BIBLICAL ATTITUDES TO THE POOR AND THE RICH

(1) The poor
(a) Old Testament

God identifies with the poor in a way that we can’t fully appreciate.
At a later time God explains His call upon the fledgling Israel to come out of Egypt to enter the Promised Land as a fulfilment of a covenant promise made to Abraham (Deuteronomy 7:7,8). But at the burning bush, Moses hears: “I have indeed seen the misery of my people in Egypt.  I have heard them crying out because of their slave drivers, and I am concerned about their suffering.  So I have come down to rescue them from the hand of the Egyptians…” (Exodus 3:7,8a NIV cf. Exodus 6:5-7).  God’s words were to be personalised every year at the harvest festival as the preamble to the Ten Commandments, echoing God’s reminder to Israel that He is the God who sets the lowly and oppressed free, “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery” (Exodus 20:2; Deuteronomy 5:6).

Under the Old Testament Law, God’s people were commanded not to harden their hearts or close their hands to their fellow poor Israelites, but to be generous in maintaining those who could not maintain themselves.  They were to take them into their homes and feed them without charge (Deuteronomy 15:7-11).  Their regular tithes were also to be used to support the Levites, the aliens, the orphans and the widows (Deuteronomy 14:28,29; 26:12; Numbers 18:21,23).If an Israelite lent money to someone in need, he was not to charge interest on it (Exodus 22:25;  Leviticus 25:36,37).  If he took a pledge to secure his loan, he was not to go into the house to take it, but to stand outside and wait for it to be brought to him.  If he took as pledge his neighbour’s coat, he was to return it before sunset because the poor person would need it as a blanket to sleep in (Exodus 22:26,27; Deuteronomy 24:12,13).  The support and the relief of the poor were particularly the obligations of the extended family towards it own members. 

Employees were to pay their workers’ wages the same day they were earned (Leviticus 19:13; Deuteronomy 24:14,15).  Farmers were not to reap their fields to the very edges, nor to go back to pick up a dropped or forgotten sheaf (Leviticus 19:9,10; 23:22), nor to gather the gleanings after harvesting.  The borders, the gleanings and the fallen fruit were all to be left for the poor, the alien, the widow and the orphan (Leviticus 19:9,10; 23:22).  They too must be allowed to share in the harvest celebrations (Deuteronomy 16:9-12; 24:19-22).  Every third year, a tenth of the agricultural produce was to be given to the poor (Deuteronomy 14:28,29;  26:12).  Every seventh year fields were to lie fallow, and vineyards and olive groves to be unharvested, for the benefit of the poor who could help themselves to the fruit (Exodus 23:10,11; Leviticus 25:1-7).

The Old Testament Wisdom Literature complements this teaching.  The righteous man cares about justice for the poor (Proverbs 29:7); shares his bread with the fatherless and widows (Job 31:16-23); whereas “if a man shuts his ears to the cry of the poor, he too will cry out and not be answered”  (Proverbs 21:13 NIV; cf. Ezekiel 16:49).  Israel believed that God Himself stood behind the poor and that their attitude to the poor reflected their attitude to Him.  On the one hand “He who mocks the poor shows contempt for their Maker” (Proverbs 17:5), and on the other “He who is kind to the poor, lends to the Lord” (Proverbs 19:17).

It was clearly recognised in the Old Testament that poverty didn’t always happen “naturally”.  While it could be due to personal sin or national disobedience, and to God’s judgement on each, it was usually due to social injustices (the sins of others) and the poor were rarely in a position to change this. Poverty and powerlessness were often bracketed in the Old Testament (Psalms 109:31; 140:12), and God promised to champion the cause of the powerless poor (Psalm 140:12).

Moses laid much emphasis on the need for justice in the courts, particularly for the poor and powerless (Exodus 23:6,8; Leviticus 19:15; Deuteronomy 24:17; 27:19).  The reason repeatedly given was that they themselves had been oppressed in Egypt and God had set them free (Exodus 23:9; Deuteronomy 15:15).

The Wisdom books were just as forthright in demanding justice for the helpless.  In Psalm 82; the judges were instructed to “defend the cause of the weak and fatherless, maintain the rights of the poor and oppressed, rescue the weak and needy; deliver them from the hand of the wicked: (Psalm 82:3,4).  In Proverbs 31, King Lemuel was exhorted by his mother to “speak up for those who cannot speak for themselves, for the rights of all who are destitute; speak up and judge fairly; defend the rights of the poor and needy” (Psalm 31:8,9 NIV)

The prophets were even more outspoken.  They not only urged the people and their leaders to “seek justice, encourage the oppressed, defend the cause of the fatherless, plead the case of the widow” (Isaiah 1:17 cf. Zechariah 7:8-10), but equally they condemned those who oppressed these ones (Amos 2:6,7; 4:1; 5:11,12; 8:4,6; Jeremiah 5:28; 22:13).  

(b) New Testament

When Paul wrote “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though He was rich, yet for your sake He became poor, that you through His poverty might become rich” 

(2 Corinthians 8:9), he was obviously considering Jesus giving up “spiritual” riches more than earthly riches.  But while this is true, it can’t be overlooked that in God’s infinite wisdom, Jesus’ earthly family was relatively poor and His adult years never saw Him move beyond this. 

When Joseph and Mary came to the Temple to present their child, they brought a pair of turtle dovers to sacrifice. This was the Law’s provision for parents who were too poor to present a lamb or a dove (Luke 2:22-24 cf. Leviticus 12:6-8). During His public ministry as an itinerant preacher Jesus had no home and few possessions. To an unnamed enquirer who wanted to follow Him, Jesus replied “The foxes have holes and the birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay His head” (Luke 9:57,58).  He taught from a borrowed boat (Mark 4:1), rode into Jerusalem on a borrowed donkey (Luke 11:1ff), spent His last night in a borrowed room (Mark 14:12ff) and was buried in a borrowed tomb (Mark 15:42ff).  He and His disciples shared a common purse (John 12:6) and depended for their support on a group of women who sometimes accompanied them (Luke 8:1-3).

Jesus’ ministry showed constant care for the poor. He made friends with the needy (Matthew 11:19) and fed the hungry (Matthew 14:18-21; 15:35-38).  He told His disciples to sell their possessions and give to the poor (Luke 12:33); and when they gave a party to remember to invite the poor who would be in no position to invite them back (Luke 14:12-14).  He promised that in feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, welcoming the homeless and visiting the sick, they would be ministering to Him (Matthew 25:35-40).

Old Testament Messianic scriptures particularly highlighted the coming Christ’s heart that justice by given to the poor. “He will not judge by what he sees with his eyes, or decide by what he hears with his ears;  but with righteousness he will judge the needy, with justice he will give decisions for the poor of the earth”  (Isaiah 11:3,4 NIV). And again, “he will bring justice to the nations… a bruised reed he will not break, and a smouldering wick he will not snuff out…he will not falter or be discouraged till he establishes justice on earth” (Isaiah 42:1-4 NIV).
(2) The rich
In neither the Old nor the New Testament do we find God condemning the rich out of hand.  Both Testaments contain scriptures that speak of material blessing upon God’s people as they walk in obedience with Him “And all these blessings shall come upon you and overtake you if you will obey the Lord your God… And the Lord will make you abound in prosperity, in the offspring of your body and in the offspring of your beast and in the produce of your ground, in the land which the Lord swore to your fathers to give you” (Deuteronomy 28:2,11 NIV cf. 7:12-15);  “And God is able to make all grace abound to you, that always having all sufficiency in everything, you may have an abundance for every good deed … and you will be enriched in everything for all liberality…”  (2 Corinthians 9:8,11; cf. Philippians 4:19).

But the Bible does condemn gaining or maintaining wealth by unjust means.

The middle of the eight century BC was a time of political success and economic prosperity unknown since the days of Solomon. But it was also the time God chose to have His prophet Amos announce that the northern kingdom of Israel would be destroyed. Behind the façade of prosperity and vast economic growth was a growing division between rich and poor: “They sell the righteous for silver and the needy for a pair of sandals. They trample on the heads of the poor as upon the dust of the ground and deny justice to the oppressed” (Amos 2:6,7 NIV;  cf. 5:4; 6:4-7). Even in the courts, the poor had no hope because the rich bribed the judges (Amos 5:10-15).

Archaeologists have confirmed Amos’ picture of extremes of wealth and poverty.
 In the early days of the settlement in Canaan, the land was distributed reasonably equally among the families and tribes. Most Israelites enjoyed a similar standard of living.  Even as late as the tenth century BC, houses were approximately the same size.  But by Amos’ time, two centuries later, the contrast between larger, extravagant dwellings in one area and smaller, poorer homes compacted together in another area, had become obvious.
 No wonder Amos warned the rich “You have built houses of hewn stone, yet you will not live in them” (Amos 5:11 NASB).

God had other prophets announce the same fate for the southern kingdom of Judah:  “Woe to those who enact evil statues, and to those who constantly record unjust decisions, so as to deprive the needy of justice and rob the poor of My people of their rights….Now what will you do in the day of punishment?” (Isaiah 10:1-3)

Micah denounced those in Judah who “covet fields and then seize them, and houses and take them away. They rob a man and his house, a man and his inheritance” (Amos 2:2).  As a result, he warned, “Jerusalem will become a heap of ruins” (Micah 3:12 NASB)

Judah was initially spared, but as oppression of the poor increased, so God raised up further prophets to condemn the wealthy who had amassed riches by oppressing the poor. 


“Among my people are wicked men who lie in wait like men who snare


birds, and like those who set traps to catch men.  Like cages full of birds,


their houses are full of deceit; they have become rich and powerful


and have grown fat and sleek.  Their evil deeds have no limit; they do not


plead the case of the fatherless to win it;  they do not defend the rights 


of the poor. ‘Should I not punish them for this?’ declares the Lord.”







Jeremiah 5:26-29

Even at that late date God offered hope through His prophet if the people would forsake their injustice and idolatry


“For if you truly amend your ways and yours deeds, if you truly


practice justice between a man and his neighbour, if you do not oppress


the alien, the orphan or the widow, and do not shed innocent blood


in this place…. then I will let you dwell in this place in the land that I 


gave to your fathers, forever and ever”







Jeremiah 7:5-7 NASB

But they continued to oppress the poor and helpless (eg. Jeremiah 34:3-17) and despite Jeremiah’s persistent warnings that God would use Babylon to destroy Judah, Jerusalem fell in 587BC and the Babylonian captivity began.

The New Testament is equally severe:


“Now listen, you rich people, weep and wail because of the misery that


is coming upon you.  Your wealth has rotted, and moths have eaten your


clothes.  Your gold and silver are corroded.  Their corrosion will


testify against you and eat your flesh like fire.  You have hoarded wealth


in the last days.  Look!  The wages you failed to pay the workmen 


who mowed your fields are crying out against you.  The cries of the


harvesters have reached the ears of the Lord Almighty.  You have lived


on earth in luxury and self indulgence.  You have fattened yourselves


in the day of slaughter.  You have condemned and murdered innocent


men, who were not opposing you”







James 5:1-6 (NIV) 
The Bible also carries some strong warnings to the rich that tend to fall in one of two areas.  In Paul’s first letter to Timothy, he mentions both: “Instruct those who are rich this present world, not to be conceited or to fix their hope on the uncertainty of riches, but on God who richly supplies us with all things to enjoy” (1Timothy 6:17).  The first danger is pride, and the second is materialism.
“Instruct those who are rich in this present world, not to be conceited…”  Wealth makes people feel important.  J. B. Phillips paraphrases “conceited” as “contemptuous of others”  

(1 Timothy 6:1 Phillips).  The value system of the rich is far more likely to be impacted by their riches than the lack of assets would impact the value system of those lacking wealth.

James pictures how wealth turns us away from godly values and toward ungodly values.


“Suppose a man comes into your meeting wearing a gold ring and


fine clothes, and a poor man in shabby clothes also comes in.


If you show special attention to the man wearing fine clothes and say,


‘Here’s a good seat for you’, but say to the poor man, ‘You stand


there’, or ‘Sit on the floor by my feet’ have you not discriminated


among yourselves and become judges with evil thoughts?”







James 2:2-4 (NIV)

Any kind of distinction between individual Christians on the basis of their wealth is discriminatory and contrary to the gospel value of our equality before God (Galatians 3:28).

Materialism is wealth’s second trap: “Instruct those who are rich in this present world, not to … fix their hope on the uncertainty of riches, but on God who richly supplies us with all things to enjoy” (1 Timothy 6:17). Materialism is not the possession of material things, but an obsession with them. It’s not whether you have possessions, but whether possessions have you. It is a very short step from wealth to materialism, from having wealth to putting our trust in it. Clearly, there is no ultimate security in wealth. Many have gone to bed rich and woken up poor, or like the rich fool in Jesus’ parable, not woken up at all.

Trust in riches is not only empty, but it is so far below our standing as human beings. Our final trust should not be in a thing, but in a Person; not in money, but in God “who richly supplies us with all things to enjoy” (1 Timothy 6:17).  This is important to grasp because, for the Christian, the antidote to materialism is not asceticism. In fact, austerity for its own sake is a rejection of the Creator’s gifts to us.

God always wants our heart (Proverbs 23:26) and He knows what we often haven’t yet realised, that the same heart can’t serve both Him and wealth (Matthew 6:24).  Whichever of the two rules our heart will demand the other leave (Matthew 6:24a).  Even before the children of Israel entered the Promised Land, God warned them:


“Beware lest you forget the Lord your God…lest, when you have


eaten and are satisfied, and have built good houses and lived


in them, and when your herds and your flocks multiply, and your


silver and gold multiply, and all that you have multiples, then


your heart becomes proud and you forget the Lord your God..


Otherwise you may say in your heart, ‘My power and the strength


of my hand made me this wealth.’”  







Deuteronomy 8:11-14, 17

Materialism is bound up with covetousness.  Of the two New Testament Greek words translated “covetousness/coveting”, one (epithumetes/epithumia) means “a luster after”
 and the second (pleonexia) means “a desire to have more.”
  Jesus’ parable of the Rich Fool which so vividly portrays covetousness is prefaced by “Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed (pleonexia); a man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions (Luke 12:15 NIV).

 In Romans 1, Paul wrote that God sometimes punishes sin by letting sinners experience the ever more destructive consequences of their continuing rebellion against God “… since they did not think it worthwhile to retain the knowledge of God, he gave them over to a depraved mind… They have become filled with every kind of wickedness, evil, greed (pleonexia) …envy, murder, strife” (Romans 1:28,29 NIV).  So greed (covetousness) is one of the sins that follows our rebellion.  We are made for communion with the Creator and so can never obtain genuine fulfilment when we look for it in material possessions. Like the rich fool, we seek desperately for more houses and bigger barns. Eventually our possessions have our heart.  We are in fact worshipping them and our greed (covetousness) has become idolatry (Ephesians 5:5; Colossians 3:5). 

No wonder Paul was adamant that the covetous can never inherit the kingdom of God (1 Corinthians 6:10; Ephesians 5:5).  The church was to stop treating a covetous person as a fellow believer regardless of their profession of faith (1 Corinthians 5:11).  This is why Paul could so easily write “But those who want to get rich fall into temptation and a snare and many foolish and harmful desires which plunge men into ruin and destruction.  For the love of money is a root of all sorts of evil, and some by longing for it have wandered away from the faith …” (1 Timothy 6:9,10 NASB).

Here then are the two great dangers that riches expose us to: pride (looking down on others, particularly the poor), and materialism (taking the gift but ignoring the Giver). Wealth can destroy our two great areas of relationship.  It can make us forget God and despise our fellow human beings
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