possessions by rich and poor alike.

b.
For the people of God, any rights associated with the acquiring, the use, or the disposal of personal wealth are in principle subordinated to an obligation to care for poorer, weaker members of society. That this was a primary concern in the Old Testament is evident in the regulations that were to govern the community life of God's people. 

 

(1) Jubilee Lev. 25:8‑43

  The Jubilee year was designed to have a leveling effect. It meant that any economic momentum or advantage which might for any reasonùluck, good management or mismanagement, ability or lack of abilityùhave been gained by one person over another could not be maintained indefinitely. Jubilee was a time of fresh beginnings for the land and for the personal economy of the unfortunate. It made the endless accumulation of properties impossible. 

 

(2) Sabbatical Ex. 23:10‑11 Lev. 25:1‑7 Deut. 15:1‑6 2 Chron. 36:15‑21

  The sabbatical was intended for the well being of the poor, the wild animals, and the land itself. Debts were to be cancelled. Failure to practice the sabbatical rests was one reason singled out by the chronicler in 2 Chron. 36.

 

(3) Tithe Ex. 22:29‑30 Ex. 23:19 Deut. 14:22‑29 Deut. 26:1‑15

  The tithe that was gathered every three years was to be centrally stored for the use of Levites and the poor (aliens, fatherless and widows).

 

(4) Interest, Loans, Collateral Ex. 22:25‑27 Lev. 25:35‑38;  Deut. 15:1‑11 (What we would call "a sound business principle," Qod calls a "wicked thought"!) Deut. 23:19‑20 Deut. 24:6,10‑13,17‑18. Interest could not be charged on money loaned to the needy fellow Israelite. Jurisdiction over loan collateral was strictly limited. 

 

(5) Gleaning Deut. 24:19‑20

Harvesting was not to be so efficient as to leave nothing behind for the poor. The story of Ruth and Boaz provides a beautiful example of gleaning laws in practice.

 

(6) Debt Repayment Deut. 15:1‑11

Debts were to be cancelled at the end of every seven years. "There should be no poor among you," said the Lord (v. 4). These laws were one way of ensuring that there would never be institutional poverty among the people of God.

 

(7) Treatment of Employees Deut. 24:14‑15

  The poor employee was not to be taken advantage of. He or she was to be paid "each day before sunset."

 

 (8) Limitations on the Wealth of Kings Deut. 17:14‑17 (cf. I Kings 6‑7; 11:1‑6)

  The wealth which a king could legitimately acquire was to be strictly curtailed. He was not allowed to "accumulate large amounts of silver and gold." Sadly, Solomon's disregard of this command resulted in the oppression of the poor and in the division of his kingdom.

 

 3.
Wealth and prosperity are inherently dangerous spiritually. As the King Midas legend tells us, wealth is dangerous because it depersonalizes the wealthy. "Great wealth," argues a tract in a frenzied outburst which nevertheless reflects an outlook which is so universal as to suggest it may be instinctive, "sears the soul, dries up the wellsprings of the heart, thickens the skin, cauterizes the nerve ends, and dulls the sensibilities to the pains and groans of allùsave its own."~

 

 a. Wealth and security make God redundant, unnecessary, and tempt man to conveniently forget, ignore or even defy God. Deut. 8:1‑20 Deut. 9:4‑6 Deut. 31:19‑20 Deut. 32:15 I Kings 6‑7; 11:1‑13; Ps. 119:36‑37 Ez. 28:4‑5 Ez. 13:31‑32 Hos. 13:6 
b. Wealth and security breed a false sense of security. Ps. 30:6 Ps. 49:5‑6 Prov. 10:15 Prov. 11:28 Prov. 18:11,16 Isa. 56:9‑12 Jer. 12:1‑4 Jer. 17:11 Jer. 49:4‑5

c. Wealth and security often spawn pride in one's imagined personal accomplishments or entitlements. Wealth and security are enemies of humility and meekness. Prov. 18:23 Jer. 9:23‑24 Ez. 28:4‑5 Hos. 2:8

d. The independence, imagined security, and pride that usually accompany wealth result in profound self‑delusion and dangerously distorted judgment. Prov. 28:11 Eccles. 5:8‑15 Isa. 30:9‑11 Jer. 6:13‑15 Jer. 8:10‑11 Hos. 2:8 Hos. 9:7 Hos. 12:6‑8
e. Repentance is derailed or distorted by wealth. Isa. 22:12‑13 /. "The rich are particularly susceptible to certain sins:
(1) Overindulgence/Gluttony/lnsatiable Greed e.g., Solomon (I Kings 6‑7; 10:14‑29; 11:1‑6) Eccles. 5:8‑15

(2) Ruthicssness in their dealings with those over whom they have power, that is, the poor and the weak. 

e.g., Solomon and Rehoboam (I Kings 10:14‑29, cf. I Kings 12:1‑24) (3) Abuse of personal power. 

e.g., Ahab and Naboth (I Kings 21:1‑16) Isa. 30:10‑21 Jer. 22:6‑12

 

(4) Contempt for the poor, and callous unconcern for their plight. Job 12:5 Ez. 16:49 Jer. 22:25‑29 
(5) Wealth and prejudice against the poor often go together. Ex. 23:6 Job 12:5 Isa. 5:22‑23

(6) Misguided priorities. Ps. 119:36‑37 Isa. 5:22‑23

f. Greed, gluttony, and covetousnessùsins that have been labeled virtues by our societyùare in actuality terrible sins. Recognizing this, earlier Christian theologians included these among the "deadly" or "root" sins." Ex. 20:17 Deut. 5:21 Prov. 30:12‑16 Isa. 57:17

g. On the contrary, godliness with contentment is great gain. Yet discontent with one's lot is at the root of the overindulgence of the rich. God's people are to be content with enough, even if that is only a little.

Exodus 14‑17 (Israel's response to what appeared to be survival crises was to indulge in what few will argue was legitimate, vigorous complaint. God's opinion of their complaining is found in Psalm 95:10‑11.) Ps. 73:25‑26

We should be content with little, yes, but our own little, not someone else's!

h. Wealth and security, and the desire for wealth and security, corrupt those who speak for God.

The one who pays the fiddler calls the tune. Preachers paid to do the job often gear the message to the tastes of the largest donor. The rich have the resources to pay for any message they may wish to hear concerning themselves and their relationship to people and possessions, thus confirming their dangerous but comforting self‑delusion. Thus, for example, Balaam was paid by Balak to curse Israel (see Num. 22, esp. v. 15). Isa. 30:9‑11 Jer. 6:13‑15 Jer. 8:10‑11 Jer. 14:14‑16 Jer. 23:14‑17,25‑32 Ez. 34:1‑5,17‑24 Jer. 44:28 Micah 2:6‑11 Micah 3:1‑11 Micah 7:1‑3

 

4. Wealth and prosperity are not a sign of righteousness. On the contrary, in the Old Testament they are usually achieved and maintained by means of blatant unrighteousness.

The prosperity of Egypt was built on slavery. The inhabitants of Canaan, a land flowing with milk and honey, were notoriously wicked (compare Num. 13:26‑29 with Lev. 18:24‑28; 20:23‑24). Sodom and Gomorrah, now bywords for sinfulness of the most appalling kind, were affluent (Gen. 13:13; 18:16‑29; Ez. 16:49). Many kings of Israel and Judah were not only rich and often apparently successful but notoriously wicked: Baasha (I Kings 15:33‑16:7); Ornri (I Kings 16:21‑28); Ahab (I Kings 16:29; 22:40); Jehoram (2 Kings 8:16‑24); Ahaziah (2 Kings 8:25‑29); Jehoahaz (2 Kings 13:1‑9); Jehoash (2 Kings 13:10‑25); Jeroboam II (2 Kings 14:23‑29); Menahem (2 Kings 15:17‑22); Pekah (2 Kings 5:27‑31); Ahaz (2 Kings 16:1‑20); Manasseh (2 Kings 21:118); Amon (2 Kings 21:19‑26); Jehoahaz (2 Kings 23:3135). While the scriptures make it clear that the sin of these and other kings resulted in the eventual destruction of both Israel and Judah, yet individually they and their peers enjoyed personal wealth and comfort. Gen. 6:1‑8 (Noah's contemporaries) Gen. 11:1‑9 (Babel builders)

Job 21:7‑16 (The immemorial question has been the apparent contradiction between a sovereign God who loves righteousness, on the one hand, and a world in which the wicked are prosperous, successful, and happy while the righteous are poor, unsuccessful, and sorrowful, on the other.) Ps. 10:2‑6 Ps. 37:14‑17 Ps. 52:7 Ps. 73:2‑17 Ps. 92:7 Ps. 109:1‑16 Prov. 11:16 Eccles. 5:8‑15 Isa. 1:10‑23 Isa. 2:6‑9 Isa. 3:15‑24 Isa. 5:7‑8 Isa. 56:9‑12 Jer. 2:34 Jer. 5:26‑29 Jer. 12:1‑2 Jer. 17:11 Jer. 22:13‑19 Jer. 44:15‑18 Hos. 10:1‑2 Hos. 12:6‑8 Amos 5:4‑7,11‑15,21‑24; Amos 6:4‑7 Amos 8:4‑7 Hab. 2:4‑12 Zech. 11:4‑6
a. Faithfulness to God is no guarantee of personal prosperity or security Jer. 44:15‑18

b. The rich and the powerful are often to blame for the plight of the poor, either by their actions or by their failure to act. Prov. 13:23 Eccles. 5:8‑15 Isa. 32:7 
c. It is not only possible to have too little, it is possible to have too much. Prov. 30:8‑9

d. Preoccupation with personal material advancement and personal security is a sign of spiritual bankruptcy.

(1) It makes our professions of faith a hollow sham to those who are closest to us.

 Gen. 13:10‑11 and 19:14 (Lot made a fatal decision when he chose the best for himself, displaying his fundamentally hedonistic orientation to life. No wonder his sons thought he was joking when he at last was attentive to God's ways.) I Sam. 2:29 
(2) It brings moral and physical disaster. 2 Kings 5:15‑27

e. Oppression or neglect of the poor leads inevitably to judgment. Solidarity with the poor leads just as inevitably to reward. Deut. 8:19‑20 Deut. 28:15 2 Chron. 36:15‑21 Prov. 28:22‑27 Prov. 29:14 Isa. 2:6‑9 Isa. 3:15‑24 Isa. 10:1‑4 Jer. 14:11‑12 Jer. 18:5‑20 Jer. 22:13‑19 Micah 2:1‑2 Hab. 2:6‑12 Zech. 7:11‑14 Mal. 3:5 /. Religious orthodoxy without a passion for justice is a hollow sham. Isa. 1:10‑23 Jer. 7:3‑7,21‑23

 

5. God identifies with the poor, the needy, the oppressed. Ex. 22:21‑27 Lev. 25:39‑43 Deut. 10:14‑20 Deut. 15:7‑18 Deut. 27:19 Job 5:8‑27 Ps. 9:9,12,18 Ps. 10:17‑18 Ps. 12:5 Ps. 18:27 Ps. 22 Ps. 35:10 Ps. 37:10‑11 Ps. 68:4‑6 Ps. 72:2‑4,12‑14 Ps. 103:6 Ps. 107:9 Ps. 109:31 Ps. 112:9 Ps. 113:7‑8 Ps. 136:17‑25 Ps. 138:6 Ps. 140:12 Ps. 146:7‑9 Ps. 147:6 Prov. 14:31 Prov. 15:25,27 Prov. 16:8 Prov. 17:5 Prov. 19:17 Prov. 21:13,17 Isa. 10:1‑4 Isa. 11:1‑4 Isa. 26:3‑6 Isa. 29:13‑21 Isa. 41:17‑20 Isa. 53:1‑12 Isa. 57:15 Isa. 61:1‑8 Jer. 20:13 Jer. 49:11 Hos. 14:3

 

a. The Messiah would identify with the poor, the needy, the oppressed, coming not only/or them but as one of them. PS.22 Isa. 53:1‑12

 

b. God's true children always actively identify with the poor, the needy, and the oppressed. Biblical good is never simply passive restraint from doing someone else harm; it is always active, initiative‑taking good will toward others.

 

(1) The person who either oppresses or neglects the poor cannot call himself God's child. Any claim to "Godkinship" by such a person is either an outright lie or an evidence of tragic self‑delusion. Job 30:24‑25 Job 31:26‑28 Ps. 37:21‑28 Ps. 41:1‑3 Ps. 94:1,3,6 Ps. 112:5 Prov. 25:21 (even the poor enemy!) Prov. 31:8‑9, Prov. 31:18‑20 Jer. 22:3,16‑17

 

(2) True righteousness always expresses itself in an obedience which concerns itself with the well being of the poor, and is never content with mere conformity to religious rites and the mouthing of pious platitudes. Ex. 23:6; I Sam. 15:22‑23 Job 30:24‑25 Job 31:16‑28 Ps. 40:6‑8 Prov. 3:27‑28 Isa. 1:10‑23 Isa. 29:13‑21 Isa. 58:1‑11 Jer. 7:3‑7,21‑23 Jer. 21:11‑14 Jer. 22:3 Ez. 16:49 Ez. 33:31‑32 Amos 5:4‑24 Amos 6:4‑7 Amos 8:4‑7 Zech. 7:8‑10

 

c. The godly rich relate to the poor and to their possessions according to principles which are detailed and modelled in the scriptures. Job 30:24‑25 Job 31:16‑28 Ps. 41:1‑3; Ps. 74:21

 

d. God meets the needs of the poor through the actions and interventions of his obedient people. This was the intent of the laws dealing with the treatment of the poor by the rich. e.g., Nehemiah 5:1‑13

 

e. True giving to God involves that which we genuinely valueùnot just our surplus or discards. It is easy to be a cheerful giver when we give away what we neither need nor want. The warm, inner feeling of self‑congratulations is very gratifying. But to give what we will really missùa kind of giving which in the Bible is called sacrifice, and which has always characterized the giving of God's true childrenùis the giving with which God is pleased. It is an interesting fact that while there is a great volume of criticism in the Scriptures levelled against those whose aid for the poor is either inadequate or nonexistent, there is no instance of prophetic preaching against giving too much. Lev. 1:3,10 Lev. 2:1,4 Lev. 3:1,6 Lev. 27:1‑33 Deut. 17:1 2 Sam. 24:18‑25 Mal. 1:6‑14

 

6. True spiritual revival and repentance involves economic reformation and justice. Repentance without the fruit of repentance is meaningless. Neh. 5:1‑12 Isa. 1:10‑23 Isa. 58:1‑11 Jer. 7:3‑7,21‑23 Hos. 4:7 Hos. 8:2 Micah 6:6‑16 Zech. 7:8‑10

 

7. Economic repentance is costly, and therefore very rare. But it is possible. The powerful and wealthy usually deal with prophetic preaching by doing away with the preacher, and hiring someone with a more positive approach to their excesses (e.g., Isa. 30:9‑11; Ez. 18:5‑23). A rare Old Testament account of repentance is found in Nehemiah 5:1‑12.

 

New Testament Teaching Which the Rich Find Reassuring
 

1. Private property is legitimate.

Matt. 5:42; Luke 6:34‑35 (Jesus' followers are to loan to the poor; one legitimately loans only what one owns.) Matt. 6:2‑4; Luke 6:30 (Jesus' followers are commanded to give to th poor; giving away what belongs to someone else is stealing.) Mark 1:29; Luke 4:38 (Simon owned a house which Jesus frequentedthere is no record that Jesus disapproved of private ownership of a house \ The validity of private property is also implied in numerous parables ù for example, the Talents (Matt. 25:14‑30), the Unjust Steward (Luke 16:18), and the Pounds (Luke 19:12‑27)‑all of which deal with the use of money without any hint that money is intrinsically evil.

 

In those cases where Jesus challenges certain people to part with their personal wealth (e.g., the Rich Young Ruler, Matt. 19:21; Luke 12:33; 14:33; 18:22), Jesus is not denying property as a right. On the contrary, he challenges would‑be followers to forego this right for his sake. He is not establishing an economic law, but presenting them with a moral choice.

 

2. Some of Jesus' followers were rich. The Magi were among the first to acknowledge and worship Jesus as the Christ (Matt. 2:1‑12); Nicodemus was a member of the Jewish ruling council (John 3:1; 19:39); Joseph of Arimathea is the rich disciple who made arrangements to bury Jesus in his own new tomb (Matt. 27:57‑60).

 

3. Several of Jesus' parables feature astute businessmen who are commended for their profitable investments.

Matt. 7:24‑27 (The wise man was rich enough to be able to afford his own house.)

Matt. 25:14‑30 (The Master punished the poorest of his three stewards for his failure to invest his money, and rewarded the other two for doubling his money.)

 

New Testament Teaching Which the Rich Find Disturbing
 

But as in the Old Testament, so in the New, most of the economic teaching is annoying, meddlesome, unpopular, or distressing to those who are rich. Instruction to Christ's followers concerning the use of their personal resources is both abundant and painfully clear. As members of the best fed, best clothed, best housed society in the world, Western missionaries need desperately to apply this teaching to themselves. New Testament teaching on wealth and poverty may be organized according to the following principles:

 

1. In the New Testament as in the Old, wealth and possessions, together with the comfort, security, and efficiency which they can provide, are subordinate goods, and neither their pursuit nor their accumulation can ever be regarded as intrinsically worthwhile goals in life.

2 Cor. 4:7‑18 ("So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen. For what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.") Ironically, while the Western church is quick to share that which it claims

I Tim. 6:6‑19

  a. Wealth deludes both the man himself and those around him concerning his real worth and expertise. It colors and distorts a person's perspective on life itself. As Galbraith put it, "Nothing so gives the illusion of intelligence as personal association with large sums of money. "~ Both experience and New Testament teaching make it clear that Galbraith is right!

  Matt. 18:1‑9 (The most drastic measures must be taken to ensure that one's activities, attitudes, values, preoccupations, do not cause little ones to stumble.)

  Luke 22:24‑30 (There is little room in Christ's kingdom for the earthly great.)

  Phil. 2:1‑4 (Not selfish ambition, but the needs of others, should be the Christian's preoccupation.) I Tim. 6:3‑16

  James 2:1‑7 (We tend to favor those who are rich with our company, our friendship, position, a respectful hearing etc.)

 b. Wealth deadens a person to his own spiritual need, and tends to produce a preoccupation with this world and, necessarily, alienation from God.

Matt. 13:22 Matt. 22:5 Luke 12:13‑21

Luke 14:15‑24 (The rich are so busily preoccupied with their own lifestyles they have no time to respond obediently to God's invitation.) Luke 16:19‑31 2 Tim. 6:6‑19 James 5:1‑6 I John 2:15‑17

Rev. 3:14‑21 (The Laodicean church thought it lacked nothing. In fact, it lacked that which is the very essence of the ChurchùChrist himself!)

  c. Wealth makes genuine prayer difficult, since prayer is not the activity of comfortable, secure people, but the desperate outcry of people whose life circumstances are out of their own control.

  Synonyms for "prayer" in the New Testament (request, ask, bow down before, fall prostrate before, kneel before, beseech, beg, implore, plead, petition, entreat) can hardly be used to describe the pious cliches mouthed by the rich when their eyes are closed. Self‑sufficiency and security are the enemies of prayer, as are materialism and secularism.

d. Wealth comes into conflict with the demands of the Kingdom of God. Matt. 10:5‑10 Matt. 10:37‑39 Matt. 13:44‑46 (The Kingdom demands everything a man has; the wealthy find it almost impossible to part with their beloved possessions.) 
Matt. 16:24‑28 Matt. 19:16‑24 Mark 10:17‑31 Luke 14:15‑23 Luke 14:25‑35 (Wealthy missionaries appear to be doing well by doing good. The cost of discipleship is another difficult principle for them to teach . . . by modelling.)

  Luke 16:10‑15 (You cannot serve both God and money. The Phariseespractical businessmen that they wereùsneered at the impracticality of this man so obviously out of touch with reality.)

  Luke 17:32 (Remember Lot's wife ... she wanted to retain the comfortable life of civilized Sodom.)

  Luke 18:18‑30 (Rich young ruler must choose between wealth and Christ.)

I John 2:15‑17 /. Wealth tends to produce alienation from one's fellow human beings. I Cor. 11:17‑34 James 2:1‑13 James 5:1‑6

e. Wealth tends to become a person's god. Matt. 6:19‑24 Luke 16:13

f. Wealth never satisfies, but breeds covetousness and greed . . . a continual desire for more.

  Luke 21:34‑36 (hearts weighed down with "dissipation"ùunrestrained indulgence in the pursuit of pleasureùa picture painted by Jesus himself of our society, dedicated to the pursuit of pleasure, and constitutionally guaranteeing every citizen that "inalienable right.") Eph. 4:19 (an accurate picture of our consumer society.) i.  Wealth produces spiritual fruitlessness. Matt. 13:22 Mark 4:18‑19 (Money talks . . . but it usually doesn't tell the truth!) Luke 8:14 (Riches and pleasures choke spiritual seed to death.) 
g. The love of money can cause us to betray Jesus. Matt. 26:14‑16 (Judas did it for 30 silver coins.)

  Acts 5:1‑10 (Ananias and Sapphira were more concerned with looking good than with being good.)

 

  2. Christ identified with the poor, coming/or the poor and as one o/the poor. Jesus' first recorded public words related to the poor (Luke 4:18‑30). He made it clear that God's Kingdom was not intended for the rich, but for the poor. It is true that he came to liberate both rich and poor. Nevertheless, it was as a poor man, rather than as a rich man, that he chose to identify himself with the human race.

Matt. 15:31‑46 (It is in the poor that we see and minister to Christ.) Luke 1:46‑56 Luke 2:1‑24 (Jesus was born in a stable, and the circumstances of his presentation at the Temple vv21‑24ùindicate that his parents were not rich, but poor. Cf. Lev. 12:8) Luke 4:16‑19 (Jesus' mission was to the poor. Cf. Isa. 58, 61) Luke 6:20‑26 (The poor are blessed, the rich are damned.) Matt. 8:2,18‑20 Luke 14:12‑14 Luke 16:19‑31 (Rich man and Lazarus) John 1:14 (The Word became flesh, and lived for a while among us.) 2 Cor. 8:9 (Jesus became poor for our sakes.)

  Phil. 2:1‑11 (For our sakes Jesus became nothing, a servant, humbly obedient to the point of death.)

 

a. Christ's true followers identic with the poor in practical, costly ways.

  Those who neglect the poor cannot regard themselves, nor should they be regarded, as Christ's disciplesùno matter how orthodox their creeds and confessions, and no matter how enthusiastic their pious rituals. Identification with the needy is a matter of deadly seriousness for Christ, and therefore for all of his true followers. Lack of concern in this area is a sure indication that Christ is not within. Matt. 25:31‑46 Luke 11:37‑42 (The Pharisees neglected justice and the love of God.) Luke 14:12‑14 (Invite the poor to banquets.) Acts 2:42‑47 Acts 4:32‑37 Acts 11:27‑30 (Practical response to impending famine.) Acts 20:35 (Paul worked hard to help the weak.)

  It is no wonder that early believers were not called Christians, but followers of "the Way" (Acts 9:2; 19:9, 23; 22:4; 24:14, 22)!

  2 Cor. 8:1‑15 (The poor churches of Macedonia pleaded for the privilege of sharing with the needy.)

  2 Cor. 9:1‑15 (We reap not only what we sow; we reap more than we sow. God loves a cheerful giver.) Gal. 2:10/Acts 21:17ff. Gal. 6:7‑10

Phil 4:14‑19 (Philippian church contributed to needs of Paul.) Heb. 6:4‑12 (It is possible for Christians to begin well in this matter of helping the poor, and to then become lazy.)

  Heb. 13:16 (Sharing our resources with others is a sacrifice with which God is pleased.) James 1:27

  I John 3:7‑20 (Significantly, assurance of salvation for John restsùnot upon the recollection of some altar call experience in the past, but upon one's relationship with his possessions and with the needy. In the words of James 2:19, "the demons believe," i.e., insofar as orthodoxy is a matter of mental assent to a series of propositions about God, Jesus, the Holy Spirit,                                        

etc., the demons are believers! But their "belief does not produce conversion. Only the converted are God's children.) Rev. 3:14‑21

 

  b. God has chosen to work through the poor and the weak rather than through the rich and the strong. Matt. 1:18‑21

  Luke 1:26‑38 (Mary, the humble fiance of Joseph, a carpenter, was chosen to bear the incarnate Son of God. This cost her her reputation, and saddled her with not only the life‑long stigma of conceiving a child out of wedlock, but with a life of sorrow and misunderstanding as the earthly mother of a man who so irritated the respectable guardians of Jewish orthodoxy that he drove them to murder. This is a part of the human cost of obedience and divine favor.) 1 Cor. 1:16‑31 2 Cor. 12:7‑10 James 2:5 Rev. 2:8‑11 (Smyrna‑poor but rich.) Rev. 3:7‑13 (Philadelphia‑weak, yet strong.) Rev. 3:14‑21 (Laodiceaùrich, yet impoverished.)

 

  c. Not our religious orthodoxy, but our relationship with the needy, is the true indicator of our standing with God. Matt. 25:31‑46 (Sheep and goats) Luke 10:25‑37 (The Good Samaritan)

 

  d. Identification with the poor in the New Testament involves relating to specific persons, rather than to an abstract sociological class. To identic with "the poor" as a class necessitates little more than wringing one's hands on their behalf, giving some money to charitable causes, and indulging in the very satislying exercise of haranguing those who benefit most from the maintenance of the status quo. It costs almost nothing, and the rewards in terms of self‑satisfaction are immense. But to identify with actually poor persons requires a different kind of identificationùone costly in terms of personal resources, time, and agenda. And it is identification of this kind that marks the true follower of Christ. To have the former without the latter is nothing but hypocrisy. To have the latter is a basic requirement of every disciple, and gives that disciple the moral right to speak boldly against that structural evil which is often a significant factor underlying the poverty of large proportions of the world's poor.

  Luke 10:25‑37

 

  3. Genuine repentance involves genuine giving, which is always sacrificial. The giving which God honors involves parting with that which we genuinely value and needùnot just a ritual dumping of our surplus or discards. True worship involves sacrificing that which is most dear to us . . . our own bodies.

  Rom. 12:1‑22 (To "sacrifice" one's body means, among other things, to think humbly about ourselves; to spend our lives on behalf of others . . . sharing with God's people who are in need, practicing hospitality and associating with people of low position. Whatever else the "sacrifice" might mean, there is never much in it for the sacrifice itself, as Levitical regulations make clear.)

  Mark 12:41‑44 (The poor widow's two copper coinsùworth only a fraction of a pennyùwere of much greater significance than the large donations of the rich. Note also that Jesus does not appear to have been unduly concerned with whether the recipient of the gift was worthy or not. In this case, the widow gave all that she had to a corrupt Temple regime. Jesus did not regard this as waste, since he was more concerned with the widow's motives than with the relative merits of the recipient. Cf. Mark 14:1‑9 . . . woman who wasted the expensive perfume on Jesus' feet.) John 12:1‑8
 a. Christ's followers are not called to self‑fulfillment, but to self‑denial.

  Mark 8:31‑38 (Peter, rebuking Jesus for his morbid negativism, is disconcerted to hear that the more positive agenda he had in mind for Jesus is inspired by Satan. "Out of my sight, Satan!" Jesus said. "You do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men.") Acts 14:22

  b Christ's followers are not called to be first, but last; not masters, but servants. For the wealthy person living among the poor, this goes absolutely contrary to natural practice, necessitating a redefinition of "service" so that the ruler sees himself as the servant of the ruled. Mark 9:33‑37 Luke 13:22‑29

c. Love is the distinguishing mark of Christ's disciple. Love without costly sharing with the needy is not Christlike love. John 13:34‑35 John 14:23‑25 Heb. 13:15‑16

d. The generosity of Christ's follower is to be uncalculating, and should extend even to undeserving enemies. Matt. 5:38‑48 Luke 6:27‑36

  Luke 14:12‑14 (The poor who cannot repay should be invited to missionary celebrations.) Romans 12:17‑21

e. Genuine repentance always contains a practical, economic dimension.

  Luke 3:7‑14 (It is interesting that all of the "fruit in keeping with repentance" spelled out by John the Baptist involved economic relationships.) Luke 19:1‑9 (Zacchaeus not only paid back four times as much as he had extorted, he gave half of his possessions to the poor. "Today," said Christ, "salvation has come to this house.") Acts 2:42‑47
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  Acts 4:32‑5:11 (There were no needy persons in the earliest church. Ananias and Sapphira were more concerned with looking good than with being good, as are many today.)

Acts 10:2 (Cornelius "gave generously to those in need.") Acts 19:23‑41 (Wide‑scale repentance in North America would undoubtedly have severe economic repercussions. Nothing could more quickly undermine our way of life than an outbreak of widespread contentment, or conversion to Christ's view of the importance of possessions.)

 

  4. Repentance for the rich is rare, but possible. There can be no doubt that Jesus had many dealings with the rich. What, then, was he trying to say to them? Their situation did not have to remain as it was. They could be converted. Conversion would result in the fruit of repentance. Repentance would involve them in radically new relationships to their wealth and to the poor.

  Luke 19:1‑9 (Although the rich young ruler did not repent, and very few of the Pharisees repented, Zacchaeus did.)

a. Those within the church who are rich are to be commanded "not to be arrogant nor to put their hope in wealth . . . to do good, to be rich in good deeds, and to be generous and willing to share." I Tim. 6:17‑19 (This is difficult to do if you are rich yourself.)

 

  5. Many religious leaders and missionaries of New Testament times loved money. Insofar as the Western Church still regards itself as the leader of the world wide community of believers (witness the call for "teachers" on the personnel requirement lists of mission agencies!), we are to all appearances in a position analogous to that of the Pharisees of Christ's day. Matt. 23:23‑26 Luke 11:39‑42 (Christ describes the Pharisees as "full of greed.") Luke 16:9‑15

  Teachers will be judged by a standard more rigorous than that applied to others (James 3:1). To be a wealthy Christian teacher is to be in a 'òò       dangerous     predicament     indeed,      since     the     teacher     must     practice     what     one, preaches. To do anything less is to forfeit not only one's credibility, but I one's claim to be Christ's disciple as well! "My mother and my brothers are those who hear God's word and put it into practice," Jesus said (Luke \ 8:21. Cf. Matt. 7:21‑27; Luke 6:46; 11:28; Jas. 1:22‑27). The just shall live } by faith, not just talk about faith (Heb. 10:38; II, 12);   2 Cor. 2:17 (There is money to be made in peddling the word of God!) (    Phil. 3:17‑21  (Those whose lives, priorities, preoccupations revolve ò around personal security are living as "enemies of the cross.") I Thes. 2:5 (Pious masks often are a cover for greed.) I Tim. 3:3 (The one who loves money is disqualified from leadership in the local church.) I Tim. 6:3‑5 ("Godliness" can be lucrative.)   2 Peter 2:1‑3 ("Christian" teachers whose greed motivates them to "minister" are nothing new.) Jude 3:16

  a. Some who claim to follow Christ do well by doing good. They are not genuinely interested in the poor, only in using the poor as a way for personal advancement of one sort or another.

  John 12:1‑8 (Judas was not really interested in the poor. He supplemented his living handsomely by personal use of what was given to him for the poor."

 

  6. Obedience, not theological orthodoxy, distinguishes the true follower of Jesus from the fraud. Acts 6:7 Acts 7:53 Heb. 10:30 (The righteous one will live by faith.)

CONCLUSION

 

  Let no one think that possession of wealth is the only sin, or that only the wealthy sin. Allùrich and poorùhave sinned and fallen short of the glory of God. The poor have sins to which they are particularly susceptible. But wealth is the context in which the faith of the rich is tested. The gospel is for the rich, as well as for the poorùalthough the rich might at times not recognize the "good news" as good when it is focused so painfully on their pleasantly desperate plight.

  It is clear that Christianity was never designed to make people comfortable and at ease with wealth and power. Nor, predictably, has genuine discipleship ever been widely popular among the rich. Wealth on any widescale has never been the norm in human experience. Subsistence, rather than abundance, has been the distinguishing mark of most societies. The modern missionary movement from the West, coinciding as it has with the relatively widely distributed affluence of the traditionally missionary sending nations, is now confronted with theological and ethical dilemmas engendered by its own affluence.

  In view of the fact that Western missionaries must often number themselves among the rich of this world, the teaching of the Old and New Testaments on the subject of the wealthy and the poor makes very uncomfortable reading, and impossible teaching for those who live privileged lives among the poor. This is perhaps one reason why missionaries from the West are focusing on the upwardly mobile classes of the world's great cities, and why Protestant missionaries at least have little to say to and even less to do with the inhabitants of the slums." This may be one reason why the door of opportunity in Christian mission today is not open before the wealthy Laodicean church, but before the impoverished Philadelphian church. Affluent missions are becoming increasingly marginalized in the great spiritual mission of the church.

  Even the least self‑examined person cannot but feel uncomfortable when confronted with the plain teaching of the scriptures in these matters In the face of the discomfort induced by the probings of God's revelation a person has recourse to one of three possible options: (1) one may ignore the teaching altogether; (2) one may engage in the transparently dubious exercise of self‑justification by explaining why an uncomfortable teaching doesn t apply to one's personal situation; or (3) one may repent and bl converted.
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