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POVERTY IN THE BIBLE

Dedicated to StFrancis, the
“Poor Man of Assisi”

(With special thanks to Jack and Karen Swanson, who provided me with the
opportunity to write this paper, putting me in a room with 8 carved statues
and two paintings of St. Francis, and who fed me and prayed for me.
Thanks also to their daughter, Jenni, who shared with me her personal com-
puter. In more ways than one, the Swansons exhibited the meaning of
koinonia.)

1. SUMMARY

The Bible contains over 986 references to economic issues, of
which approximately 500 deal directly with poverty. The Old Testa-
ment gives formulas for preventing or correcting poverty, and these
are laid down objectively and simply, but the vast majority of the refer-
ences are in connection with failures to apply these basic systems and
are filled with emotion and anger.

The New Testament agrees with the Old Testament. The key word
in the New Testament in this respect is “fulfill”. It is carafully empha-
sized that the Old Testaments is not discarded or replaced, but only
fulfilled. Christians should note that the teaching that Jesus fulfilled
the Old Testament and that his followers have no responsibility to do
anything about the Old Testament is unscriptural. It is and has been
frequently used as an excuse to avoid responsibility. The fact is, the
New Testament cannot be understood apart from the Old Testament.
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The New Testament adds to the Old Testament the necessity and the
possibility of a change of heart plus the power of the Holy Spirit to
fulfill the Old Testament. The Old Testament refers frequently to the
spiritual problem, but until the coming of the Holy Spirit through
Jesus Christ, there could be no solution to the spiritual problem.

In addition to supplementing the Old Testament by means of the
inner work of the Holy Spirit (the external work of the Holy Spirit, for
miracles and prophecy, existed in OT times), the New Testament adds
one more solution to the poverty problem which is only hinted at in the
Old Testament. This is the koinonia of the Holy Spirit. In the Old
Testament the family provided an important economic unit that was
often able to deal with the problem of poverty. In the cases of widows
and orphans’ however, the family system often broke down. There are
a great many references to widows and orphans in the Old Testament
discussions of economic issues. The New Testament solution is to
create a new family, the family of all believers. This is known by the
technical term “koinonia”, and supersedes (but also includes) the natu-
ral family as an agency for dealing with poverty.

In Old Testament times people gave to the poor, but often with a
considerable degree of condescension, leaving the poor feeling inferior
and embarrassed. The koinonia of the New Testament completely re-
moves this condescension. Every member of the new “family” unit, the
koinonia, is a member of Christ and has equal dignity with every other
member. There may be priorities(I Cor. 12. 28), but these do not imply
superiority in the worldly sense. No one is treated with condescension,
but all with equal love, respect, and dignity.

12
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2. EXAMINATION OF THE DATA

a. Terminology

There are 8 words in the Old Testament that are used to refer to
poverty.

There are 3 in the New Testament. None of them are technical
terms and, frequently, two or even three may be used together for
emphasis. Most of the passages in the Old Testament dealing with
poverty are very highly chargedr with emotion and the reduplication of
words is a sign of this emotion. When two words with the same mean-
ing are used together, the translators are forced to find synonyms. For
example, in English, the combination “poor and needy” is found as a
common translation of two words, either of which might be translated
“poor”.

Even when words are used with a slight technical sense, the same
words will be used over and over again in other passages in a poetical,
dramatic, or other non—technical sense. Following is a tabulation of
the words, and a few comments about each.

EBYON. Hebrew. This word is used for “poor” 7 times in the basic
legislation in the Law of Moses, but appears in other contexts 50
times, mostly as “poor” but frequently as “needy” especially when
used in conjunction with ANI (see below). Basic meaning seems to be
“wanting”, or “lacking”, or “deficient”.

DAL. (Suggests something “dangling”, such as hair, and emphasizes
weakness). Used 3 times in the Levitical legislations referring to the
responsibilities of the poor, who are not excused from offering sacri-
fice, but have certain exceptions made for them. In addition to these 3
references the word is used 45 times in a general sense (translated in

13
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English as “lean”, once, “weaker”, once, and “needy” twice.
ANI and ANAU or ANAW are closely related and appear to be inter-
changeable. Suggest being low, or depressed, in either mind or cir-
cumstances. Used 7 times in the legislation with regard to justice and
mercy. Beside this technical use, these terms are used 68 times (15 as
“humble”, 1 as “lowly”, 8 as “needy”, and otherwise as “poor” in the
KJVy
ROOSH. A primitive root denoting destitution. Trans. “lack” 1,
“needy” 1, “Poor” 19 times.

CHELEKHA. “Dark”, or “Unhappy”, “Poor” x2

MACHSOR. From a root meaning deficiency or impoverishment.
Appears 13 times, translated “lack”, “need”, “penury”, “poor’
“poverty”. “want”.

MISKEN. “Poor”. 4 times.

PTOCHOS. (Greek) From a root suggesting crouching, as a beggar

crouches. “Poor” 30x. “Poorman” 1x “Beggar” 2x “Beggarly” 1x?

PENES (Greek) From a root suggesting “to toil for daily

subsistence”, Used only once : “Poor”.

PENICHROS. Related to the above. Once : “Poor”.

HYSTEREMA.(N.) HYSTEREO.(V.) “Lack” 4x “Penury” 1x “Want”

5x “Be in want” 1x “Be behind” 2x “be destitute” 1x “suffer need” 1x
(6 other references not referring directly to poverty)

»
I

1) References to translation limited to the King Jmes Version of the English Bible. The
writer apologizes. that available reference material and time were insufficient to make
comparisons with other English translations or with the Korean translations.

2)1It has not been possible to research the Greek Old Testament - the “septuagint” - there-
fore all references to Greek words will refer only to the New Testament and all references
to Hebrew words only to the Old Testament.
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TAPEINOO. “Lowly”, “Humble”, etc. Used in economic sense once
(Phil. 4. 12), otherwise refers to social status of the poor or despised
elements in society, but also used spiritually of the proper attitude of a
Christian : humble, able to identify with the poor.

b. Prevention of Poverly. Bible Legislation

The Ten Commandments. There are 3 commandments that have an
economic reference : “Thou shalt not steal, Thou shalt not covet, and
Remember the Sabbath Day to keep it holy.” It is obvious that stealing
can reduce the victim to poverty. It is also clear that the Bible enlarges
this concept to include any failure to do what one is able to do to
provide for the poor. This comes across very strongly in 1 John 3. 17,
23 : “But whoever has the world’s goods, and beholds his brother in
need and closes his heart against him, how does the love of God abide
in him ? And this is his commandment, that we believe in the Name of
his Son Jesus Christ, and love one another, just as he commanded us.”
(NASB) This teaching is representative of the entire Bible, but espe-
cially of the New Testament : that refusing to love one another by
meeting practical needs is a violation of the Commandments of God.
The commandment, “Thou shalt not covet”, is even stronger, be-
cause it warns against even having such an attitude of mind that one
would be tempted to steal. Stealing is the result of covetousness. Most
of the Ten Commandments are very brief and succinct, needing no
explanation. The ones which are elaborated in detail are the laws
against idolatry and covetousness. In the New Testament, covetous-
ness is equated with idolatry. For Christians who pride themselves on
never worshipping idols and who may even suffer persecution from
their pagan relatives, the Bible warns that covetousness is not differ-
ent from idolatry. The full text of the commandment is as follows :
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“You shall not covet your neighbor’s house, you shall not covet your
neighbor’s wife, or his male servant or his female servant or his ox or
his donkey or anything that belongs to your neighbor.” As will be noted
below, this includes coveting the neighbor’s land, and the illegal taking
possession of land is one of the most basic causes of poverty.

Keeping the Sabbath Day holy is also a commandment with an eco-
nomic reference. Whether a person is poor or not, he is forbidden to
use the Sabbath Day for the purpose of earning money. It is important
to note that exceptions were not made, in this respect, for the poor,
although the Law makes many other concessions to the poor. The
Sabbath law is extended in the detailed working out of the Mosaic
Code to the Sabbatical Year. This has a very definite reference to
economic issues and the matter of poverty, in particular.

The rest of the Mosaic Code contains both laws to prevent poverty
and laws for dealing with poverty if and when it becomes a problem.
The first of these laws is the law against taking usury or increase, that
is to say, interest. The Christian church, with the rise of capitalism,
invented a distinction between “interest” and “usury”, but this is not
Biblical. There are 13 different references, all condemning the taking
of interest. These may be found in the bibliography.

Loans, of course, are permitted, and the taking of security against a
loan is also permitted, but here there is discrimination made in favor of
the poor. It is forbidden to keep a poor man’s pledge overnight. It is
assumed that if he is so poor that he has to borrow, his only security
will be his clothing and that he will have no clothing to spare, that he
will need it to keep him warm at night ! Ex. 22. 26. Other legislation
dealing with security against loans are found in Deut. 24, and refer-
ences to this legislation are found in Job 22. 6, 24. 3, 24. 9, Amos 2. 8,
Ez 18. 12, 16 and 33. 15.

The laws dealing with loans and pledges include the laws dealing
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with the sabbatical year. On the sabbatical year all unpaid debts are
cancelled. Further, it is provided that when a poor man’s debt is can-
celled, he is not to be sent away “empty”, but is to be given generously
provision for his needs(cf. Deut. 15. 13). This applies also to fellow
countrymen who have sold themselves into slavery. A slave is auto-
matically to be set free in the sabbatical year and provided with enough
to keep him going until he can get himself re-established on his own
land. In studying these laws it must always be kept in mind that each
Israelite had land of his own which could not be permanently alienated.

Of far more sweeping significance than laws dealing with loans, in-
terest and security are the laws dealing with space, The Bible assumes
that the basic form of justice is providing each person or family with
space in which to live and work. The word “land” in the Bible(which
appears about 2500 times) refers primarily to living space, whether
for a nation or for a tribe, family, or an individual. The Bible contains a
great deal of legislation with regard to space, and this has been theme
of the American economist Henry George and his disciples. One of the
better known “Georgist” publications is a periodical entitled “Land
and liberty”. Apart from land there is no liberty.

The primary provision of the Bible for the prevention of poverty is
the requirement that each person must be guaranteed living space, or
land. This land, however, is not that individual’s to buy and sell as he
buys and sells commodities. It is a “heritage”. The basic law is found in
Lev. 25 and states the principle that “The Land is mine. It shall not be
sold permanently’. Each tribe, family, or individual holds his land in
trust for succeeding generations, under God. This is the underlying
economic concept of the Bible. The kings who eventually undermined
and abolished this concept are referred to as the worst kings in the
history of the nation (they were Ahab and Manasseh). The details are
in Lev. 25, 26, and 27.

17
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Derived from this basic principle is the principle of inheritance.
There are 286 references in the Old Testament to “inheritance”.
When the laws of inheritance were kept, poverty was not a major
problem. Loss of a breadwinner in a family through death or accident
could temporarily reduce a family to poverty, but the restoration of
their inheritance would prevent the condition from becoming perma-
nent or deeper.

The concept of land as space is reflected in the use of the word
“room” in the KJV in Gen. 26. 22 (“He moved away from there and dug
another well, and they did not quarrel over it, so he named it Rehoboth,
for he said ‘ At last the Lord has made room for us, and we shall be
fruitful in the land’” This emphasizes another important point : that
land without water is of little value. God assured the people of Israel
that he was giving them a land of springs and rivers, and the water
issue does not dominate the Israel scene in the Bible as it did, and still
does, that of their neighbors in Arabia, Sinai, Jordan, etc. Ps. 31. 8
says “Thou has set my feet in a large room” (NASB : “place”). Today
we would speak of “space”.

The most dramatic passage dealing with the relationship of space
and poverty is Isaiah 5. 8, where the prophet cries out, “Woe to those
who add house to house and who join field to field until there is no
more room, so that you have to live alone in the midst of the land "
The word the prophet uses for “room” implies a “place to stand”. He
is saying that there isn’t even any more standing room left in the land,
because of the landlords who have bought up all of the space that God
ordained should provide a living for his people. "

One of the Hebrew words for “land” is “sadeh”, and this refers
specifically to an area used for farming or other economic activity. An
illustration of the practical application of the right of redemption for
land is given in the stories of the widows claimimg their land under the

18
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Mosaic Code in Ruth 4.3ff and 2 Kings 8. 3ff. The suffering caused by
the mortgaging of such property is reflected in Neh. 5. 3~12, and
Nehemiah’s refusal to buy land is emphasized in v. 16 of the same
passage.

The NT has a number of words which express this concept,
although they are mostly used within the context of the ultimate sacri-
fice for the sake of God - giving up even one’s inherited land. cf, Mt.
19. 29, Mk. 10. 29ff, Acts 4. 34, 37;5. 1, 3, 8. cf. also 28. 7. These
words are agros(field), chorion(small place), choron(place), and ktema
(possession). The rich young ruler who decided not to follow Jesus had
the problem of “great possions”. James uses the word choron in speak-
ing of the landlords whose great fields have been reaped down by hired
laborers whose pay those landlords have witheld(James 5. 4). The
word agros is primarily agricultural and is so used in the NT, except
for the passages cited, and Mt. 13, 44, 27. 7f, and Lk, 14. 18.

The Bible is realistic and is aware that, even if the laws with regard
to the Jubilee and the prohibitions against exploiting the poor are
faithfully kept, there will still be cases of poverty arising from misfor-
tune. The Mosaic Code contains references to the protection of such
poor people from exploitation. These include fairness in judgment (Ex
23. 6), the right to glean behind the harvesters (Lev 19. 10 and 23. 22),
the right to harvest whatever crops may grow by themselves in the
sabbatical year (Ex 23. 1) and some other provisions.

In this connection the phrases “the poor shall never cease out of the
land (Dt 15. 11)” and “The poor you always have with you (Mt 26. 11)”
are sometimes quoted pessimistically to justify viewing the solution of
economic problems as either hopeless or unnecessary. Actually, the
Old Testament reference is a reminder that, for one reason or another,
even if only accident or other misfortune, there will always be poor

19
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people in the community and it is the responsibility of the community
to enforce those laws that apply to the amelioration of the circumst-
ances of such persons.

The New Testament reference is a remark by Jesus, criticising
Judas for his hypocritical comment with regard to Mary’s anointing of
Jesus’ feet with costly ointment. He is saying that there are some
things (perhaps only one ?) more important even than giving to the
poor. The fact is, as the Gospel writer is at pains to point out, Judas
had no intention of helping the poor, but only himself, and Jesus was
not being fooled.

In view of the fact that, for one reason or another, there are going to
be poor people, the Mosaic Code contains references not only to the
prevention of poverty by providing living space, protected by the law of
the jubilee, and the maintenance of the fertility of the agricultural land
through the observance of the sabbatical years, but it also contains
specific regulations for protecting the rights of the poor.

The reference to the poor, in connection with the sacrificial system
is Lev. 14. 21, “If he be poor and cannot get so much ; then he shall
take one lamb for a trespass offering to be waved, to make atonement
for him, and one tenth deal of fine flour mingled with oil for a cereal
offering, and a log of oil.”

In Exodus 30. 15, however, there is required one half-shekel of each
person counted in the census, neither more nor less, and the poor are
not excepted.

Another specific reference to the poor in the Mosaic Code requires
that a poor hired servant must be given his wages, daily, before sun-
down. (The Bible day ends at sundown.) This applies to foreign em-
ployees and citizens. Deut. 24. 141,



BRNT MY 28 1% &

¢. The Problem of Exploitation.

A quick reading of the Mosaic legislation will reveal that, even in the
most basic laws, the presentation is not totally objective and
“cold-blooded”, but contains various appeals to human understanding,
and explanations of the plight of the poor. A warm sympathy for the
poor runs through even the elementary legislation. But when the Bible
comes to the problem of the exploitation of the poor, fierce anger
smokes from its pages. A very large number of the more than 500
references to poverty are flaming denunciations of the exploitation of
the poor. The Psalms, in particular, resound with the message of God’
s concern for the poor and his anger at exploitation. :

There is room for a few examples. The whole list is given in the
bibliography. Ps. 9. 12 “When he maketh inquisition for blood, he re-
membreth them ; he forgetteth not the ery of the humble (anaw, usually
translated “poor”). Ps. 9. 18 : “For the needy shall not always be for-
gotten ; the expectation of the poor shall not perish forever”. 10. 2:
“The wicked in his pride doth persecute the poor : let them be taken in
the device that they have imagined. v. 9 “He lieth in wait secretly as a
lion in his den ; he lieth in wait to catch the poor ; v. 12 Arise, O Lord,
O God, lift up thine hands : forget not the humble !”

David saw himself as a poor man (I SA 18. 23) and his psalms echo
the point of view of the poor and oppressed. His son, Solomon, on the
other hand, grew up in luxury and is aware that sometimes, at least, the
poor are their own worst enemies, Many of the references to poverty
in the “Wisdom Literature”(Job, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of
Solomon) reflect this outlook, although there are, nevertheless, quite a
number of references to justice for the poor. An important verse for
modern times when the church has begun to regain its concern for the
poor and social workers often find themselves frustrated by their own
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clients as they try to minister to the poor is Prov. 13. 8, dealing with
the problem of bitterness and desensitization of the poor: “The poor
heareth not rebuke.” There comes a time when a poor man is no longer
able to hear anything critical, no matter how valid it may be. On the
other hand, “want of judgment” is also mentioned, along with laziness,
as a cause of poverty. That ugly phenomenon, the poor oppressing the
poor, is also referred to (Prov. 28. 3).

d. Other Problems : Misfortune, esp. the Widow and Orphan

Generally speaking, the Bible sees poverty as the product not only
of exploitation, but of bad economics, political oppression, famine, bad
luck, disease, or disaster. Usually these are understood as God's judg-
ments, not necessarily on individuals, but on the entire community,
although those with the least margin are, of course, the most painfully
affected. There are many references to widows and orphans, those who
have been reduced to poverty by the loss of the breadwinner in the
family. There is heavy emphasis throughout the Bible on the responsi-
bility of the community, as well as of the godly individual, to do every-
thing possible to relieve such hardship.

©. The Propehets : the Demand for Justice for the Poor

The vast majority of references to poverty in the Bible are found in
the prophets, and they deal with the major problem : not poverty as a
punishment or as the result of bad luck or bad habits, but poverty as
the result of refusal to keep God’s laws in the economic field. The
prophets assume that God’s laws are workable, practical, and suffi-
cient, and that there is no excuse other than covetousness for the
violation of these laws and the reduction of masses of people to pover-
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ty and landlessness (which, of course, is the primary reason for what
the 20th Century calls “unemployment”). These prophets, it should be
remembered, are speaking not for themselves but for God, not accord-
ing to theories of their own, but according to the word of Jehovah.
While the prophets do call for compassion on the unfortunate and
suffering, their primary emphasis is on justice, that is, the keeping of
the provisions of the law which pertain to economic matters. Often the
phrase is “justice and mercy”. Justice is the execution of the law,
mercy is the over and above provision for relieving the suffering of
those who have been hurt by injustice and will need extra help in order
to recover.

The prophets have several different viewpoints in the matter of how
to restore justice. In some cases it is the clear responsibility of gov-
ernment. The prophets often addressed themselves to the government.
cf. Dan. 4. 27, Ez. 16. 49, Eccl. 5. 8, Ps. 72, There is a tremendous
volume of prophetic utterance directed to the rulers of the country.
Especially by Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel, but even these prophets
as well as the others, addressed most of their exhortations to the
nation as a whole or to anyone who was willing to listen. Often they
found almost no one willing to listen and they set their messages down
in writing so that future generations, at least, would know that God had
spoken and that he had done what he had said, that he was punishing
the nation for turning a deaf ear to his demands for justice for the
poor.

Psalm 72 is the psalm for the coronation of a King, and it is notable
for its many references to the King’s responsibility to maintain justice,
to defend the poor, and to have his ears open to their cry. As we look at
modern governments which have become large and unwieldy, we real-
ize that, today, the poor have almost no way to make their voice heard
except by mass protest. Even when machinery is devised for the pur-
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‘pose it is usually so complex that it is useless,

Amos refers to the women of Israel, especially, as “Cows of
Bashan”, that is, fat and well fed, and accuses them of demanding so
much from their husbands that the husbands are driven to exploiting
the poor : “You cows of Bashan who are on the mountains of Samaria,
who oppress the poor, who crush the needy, who say to your husbands
"Bring now, that we may drink !"”(4. 1)

One of the most famous passages, read each year at the beginning of
“Lent”, the season of fasting in many churches, is Isaiah’s powerful
linking of religious observance and social justice(Is 58. 6f): “Is this
not the fast which I choose, to unloosen the bonds of wickedness (i. e.
false imprisonment and enslavement), to undo the bands of the yoke
(stop treating the poor like draft animals), to let the oppressed go free
and to break every yoke ? Is it not to divide your bread with the hungry
and bring the homeless poor into your house (not into an institution) ;
when you see the naked to cover him, and not to hide yourself from
your own flesh ?”

Isaiah has numerous references to the poor : “The Lord will enter
into judgment with the ancients of his people, and the princes thereof :
for ye have eaten up the vineyard and the spoil of the poor is in your
houses, What mean ye that ye beat my people to pieces, and grind the
faces of the poor ? Saith the Lord of Hosts(3. 14f). They turn aside the
needy from judgment, and take away the right of the poor of my people,
that widows may be their prey, and that they may rob the fatherless!
(10. 2y’

Jeremiah addresses himself to the king: “Do you become a king
because you are competing in cedar ? Did not your father eat and drink
and do justice and righteousness ? Then it was well with him. He pled
the cause of the afflicted and needy. Then it was well. Is not this what
it means to know me ? Declares the Lord. But your eyes and your
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heart are intent only upon your dishonest gain and on shedding inno-
cent blood and on practicing oppression and extortion (Jer 22. 16).”
Is it any wonder that so many of the prophets were “stoned, sawn in
sunder, tempted, put to death with the sword, went about in sheepskins
and goatskins, destitute, afflicted, ill-treated, wandering in deserts and
mountains and caves and holes in the ground (Heb. 11. 37H) ?”

f. God Provides for the Poor.

While the prophets call upon both the government and those in pow-
er as well as the general population to do all in their power to provide
for both justice and mercy, they also call upon God, himself, to inter-
vene when man is either too stubborn or too helpless to deal with the
problem. This is a common theme of the Psalms : “Arise, O Lord, O
God, lift up thy hand ; do not forget the afflicted. Why has the wicked
spurned God ? He has said to himself ‘ Thou wilt not require it.” Thou
hast seen it, for thou hast beheld mischief and vexation to take it into
thine hand. The unfortunate commits himself to thee. Thou hast been
the helper of the orphan. Break the arm of the wicked and evildoer.
Seek out his wickedness until there is none left to find. The Lord is
king forever and ever ; nations have perished from his land. O Lord,
thou hast heard the desire of the humble (poor) ; thou wilt strengthen
their heart, thou wilt incline thine ear to vindicate (judge on behalf of)
the orphan and the oppressed, that the man of the earth (prob : land-
lord) may cause terror no more.(Ps 10. 12ff)"

Isaiah both cries out to the Lord for a solution to the injustices he
sees around him (it should be remembered that Isaiah had access to the
king as long as Hezekiah lived, but was rejected by Manasseh,
Hezekiah's son and successor. Even Hezekiah, however, was unable to
bring about enough reforms, even though it is specifically recorded
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that he kept the year of Jubilee (see Is. 37. 30), to solve all the long-
entrenched injustices, and it is probable that many of Isaiah’s cries to
God for help were not just uttered during Manasseh’s reign, but even
during the reigns of the previous kings. Cf. Is 41. 17, where the Lord
replies to Isaiah’s cry on behalf of the poor : “The afflicted and needy
are seeking water but there is none (it is not clear from the original
whether this is Isaiah’s statement or God’s), and their tongue is par-
ched with thirst. I, the Lord, will answer them, myself. As the God of
Israel, I will not forsake them. I will open rivers on the bare heights,
and springs in the midst of the valleys ; I will make the wilderness a
pool of water, and the dry land fountains (42, 1ff) Behold my servant,
whom I uphold, my chosen one in whom my soul delights. I have put my
Spirit upon him, he will bring forth justice to the nations (note the
connection between justice and the baptism in the Holy spirit) --- he
will faithfully bring forth justice, he will not be disheartened or
crushed until he has established justice in the earth - this is a people
plundered and spoiled. (49 passim) I will keep you and give you for a
covenant of the people, to restore the land, to make them inherit the
desolate heritages --- they will not hunger or thirst --- for the L.ord has
comforted his people, and will have compassion on his afflicted - for
your waste and desolate places and your destroyed land - surely now
you will be too cramped for the inhabitants and those who swallowed
you will be far away. The children of whom you were bereaved will yet
say in your ears, ‘' The place is too cramped for me, make room for me
that I may live here.’(54. 11) O afflicted one, stormtossed and not
comforted, behold, I will set your stones in antimony and your founda-
tions I will lay in sapphires --- all your sons will be taught of the Lord
--- whoever assails you will fall because of you --- this is the heritage of
the servants of the Iord, and their vindication is from me --- (55. 1ff)
Ho, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters, and you who have no
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money, come, buy and eat. Come, buy wine and milk ! Why do you spend
money for what is not bread, and your wages for what does not satisfy?
66.2) --- To this man will I look, even to him who is poor and of a
contrite spirit, and trembleth at my word.”

3. SUMMARY OF THE TEACHING

a The Responsibility of God’s People

We can see from the foregoing that the Bible teaches that it is the
responsibility of God’s people to prevent poverty by just and workable
laws, with the provision of land (living and working space) as the most
basic element in this. It may be noted that the American president,
Abraham Lincoln, understood this principle and decreed that each of
the freed slaves was to be given 40 acres of land and a mule. The
American people fought the bitterest and bloodiest of their wars over
this issue. It was finally settled by a compromise that benefited both
sides, but not the former slaves : the slaves were set free, but without
land. The USA is reaping more and more bitter fruit from this deci-
sion, and the end is not in sight. The churches have remained silent and
the Black people have not been told what their rights are under Bible
law. Even the United Nations, with its 30 “rights of man”, is careful
not to list what God teaches as the most basic right of all ; the right to
land, to space. Because of this neither the USA nor any of the UN are
able to solve the problem of poverty. Those countries which, like the
Republic of Korea, Japan, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore, and
Malaysia, have at least made some significant moves in the direction of
land reform, are now far more prosperous than countries such as the
Philippines and Bangla Desh who have steadfastly refused to recog-
nize the right to land. (The excuse of “overpopulation” is entirely spe-
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cious : in terms of the amount of arable land and the number of growing
seasons, the most densely populated nations are among the most
prosperous : e. g the ROK and Japan.)

In addition to the right to space, we see also certain laws with re-
gard to the taking of interest and it is incumbent upon Christians, once
more, to re-examine this question and not to assume that the theolo-
gians of the Middle Ages said the last word on the subject - especially
in view of the angry attacks on capitalism which the last 140 + years
have heard.

We must recognize the call for mercy. We cannot wait until justice
is done, struggle though we must for justice. Even while the struggle
for justice goes on, there are immediate problems which must be
solved. We must meet immediate problems with mercy. Much poverty
can be alleviated by the intelligent and generous use of our resources,
either as individuals or as churches, long before we solve the basic
problems of injustice which created the poverty.

Even while we are doing all we can to eliminate or to alleviate
poverty by all the “normal” techniques, the Bible points out gently, but
firmly, that there is a new technique available to Christians, through
the Holy Spirit. This is something that never existed before and, if it
ever had been tried, it could not have worked because it is possible
only by the indwelling of the Holy Spirit. The indwelling of the Holy
Spirit is possible only to those who have been born again through
Christ. This new solution to poverty is the koinonia of the Holy Spirit.
The Bible does not contain any legislation or even objective descrip-
tion of any technique for accomplishing this, but there are constant
references to it in the New Testament, and there are examples. This
will be discussed in paragraph ¢ below.
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b. The Question of Human Dignity

All through the Bible the question of human dignity is implicit. It
begins with the teaching that man was created in the image of God. It
continues with the commandment, “Thou shalt love thy neighbor as
thyself(Lev 19. 18).” Which means that whatever dignity a human
being has, he must extend exactly the same dignity to each person with
whom he has to do. In the OT this law applies only to Israelites, but in
the NT it is extended to heretics and foreigners (cf. the parable of the
Good Samaritan, Lu 10. 29ff).

In the 20th Century there has been an awareness of the importance
of the question of human dignity. As former imperialist elements try to
ameliorate the damage done to former colonies and subject popula-
tions, there is an acute sense that no amount of economic, medical or
other aid is sufficient, if people are not treated as human beings in the
same sense as all other human beings, including those who are admi-
nistering the aid. Much of the anger and protest that are characteristic
of the closing decades of the 20th Century are fuelled by the frustra-
tion of feeling less than human in the face of the condescension with
which the rich and powerful extend “aid”. It is clear to anyone reading
the Bible and comparing it with the situation in the world, that only by
the power of the Holy Spirit can anyone love his ﬁeighbor as himself.
Even then, only if he is aware of the problem and claiming the help
which has been promised to the “humble and meek of heart”, that is, to
those who have been given grace to see that, in the eyes of God, they
are neither better nor worse than their oppressed and exploited neigh-
bors, but that they do have a responsibility to them as to neighbors and
brothers.
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¢. Responsibilittes of Govemment, Church, and Individual

Reviewing all of the OT teaching on poverty we can see that the
government is responsible for enacting laws based upon the fun-
damental principles of justice, primarily the universal need for living
space, It is obvious that anyone without space is totally dependant upon
whomever he can persuade to allow him some space. He is not free. He
must go to landovmer after landowner with his hand out, asking for
work and for a place to live. Under modern conditions, when “times are
good”, most people see nothing wrong with looking for a job and rent-
ing a home. When “times are tough”, however, it suddenly becomes
apparent that no one is obliged to provid either work or a home and a
man may be reduced to living in a cardboard shack on the city dump
and combing through the dump for discarded food or for salvageable
trash to exchange for food. A woman without a home or a job may be
driven into prostitution. A man with a high salary and a fine home still
has no more dignity than the beggar if his employer and his landlord
should turn against him. In most cases, such a person is worse off than
the beggar, for his social status requires him to engage in every kind of
dishonest scheme in order to retain a hollow personal dignity.

It is the responsibility of the government not only to provide each
citizen with space (land), but with protection from exploitation by
money-lenders and other exploiters of the poor. It is the responsibility
of the government to provide a judicial system that will be open to the
oppressed and the exploited so that they may claim their rights under
God’s laws when they are deprived.

It is the responsibility of the church to provide the koinoia that will
meet the psychological (emotional), spiritual, and economic needs of the
members. This is clearly illustrated in the NT but its full impact has
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been seriously blunted by the refusal of theologians to study the issue
and of translators to recognize that koinonia is more of a technical
term than “Hallelujah”, or “Messiah”, or “Christ”. Any of those terms
could be translated without losing their impact, and often are. But the
translators have used up to 17 different words with which to translate
“koinonia” and its cognate terms, thus preventing anyone in the church
from being aware of the concept of “koinonia”. For this reason, the
fact that the last verse of Second Corinthians gives koinonia as the
most important thing of all, the thing which is made possible by the
grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the thing which manifests to all the
world the love of God, the thing which is the primary work of the Holy
spirit — this fact has been concealed, so that in many churches some
other word, with an entirely different and unrelated meaning is substi-
tuted for this word “koinonia”.

Historically, I believe that the church understood and practiced
koinonia until the 4th C. AD and abandoned it in practice with the
acceptance of the unbaptized “believer”, Constantine, to be chairman
of the Council of Nicea in 325 AD. However, this paper is dealing only
with the teaching of the Bible with regard to poverty, not with church
history. It is however, a little difficult to discuss the NT teaching
about poverty, which is summed up in the word koinonia, when the
entire church rejects or ignores this teaching. To return to the theme
of this paper, I will only point out that the word koinonia (or one of its
cognates) appears 54 times in the NT. This is a subject for a detailed
piece of research, one which would go far beyond the limitations of this
present paper.

To continue the summary of the Bible teaching on poverty, we can
say that the responsibility of the individual is to cover whatever gaps
are left by the failure of the government or the church to fulfill their
responsibilities. How far any individual can go in this direction will
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depend upon his own circumstances. Fortunately, the NT promises us
the gift of wisdom if we are willing to do God’s will. The individual can
expect to know and to have the power to do what God expects of him,
whether in his role as a church member, a neighbor, a citizen, or a
government official. If, by becoming a government official, any Christ-
ian would be in a good position to deal with social problems, he should
not hesitate to seek public office, or to accept public office when it is
offered to him.

Gal. 6. 5 states that each one must bear his own load. (The word
“load” differs from the word “burden” in the familiar words “bear ye
one another’s burdens.”) Another reference in this connection is 1
Tim 5.16, “If any woman who is a believer has dependant widows, let
her assist them and let not the church be burdened, so that it may
assist those who are widows indeed.” Extending this principle, we can
see what in America is referred to as “passing the buck.” A Christian
is to do all he can personally, before he “passes the buck” to the
church. The church is to do all it can, locally, before it turns to the
regional or national body, and the larger body must do all in its power
to solve the social problems before it turns to the government.

d. Good News to the Poor: Basic Message of NT.

There is a widespread understanding in the modern church that,
while Christians have a responsibility to do something about poverty,
it is not the primary task of the Church, that the primary task of the
Church is “evangelism”, or “missions”. It can be very shocking to
realize that one important word has been omitted from the scripture
quotations upon which this supposition has been based - the word
“poor”. Jesus did not say that he had come to preach “The Gospel”,
but that he had come to “Proclaim good news to the poor”. See Mt. 11.
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5, Lk. 4. 18, Lk. 7. 22. Compare also Lk. 6. 20 and Mt. 5. 3, as well as
Rev. 7. 16! The failure of the Church, through the years, to come to
terms with this commission has resulted in the rise of Islam, of com-

munism, and the current disorders in many places that once were
under the control of so-called “Christian” nations.

e. The Problem of the Poor Rich : Laodicea

There remains one more teaching in the NT about poverty. It is
found in Rev. 3,15~22. The church of Laodicea was not aware of its
poverty, but supposed that it was rich. This condition is not only wide-
spread today, it has been a problem for the ruling-class-dominated
church in every century and in every so-called “Christian” country. It
should be noted that even when the landlords do not hold office, they
are the power behind the government and it is they who, directly or
indirectly, dominate the Laodicean church. It is rich economically but
poor, wretched, miserable, blind and naked, spiritually. Unless it re-
pents, it will be vomited out of Christ’s mouth and no longer be a part
of his Body.

4.A BRIEF SUMMARY OF CURRENT EFFORTS TO
DEAL WITH POVERTY IN ACCORDANCE WITH
SCRIPTURAL PRINCIPLES

To go into any detail in this respect would be beyond the scope of an
already too-long paper, but as a word for those who are seeking prac-
tical means of dealing with poverty it would seem appropriate simply
to list some of the agencies now engaged in applying Biblical principles
to the problem. These include the Georgist Movement, led by the In-
ternational Union for Land Value Taxation and Free Trade, Habitat
for Humanity, VITA, the Community L.and Trust movement, the reset-
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tlement movement, the many intentional communities in man y coun-
tries, and religious denominations such as the Amish, the Hutterites,
and the Jesus Family in mainland China. The reader is asked to pray
for these groups both for wisdom, and for success, both spiritual and
practical. “Comprehensive Research” is urged to assign someone to do
a research paper on such groups and movements or, at the least, to
obtain addresses to which concerned persons might write for more
data.

5. CONCLUSION

The sum of the teaching of the Bible on Poverty is “Thou shalt love
thy neighbor as thyself’, and the conclusion: The ultimate solution is
the koinonia of the Holy Spirit. It would seem appropriate to end a
paper on “Poverty in the Bible” with the Bible’s own one sentence
solution : “The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and

. the koinonia of the Holy Spirit be with you all(2 Cor 13. 13).”
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Hebrew 1800. dal, dal ; from Heb 1809 ; prop. dangling, i. e. (by impl.)
weak or thin : - lean 1, needy 2, poor (man) 44, weaker 1.

Hebrew 6041. ‘aniy, aw-nee’ ; from Heb 6031 ; depressed, in mind or
circumstances [practically the same as Heb 6035, although the marg.
constantly disputes this, making Heb 6035 subj. and Heb 6041 ob;.
}, - afflicted 15, humble, lowly 1, needy 8, poor 59.

Greek 3993. penes, pen’-ace ; from a prim. peno (to toil for daily sub-
sistence) ; starving, i. e. indigent ; - poor. comp. Grk 4434.

Greek 4434. ptochos, pto-khos’ ; from ptosso (to crouch ; akin to Grk
4422 and the alt. of Grk 4098);a beggar (as cringing), i. e. pauper
(strictly denoting absolute or public mendicancy, although also used in
a qualified or relative sense ; whereas Grk 3993 prop. means only
straitened circumstances in private), lit, (often as noun) or fig. (distres-

sed) : - beggar (-ly), poor.

Hebrew 7326, ruwsh, roosh;a prim. root;to be destitute : - lack,
needy, (make self) poor (man). 21 refs (Poor 19, lack 1, needy 1)
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Hebrew 34. ‘ebyown, eb-yone’ ; from Heb 14, in the sense of want
(espec. in feeling) ; destitute : — beggar, needy, poor (man).

Hebrew 1803, dallah, dal-law’ ; from Heb 1802 ; prop. something dang-
ling, i. e. a loose thread or hair ; fig. indigent : - hair 1, pining sickness
1, poor{-est sort) 6.

Hebrew 2489. cheleka’, khay-lek-aw’ ; or chelekah, khay-lek-aw’ ;
appar. from an unused root prob. mean. to be dark or (fig.,)
unhappy ; a wretch, i. e. unfortunate : - poor 2x.

Hebrew 4270. machcowr, makh-sore’ ; or machcor, makh-sore’ ; from
Heb 2637 ; deficiency ; hence impoverishment ; — lack, need, penury,

poor, poverty, want.

% Hebrew 6035 ’anaw — Meak, et. 21
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