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I wonder if the service of confession hit a little harder than usual for you this morning. I wonder if those 

verses from Luke got your attention. I hope so. Whenever I read the parable of the rich man and Lazarus as a 
LaGrave member, I feel the weight of Jesus’ words. I feel like Jesus is talking to me. “There was a rich man who 
lived in luxury… and at his gate was laid a beggar named Lazarus who longed to eat what fell from the rich man’s 
table.” I may not think of myself as a rich man, but by worldwide standards and by historical standards, that is 
what I am, and every day when I come to work there are a host of Lazaruses right at my gate. Jesus’ parable looks 
me in the eye and says to me, “OK buddy, what are you going to do about this?” Maybe you hear that question 
too. Today we will think about that question through the lens of the book of Proverbs.  

As you can see, the book of Proverbs has many sayings about poverty and relating to the poor. We just 
read quite a few of those proverbs, but not all of them. There are many more - it’s a major theme in the book. 
Nevertheless, the proverbs I did read are sufficient to give us a sense of the Spirit’s overall message to us. There 
are three broad areas in which the Spirit is guiding us this morning as we think about poverty: These proverbs 
show us something about the sources of poverty, they show us something about our obligation to the poor, and 
they show us something about God’s relationship to the poor. The sources of poverty, our obligation to the poor, 
and God’s relationship to the poor. And once again I’ve organized the proverbs in your bulletin according to those 
three categories: the first 4 proverbs are about causes, the next 5 proverbs are about our obligation to the poor, 
and the last 4 proverbs tell us something about God and the poor. 

So first, the causes of poverty. What do the Proverbs tell us about the causes of poverty? On the one 
hand, Proverbs is very clear that some people are poor because of the choices they have made. The fourth 
proverb in our reading, Proverbs 14:23, is an example of that kind of poverty. “All hard work brings profit, but 
mere talk leads only to poverty.” People who are all talk and no action will struggle in life. You’ve got to work at 
it. There are other proverbs in this vein. Many of them mention the sluggard – which has to be one of my favorite 
biblical words. The sluggard is a lazy, procrastinating person who never gets things done. Proverbs 20:4 is an 
example of one of those proverbs: “Sluggards do not plow in season; so at harvest time they look but find 
nothing.” When these proverbs talk about the causes of poverty, they point to our personal responsibility. They 
say, ‘You know a good way to avoid poverty? Work hard.’ 

A person might read all those proverbs and say, “See it’s all about personal responsibility. The poor need 
to work hard, develop good habits, and that should take care of the problem.” But personal responsibility is only 
part of the picture when it comes to Proverb’s explanation of poverty.  

Look at the first proverb on our list. It’s a proverb that comes out of that law from Exodus 23 that I read. 
Every 7 years the farmers were supposed to let their fields lie unplowed and unused – that way the poor could 
get food from what the field produced on its own. But listen to the Proverb: “An unplowed field produces food 
for the poor, but injustice sweeps it away.” Apparently that law was not always obeyed, or, if it was obeyed, the 
land was left unplowed, but the well-to-do owner still took whatever the field produced for himself. The poor 
would show up to collect some food for their family, and the food would be gone. There was no failure of 
responsibility, it’s not that the poor weren’t willing to work; it was simple injustice. God made the law as a 
foothold to help the poor get a leg up. But the wealthy were kicking that foothold away.  

Sometimes poverty is caused by prejudice. That’s the second proverb on the list. It’s an interesting 
proverb in that it doesn’t give you advice; it just makes an observation about the way things are: “The poor are 
shunned even by their neighbors, but the rich have many friends.” This is a proverb that anticipates how hard it 
would be to build low-income housing close to wealthy neighborhoods. People all say they want to help the poor 



in theory, but if someone proposes to build a lower cost apartment complex a block away from their home, they 
show up at the planning meeting to express their opposition. We don’t want our property values to go down. 
Because: “The poor are shunned, even by their neighbors.” 

Or check out Proverbs 10:15. “The wealth of the rich is their fortified city, but poverty is the ruin of the 
poor”. Poverty is the ruin of the poor! When you have resources, you have walls of protection around you. You 
have resources when sickness comes; you have contacts with doctors and nurses. Or if you have legal problems, 
you have people you can call, you have money for lawyers. If your child is struggling in school or needs to 
squeeze out a few extra points on their ACT, you can send them to a tutor. You are like a fortified city. You have 
walls. The poor don’t have those walls. They are not a fortified city. When trouble comes to menace their city, 
their city is overrun. “The wealth of the rich is their fortified city, but poverty is the ruin of the poor.” When it 
describes the causes of poverty the book of Proverbs paints a nuanced, complex picture. It’s not just bad choices; 
it’s societal prejudice, it’s injustice, it’s oppression.   

That’s what Proverbs says about the causes of poverty; what does Proverbs teach us about our obligations 
to the poor? In the book of Proverbs, God gives us a strong mandate to care for the poor! If Proverbs 10:15 tells 
us that the poor are vulnerable, like a city without fortifications, these other proverbs call us to be a wall of 
protection around the poor, to be their fortification.   

Here’s how strong the call is: On the one hand the book of Proverbs tells us that we are in trouble if we 
exploit the poor. Chapter 22 says that if you exploit them, the Lord will take up their case. So, for example: don’t 
use their desperation as a way to get a cheap source of labor. But other proverbs actually go further than that. 
Look at those three Proverbs in the middle of the list – 28:27, 29:7, 21:13 – in those Proverbs it’s not just taking 
advantage of the poor that’s condemned; ignoring them is condemned. The wicked have no concern for the poor, 
they shut their ears to their cry, the wicked don’t care about justice for the poor. It’s not just exploiting the poor 
that’s wrong, it’s ignoring them too. I find 21:13 particularly sharp: “Whoever shuts their ears to the cry of the 
poor, will also cry out and not be answered.” 

I think most of us would not actively take advantage of the poor, not intentionally. But ignoring their cry? 
That is absolutely a danger. I’ve become good at ignoring panhandlers when I’m in my car. They are everywhere 
in the city these days, and I’ve become really good at pulling right up next to them and pretending they’re not 
even there. If I’m coming off the highway and the exit has two lanes that merge onto the street, I will choose the 
outside lane if I see there’s a panhandler on the inside lane. Now, I do this with good support: everyone who’s an 
expert on how to best help the poor says, don’t give to panhandlers. But I worry that my ability to ignore 
panhandlers in the car is training me in a dark art. I worry that my ability to ignore the panhandlers when I’m in 
my car is making me good at ignoring them everywhere else. I shut down my compassion in the car, and now I do 
it reflexively when I walk around the neighborhood. It’s not good. It’s not good because, “Those who close their 
eyes to the poor receive many curses.” 

When it comes to wisdom and the poor, Proverbs has a high standard of compassion and a high standard 
of help, and that’s consistent with the Old Testament law. I already mentioned how farmers were expected to 
give up every seventh year of profit in a field for the sake of the poor. That’s 1 seventh of your business dedicated 
to helping them. And then in those other six years you had the gleaning laws from Leviticus 19 which required 
you to leave the edges of your field unharvested so that the poor could have something to eat. Put it all together 
and you see how the Holy Spirit is trying to build a deep sense of compassion and generosity for the poor in the 
hearts of God’s people.  

Which brings us to the third thing Proverbs has to teach us about wisdom and the poor. Proverbs shows 
us the reason we have a high call to care for the poor: it’s because God is with them. God hears them. God is 
protecting them. God identifies with them. God fights on behalf of the poor. Fully 6 of the Proverbs I just read say 
some version of: “If you mess with the poor, you mess with God.”  

The last 5 of the Proverbs in our bulletin all say some version of this. Proverbs 22:22 ‘If you oppress the 
poor, the Lord will take up their case and exact life for life.’ Proverbs 23:11 ‘If you move an ancient boundary 
stone, if you steal the fields of orphans and widows, God will be their defender.’ Tim Keller makes the point that 
this is a particularly strong statement. Proverbs 23:11 is giving God a title. God isn’t just someone who will defend 



the poor, he is a Defender of the poor. It’s a title. That’s why the word is capitalized. It’s not just something he 
does; it’s who he is. Proverbs 14:31 “Whoever oppresses the poor shows contempt for their Maker, but whoever 
is kind to the needy honors God.” You can hear Jesus’ words behind that one, right? “Whatever you did for the 
one of the least of these, you did for me.” Mess with the poor, you mess with me. Love the poor and care for the 
poor and you are showing love to me.  

And in case we don’t get the message about how he stands with the poor, later God helps us see how 
much he cares about the poor when in Christ, God himself becomes poor. Jesus Christ comes to this world, and 
he lives as a poor man. He is born in a stable, attended by shepherds. His parents have to offer a pair of doves 
and two young pigeons at his consecration because they can’t afford the regular sacrifice. As an adult, he has no 
home – “foxes have holes and the birds of the air have nests, but the son of man has no place to lay his head.” 
During his mission, he puts the poor at the center. In Luke 4, in his first sermon he says, “I have come to preach 
good news to the poor!” In his most famous sermon, the Sermon on the Mount, his first words are, “Blessed are 
the poor in Spirit for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” When John the Baptist starts to question whether or not 
he is the Messiah, Jesus says as a sign that he is the Messiah ‘Go tell John, the blind see and good news is 
preached to the poor.’ And then, to underline all this, Jesus tells the parable of the rich man and Lazarus, and he 
tells the parable of the Sheep and the Goats, and he tells the parable of the rich fool, and he tells us, “Do not 
store up treasures on earth.” God’s care for and concern for the poor is not a hobby. It is not a side project. It is a 
love that lives deep in his heart and it’s a love and concern he wants to plant in our hearts too. 

Let’s take a breath for a moment. I know that I’ve been hitting you hard in this sermon. And to be fair, this 
whole week I’ve been hitting myself pretty hard with this stuff too. These are hard hitting texts. These are texts 
that make you look at your life and your practices. But I don’t want you to leave this place feeling guilty and beat 
up. That’s not gospel preaching.  So, by way of conclusion, let me say this: That deep love and concerns that God 
has for the poor, that deep love and concern that he wants to live in us that’s something for which we should be 
so thankful because that heart for the poor and the helpless is what led to our salvation.  

We may not be materially poor, but when Jesus saved us, he saved us in our poverty, our hopelessness, 
our emptiness, our desperation. Think about it: when is it that we really understand the gospel? It’s when we are 
poor. It’s when we have hit a wall and we realize how helpless we are. Our family is coming apart and we can’t fix 
it. The doctor says that the cancer is throughout our body. We get caught in a shameful sin and we realize that 
we are shallow and self-absorbed. We are walking along feeling like we’ve got life under control and all of a 
sudden, we have a stroke and we realize we are so powerless, so … poor. It’s when things like this happen to us 
that when it comes to salvation we have nothing on our resume and we need the grace and mercy of Jesus Christ 
because without it we are lost. And the God who hears the cry of the poor, the God who hears the cry of the 
helpless and the needy, takes hold of us through the blood of Jesus and we are saved.  

That’s what Jesus is talking about when he says, “Blessed are the poor in Spirit, for theirs is the kingdom 
of heaven.” I don’t mean to spiritualize this: the fact is that the material poor are better at understanding this 
than we are. Because we have resources, we think of ourselves as successes. We think we have something to 
offer. We think our resumes might earn us a few points. The poor are quicker to understand that it’s all grace.  

I still remember Fleming Rutledge speaking at Calvin Seminary more than 20 years ago. She was talking 
about why she liked the preaching of the poor black church better than the preaching of upper middle class 
suburban churches. Middle class churches were full of sermons about things people could do to improve their 
life. 5 steps to a happy family. Sermons that were going to give you some helpful pointers as you climbed the 
ladder of righteousness. The poor black church knew better. The poor black church preached the power of God. 
The poor black church preached the God who made a way out of no way, the God who raised the dead. The God 
who while we were still sinners, sent his son to die for us. 

So, all of you successful people – all of you poor, successful people – Hear the good news: Jesus sees our 
poverty and he has given his life for us. We have earned nothing. Every penny in our bank account and very shiny 
sentence on our resume is a gift of God’s grace. So as we see the needs of our poor neighbors, may the love that 
led to our salvation, live in us.                  ©Rev. Peter Jonker 
 


