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PLEASE STOP FEEDING THE ABLE POOR!
INTRODUCTION


A. What if God has kindly and wisely created a mechanism that trains all people to be productive, a moral good, something essential to our human dignity? And what if this mechanism never fails and is almost instantaneous, kicking in after only a few hours? Too good to be true? It is true. The Bible clearly affirms this. 

And what if well-meaning governments, churches, Christian organizations, and individual Christians then attempt to interfere with God’s wonderful tool? And what if they are often successful in thwarting God’s kind design, and so wind up preventing people from achieving productivity and actually harming and demeaning their human dignity? Wouldn’t that be a terrible tragedy? 


What is this miracle tool, this nearly instantaneous mechanism God has provided for the well-being of our race? It may surprise you. It is the wonderful blessing of hunger. The book of Proverbs clues us in on the great benefit of hunger. Proverbs 16:26 declares: “A worker’s appetite works for him; his mouth urges him on.” Hunger is a merciful benefit from God. I know that may be counter-intuitive. We have been trained to think that hunger is a moral evil, among the very worst. If anyone on the planet is hungry even for a few hours, something is desperately wrong and we must move heaven and earth to correct it. But, as is so often the case, God’s Word first rebukes and then corrects such worldly thinking. In fact, the verse immediately prior to this one states as much: “There is a way that seems right to a man, but its end is the way to death.” No, we cannot simply operate on what seems right to us, but we must wholly lean on the Word of God. 

B. “A worker’s appetite works for him; his mouth urges him on.” God wants to do an amazing work in people’s lives, raising them up to their God-given dignity of productivity. Everyone is called to be productive, as productive as we can be. It’s a part of the nobility and worth we bear as those who have been created in the image of God, who is himself highly productive. And if the Lord is using this miracle tool called hunger to do this wonderful work in other people’s lives, then we are not really helping them by running to their aid and preventing God’s gift of hunger from leading them to fruitfulness. It may make us feel good about ourselves—we have aided a person in pain. It may even make us feel superior to others: we are the helper who took pity on someone beneath us. But I want to say this with clarity: In that instance we have not really helped them, we have harmed them. We have been working at cross purposes to the Lord God by interfering with his work in their lives. 

Having observed these truths repeatedly violated by our government was bad enough, but now it seems that many churches, Christian organizations, and individual Christians have fallen into the same trap. This has led to this Summer Seminar in which I issue an urgent plea to my fellow Christians:


“PLEASE STOP FEEDING THE ABLE POOR.”

THE ALL-IMPORTANT DISTINCTION.


A. You will notice in my plea I make an important assumption, one that used to be the rule among Christians, but now is no longer widely shared. The assumption is that there are different kinds of poor people. There are those who CAN’T and those who WON’T. 


I have great sympathy for those who can’t, and I hope you share that sympathy as well. There are some who because of their life-circumstances are really unable to work and to provide for themselves. I’m thinking especially of the very young, the very old and infirm, and any who face great limitations of mind or body. I would not want any of these who are UN-able to provide for themselves to suffer a single hour of hunger. 


B. But what of those who WON’T? That’s something very different, isn’t it? Now the dominant view today is that this category does not really exist, that people are basically good at heart and if they are given the choice between working and not working, all will choose to work. So, according to this completely positive view of human nature, there is no such thing as the able poor. All poverty and all hunger must be alleviated immediately because it can only be the result of inequity or injustice or true infirmity and need. But it can never be the fault of the poor or the hungry themselves, because if all things were equal and just, people would all do the right thing, because people are basically good at heart.


Again, though, God’s Word enters the conversation, rebuking and correcting. In 2 Thessalonians 3:10 Paul writes: “For even when we were with you, we would give you this command: If anyone is not willing to work, let him not eat.” Apparently, even among believers, if they could find an excuse not to work, some of them took it. And Paul’s remedy was to lean on God’s miracle mechanism to train people to productivity: hunger.   
C. I said that this distinction between those who can’t and those who won’t used to be widely understood among believers, and that is true. In his immensely helpful book, The Tragedy of American Compassion, written by Marvin Olasky back in 1992, he demonstrates the nearly-universal perspective of Christians prior to 1900: “In colonial America, emphasis on a theistic God of both justice and mercy led do an understanding of compassion that was hard-headed but warm-hearted. Since justice meant punishment for wrongdoing, it was right for the slothful to suffer. And since mercy meant rapid response when people turned away from past practice, malign neglect of those willing to shape up also was wrong. Later, when ideas of God changed, so did systems of charity, but early on, it was considered right to place sinners in the hands of a challenging economy.” (8)


Olasky notes several helpful themes in the perspective toward charity of that era. 


“First, the belief that God was not merely the establisher of principles but a personal intervener (“God’s Providence”) contributed to a sense that man, created after God’s image, should go beyond clockwork charity.” People should actually care with love and affection for the poor and not simply hand out cash or benefits.


“Second, it was important for the better-off to know the poor individually, and to understand their distinct characters.” Today, the “poor” are often romanticized indiscriminately and it is assumed that “God is on the side of the poor.” In an earlier era, a distinction was drawn: God backs the mistreated poor, but he also chastises “those who indulged in indolence.” 


“Third, the belief that God’s law overarched every aspect of life suggested that the most important need of the poor who were unfaithful was to learn about God and God’s expectations for man.” We will revisit this later when we consider what is true wealth. But in an earlier time it was thought that those who would not work needed a sermon more than a sandwich or a snack.

“A fourth application of colonial theological understanding was an emphasis on withholding charity at times.” Colonial preacher, “Cotton Mather warned his church members in 1698, ‘Instead of exhorting you to augment your charity, I will rather utter an exhortation…that you may not abuse your charity by misapplying it.’ Mather added, ‘Let us try to do good with as much application of mind as wicked men employ in doing evil.” In other words, let’s think carefully about what we’re doing in our charity and the impact it will have on others. 

Today the suggestion that too much charity might not be the best thing would be met with derision and condemnation. Olasky writes that the difference is “between the dominant views of human nature then and now. Mather did not assume that men (and women) naturally want to work. His view, and that of most leaders in both the North and the South for the next two centuries, was that many persons, given a choice between working and not working would choose to sit. He and others viewed the poor not as standing on the bottom rung of the social latter, with the only choices stagnation or upward movement, but as resting in the middle, capable of moving upward to economic independence or downward to ‘pauperism,’ characterized by a defeated and dependent state of mind, as well as a lack of income.” (8-9)


Interestingly, the Society for the Prevention of Pauperism in New York issued its list of the top ten causes of pauperism each year during the years 1818-1824. Many of these were as you would expect, including the degrading institutions of lotteries, pawnbrokers, brothels, and gambling-houses. But the tenth cause of pauperism is surprising: “charities that gave away money too freely.” (18) In other words, well-meaning people who through indiscriminate giving did more harm than good were listed along with brothels and gambling houses as those who helped to destroy the poor.  

For the remainder of our time, I would like to address two important questions, and then take an extended look at what the Apostle Paul taught that helping the poor should look like in the church. 


The first question is this: 

I. IS HELPING THE POOR A PART OF THE MISSION OF THE CHURCH?

II. IF SO, HOW DOES THE CHURCH BEST HELP THE POOR?   


(This will be followed by an extended look at what the Apostle Paul taught that this should look like in the church. And then we will have a few case studies for you to respond to, finishing up with Q&A)
I. IS HELPING THE POOR A PART OF THE MISSION OF THE CHURCH?


The simple answer to this question, properly understood, is OF COURSE!
Many today would be surprised at the question, assuming that helping the poor is the only mission of the church. 


A. But to answer this question wisely, we need first to address another matter: what is true wealth? And I am reminded of the parable Jesus told in Luke 12 of the rich farmer who had a bumper crop one year, who tore down his old barns and built bigger barns to store it all up. And then he reasoned that since he had so much laid up for himself for many years, he might as well relax and take it easy. And in the parable Jesus said that that very night the man died. “But God said to him, ‘Fool! This night your soul is required of you, and the things you have prepared, whose will they be?’ 21 So is the one who lays up treasure for himself and is not rich toward God.” 


Was that rich man wealthy? Not really. He had a lot of money, but he was also one of the most impoverished men of his day, because he was not rich toward God. 

B. Steve Corbett and Brian Fikkert from Covenant College have written the highly-praised book, When Helping Hurts: How to Alleviate Poverty without Hurting the Poor…and Yourself. I’ve had this book for several years, and perused it once long ago. But then I actually read it and was greatly disappointed. I will share with you what I think is helpful about this book now, and talk about its great deficiency in a bit. 


One of the strengths of this book is in helping us to answer the question at hand: What is true wealth? They quote extensively from Bryan Meyers whom they describe as “a leading Christian development thinker.” He notes that humans who have been created in God’s image must be relational beings, since God himself is Triune, one God in three persons, and hence is relational.


Meyers suggests that before the fall God established four kinds of relationships for each person: a relationship with God, with other people, with self, and with the rest of creation. (This is all pretty standard stuff.) True wealth, then, would be strength and health in all four of these relationships, the relationship with God being the primary. 

Now here’s where helping can hurt both the poor and the helper. If we only define poverty in terms of material wealth, as Americans often do, then those who are materially wealthy may think that the answer for the poor is simply to share some of that wealth, somehow to lift them materially. That false assumption, as we have seen, will likely do more harm than good to the materially poor. But it may also have a deleterious side effect on the giver, namely, a sense of superiority leading to pride, which is spiritually deadly. The giver may slip into thinking that they are superior because they have amassed this wealth while the poor are somehow inferior because they have not. 


But if you define true wealth in a more biblical way, it is quite possible that some who are counted poor (materially) yet are rich toward God and toward others, and may be far better off than their would-be rich donor. The materially wealthy may well be more spiritually impoverished than the “poor” they are seeking to help. 


So, yes, helping the poor is always an essential part of the mission of the church if we understand true wealth and poverty correctly. 


C. And now here’s another aspect of answering this question of whether or not helping the poor is a part of the mission of the church. And this is the greatest defect of this book, When Helping Hurts, in my opinion. Is the church to help all of the materially poor people in the world, or is priority to be given to fellow believers in need? The answer, according to the Bible, is pretty clear: priority in ministry to the materially poor is to be toward fellow believers. 


Several years ago we had a so-called “missionary” stay in our home. He had been brought in by the liberal presbytery women’s group to address them. He was from Sri Lanka. I’m not sure that he was even a Christian, but he was there to chide these women that they were not doing enough to help the poor people of the world. He asked if I had any commentaries on Hosea. He was interested in the book of Hosea because “Hosea had a lot to say about the poor.” He was planning to use this Old Testament minor prophet to beef up his presentation on why people should give more to the poor. Again, I’m not sure he was even a professing Christian, probably more of a Marxist organizer. 


The Old Testament prophets did have a lot to say about injustice and about helping the poor. But the problem they were addressing arose from the fact that the people of God en masse had defected from following the Lord. As a result, the Lord withheld his covenant blessing as a discipline and the land became impoverished. The powerful then robbed from the powerless in order to alleviate their misery. So the answer in almost every case was not that the wealthy needed to share with the poor, but that God’s people needed to return to the Lord in repentance. And notice that God was not really addressing the needs of non-believers, foreigners like the Assyrians or the Edomites or the Egyptians through the prophets, but the needs of his own people. 


In the Old Testament law there was ample provision for the widows and the fatherless of Israel. Why? Because they were among the truly poor. Widows and orphans had no protector and would always be in economic jeopardy. They were the truly poor or the worthy poor. But the same Old Testament holds only derision and scorn for the sluggard, a favorite character in the Proverbs. The sluggard is the equivalent of the “able poor” today, those who could provide for themselves but deliberately choose not to.  
When we come to the New Testament, we find the Apostle Paul laying down this general principle early on in his letter to the Galatians: “So then, as we have opportunity, let us do good to everyone, and especially to those who are of the household of faith” (6:10). Believers are not forbidden from helping non-Christians, in fact, quite the opposite. Yet, in perfect consistency with the Old Testament, priority is given to fellow believers in “the household of faith.” 

And it’s at this point that Corbett and Fikkert are most disappointing. In chapter 1 where they try to establish a foundation for the church’s ministry to the poor they cite Acts 4:34 as the pattern of the early church: “There were no needy persons among them.” They reference James 1:27: “Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to visit orphans and widows in their affliction, and to keep oneself unstained from the world.” And they quote in full 1 John 3:16-18: “By this we know love, that he laid down his life for us, and we ought to lay down our lives for the brothers. 17  But if anyone has the world’s goods and sees his brother in need, yet closes his heart against him, how does God’s love abide in him? 18  Little children, let us not love in word or talk but in deed and in truth.”

What Corbett and Fikkert apparently fail to notice or to distinguish is that in each of these cases the biblical writer is talking about helping FELLOW BELIEVERS. That there were no needy persons in the church in Acts doesn’t mean that there were no needy persons among all the unbelievers in Jerusalem. And that James calls his readers to care for “the orphans and widows (the poor who are unable to support themselves) in their affliction” does not necessarily mean all orphans and widows. James goes on to say in 2:14-16: “What good is it, my brothers, if someone says he has faith but does not have works? Can that faith save him? 15  If a brother or sister is poorly clothed and lacking in daily food, 16  and one of you says to them, “Go in peace, be warmed and filled,” without giving them the things needed for the body, what good is that?” Notice our responsibility is to “a brother or sister” in material need. And in 1 John 3 (read it carefully) our obligation is to “the brothers,” that is, to our fellow believers. 


James sounds much like the Old Testament prophets in chapter 5 where he solemnly warns the rich. But listen closely to what he writes: “1 Come now, you rich, weep and howl for the miseries that are coming upon you. 2  Your riches have rotted and your garments are moth-eaten. 3  Your gold and silver have corroded, and their corrosion will be evidence against you and will eat your flesh like fire. You have laid up treasure in the last days.” (That sounds pretty bad. But is this a blanket condemnation of all who may have two cars and air conditioning while many do not? Read on.) “4 Behold, the wages of the laborers who mowed your fields, which you kept back by fraud, are crying out against you, and the cries of the harvesters have reached the ears of the Lord of hosts. 5 You have lived on the earth in luxury and in self-indulgence. You have fattened your hearts in a day of slaughter. 6 You have condemned; you have murdered the righteous person. He does not resist you.” The “sinners” in view here have defrauded their employees. That’s very different from those who have merely worked hard at their jobs and prospered as a result. Yes, if you cheated and swindled others and are living high at their expense, well, then you need to repent. But James is clearly not condemning those who have prospered materially by following God’s way, and we would ordinarily expect believers to prosper materially by following God’s way.  
 

 
One other dynamic should be considered here. Why did Christian brothers and sisters often find themselves on hard times in the New Testament era? It was not because they refused to work. Paul already addressed that in 2 Thessalonians 3:10: “If anyone is not willing to work, let him not eat.” No, the reason is described in Hebrews 10:32-34: “But recall the former days when, after you were enlightened, you endured a hard struggle with sufferings, 33 sometimes being publicly exposed to reproach and affliction, and sometimes being partners with those so treated. 34 For you had compassion on those in prison, and you joyfully accepted the plundering of your property, since you knew that you yourselves had a better possession and an abiding one.” Mercy ministry to fellow believers was often necessary because of times of persecution as described here. 

And that likely explains one of the most mis-quoted texts in the Bible, from Matthew 25: 


“31  “When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, then he will sit on his glorious throne. 32  Before him will be gathered all the nations, and he will separate people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. 33  And he will place the sheep on his right, but the goats on the left. 34  Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world. 35  For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, 36  I was naked and you clothed me, I was sick and you visited me, I was in prison and you came to me.’ 37  Then the righteous will answer him, saying, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you drink? 38  And when did we see you a stranger and welcome you, or naked and clothe you? 39  And when did we see you sick or in prison and visit you?’ 40  And the King will answer them, ‘Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of the least of these my brothers, you did it to me.’” 


Jesus is clearly not referring to indiscriminate ministry to anyone who happens to be hungry and thirsty and naked and in prison. I’m regularly involved in ministry to prisoners, but that’s not what this is about. Why were these “brothers” (believers) impoverished and imprisoned? These are clearly fellow believers, likely church leaders and evangelists, who have been persecuted for the sake of Christ. Some stood with them because they were believers as well. Others ignored them because they were afraid to be identified with them. 


Let me summarize this section. The question is this: Is helping the poor a part of the mission of the church? Yes, of course, but we must first define what it means to be poor, or better, to be rich. The truly wealthy have healthy and strong relationships with God, with others, toward themselves, and with the rest of the world God made. Many, many materially rich people have no true wealth, while many, many materially poor people are among the wealthiest folks of all. And, yes, helping the materially poor is an essential part of the church’s ministry, but according to both the Old and New Testaments, that help is primarily focused on our fellow believers.

II. HOW DOES THE CHURCH BEST HELP THE POOR?


A. The church has long debated the relative places of evangelism, which is sharing the gospel and calling people to repentance and faith in Christ, and social action, which largely involves improving people’s temporal condition in life and changing the social or political structures that may cause difficulties for the poor and disenfranchised. So how are these related? Does the church best help the poor, through evangelism or social action or some combination of the two? 


African church leader Gottfried Osei-Mensah (from Ghana) was the executive secretary for the Lausanne Committee for World Evangelization, a large international gathering of evangelicals discussing the needs of world evangelism. He offered a clarification of the relationship between social action and evangelism suggesting four possible connections: is, or, for, and, and. Let’s look at each.


1. “Social action is evangelism.” This position states that anything done as social action could be called evangelism. This is the position of the so-called “social gospel,” which taught that Christ came to make things better for all, so just do that, but don’t try to make converts. 


2. “Social action or evangelism.” This position is that one must make a choice between the two, one or the other, but not both. Some evangelicals in reaction to the social gospel have tended to swing to the other side of the pendulum and ignore the other needs of people.

3. “Social action for evangelism.” Using social action/benevolence as a method of opening opportunities for evangelism. This view in my opinion is gaining ascendancy with runaway speed. 


4. “Social action and evangelism.” Acknowledging that Scripture commands both. This doesn’t really solve their relationship, though. Many evangelicals would affirm this but would place the primacy on evangelism. Both the Lausanne and Manila Committees on World Evangelization stated, “Evangelism is primary.” 


5. Pentecostal author Raymond Culpepper suggests yet a fifth option, “Social Action in Evangelism.” In other words, evangelism itself is social action. He cites a 1990 article by Argentinean Evangelist Luis Palau by that title, “Evangelism Is Social Action” in World Vision magazine. 


Palau writes: “The people of this world create the problems of this world. If we can lead them to Christ, we will create a climate for other positive, practical changes to take place….Conversion leads to the greatest social action. As people’s lives are changed, they are different in their families, in their jobs, and in society.”


He went on to write: “I am proud to preach the gospel, which is the power of God, because nothing helps people more than introducing them to Jesus Christ. Evangelism saves people not only from dying without Chris, but also from living without Him. As they live with Him, and for Him, they become salt and light in a world lost in sorrow, injustice, violence, hunger, and disease.”


B. All that makes perfect sense. Yet I said earlier that in my opinion many churches and Christians today are attempting a different model: “Social Action for Evangelism,” using social action, good deeds, benevolence as a means of opening up opportunities for evangelism. The thought is this: “If we do nice things for others, they will think we are nice people and may join us or may give us the opportunity to evangelize them.”


I see two serious problems with this way of thinking. First, it seems a bit dishonest. “We will be nice to you, but we really have this ulterior motive of sharing the gospel.” It’s similar to the “bait and switch” technique in sales and marketing: offering one deal to get you to the store (the bait), but then saying that the deal is over, but wouldn’t you like to look at this other one here (the switch). 


The other serious problem is that social action regularly receives approval and applause from others while evangelism sparks rejection and ridicule. If you greet a stranger with a box of groceries and a gift card to Walmart you will get a very different  response than if you tell them they are a ruined sinner who needs Christ. Now given the fact that most people naturally move toward pleasure and away from pain, given the choice between social action (which garners applause) and evangelism (which brings anger), which do you think is going to win out? 


C. How does the church best help the poor? It’s pretty simple, really. We make disciples of all nations by baptizing those who respond to the gospel and teaching them the way of Christ. I think Luis Palau is exactly right. Evangelism is social action. But we should not think in terms of merely soliciting decisions or making instant converts. Rather, the goal is to “make disciples,” which certainly includes being firmly placed in the context of a loving church family where all kinds of good things can happen. 


Think in terms of the various relationships we all need to be wealthy. What happens to a person who comes to faith in Christ and becomes his disciple? 
1. First, they are suddenly rich toward God, which is most important. While they were formerly under his wrath and condemnation, now they are beloved for the sake of Christ and adopted into God’s family as his dear son or daughter.     


2. Second, they are now rich toward others. Ideally, they are finding reconciliation to their family and friends from before. But they also have a whole new family of fathers and mothers and sisters and brothers. When Peter complained to Jesus that they had left everything for him, he responded with the promise that anyone who comes after him has suddenly gained many more fathers and mothers and sisters and brothers in the Christian family. 

3. Third, they are rich toward themselves. They now are indwelt by the Holy Spirit of God who goes to work turning a wretch into a masterpiece. 


4. And finally, they become rich toward the rest of God’s world, including material possessions. No longer are they enslaved by the idolatry of wealth, whether they were formally rich or poor. Rather, they now desire to be productive, to work so that they will have something to share with those in need. 
<Break>

III. HOW THE NEW TESTAMENT CHURCH HELPED THE MATERIALLY POOR.

A. New Testament believers understood that they were to follow Jesus who “went about doing good.” (Acts 10:38)  In his letter to the Galatians, Paul declared:  “So then, as we have opportunity, let us do good to everyone, and especially to those who are of the household of faith.”  (6:10) Good works to other believers were expected, but even non-Christians were to experience the love of God’s people. The New Testament church in Jerusalem, as we said, had all things in common so that there were no needs. This was a continuation of the Old Testament promise in Deuteronomy 15:4 that in the Promised Land there would be no poor. This blessing had now been realized among the New Testament church.


In Acts 5 we learn that the church in Jerusalem had assumed provision for the Christian widows, and even created a new class of officers, the deacons, for just that purpose. Apparently the Jewish Christian widows, who should have been supported by Jewish benevolence, had been cut off from Jewish beneficence, so the church took up their care.  


B. Later in the New Testament, Paul gives some guidelines for the support of believing widows. This is quite pertinent, so we must quote him at length: “Honor widows who are truly widows” (1 Timothy 5:3). Immediately we find that the widow who would receive support (and we could expand this to other impoverished people) must meet qualifications.  


1.  First, she should look to her family for help.  “But if a widow has children or grandchildren, let them first learn to show godliness to their own household and to make some return to their parents, for this is pleasing in the sight of God” (5:4).


2.  Second, she must be worthy of support.  “She who is truly a widow, left all alone, has set her hope on God and continues in supplications and prayers night and day, but she who is self-indulgent is dead even while she lives. Command these things as well, so that they may be without reproach. But if anyone does not provide for his relatives, and especially for members of his household, he has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever” (5:5-8). 

3.  Third, if she is yet able to work and support herself, she should do so. And even in her older age, she is expected to continue serving Christ through his church according to her ability: “Let a widow be enrolled if she is not less than sixty years of age, having been the wife of one husband, and having a reputation for good works: if she has brought up children, has shown hospitality, has washed the feet of the saints, has cared for the afflicted, and has devoted herself to every good work” (5:9-10) Yet if she is younger and able to work for her support, she should do so. “But refuse to enroll younger widows, for when their passions draw them away from Christ, they desire to marry and so incur condemnation for having abandoned their former faith” (5:11-12). Apparently such widows were expected to devote themselves to Christ and his church if they were enrolled and received benefits.  


But here is the real problem with supporting an able-bodied person like a young widow. “Besides that, they learn to be idlers, going about from house to house, and not only idlers, but also gossips and busybodies, saying what they should not. So I would have younger widows marry, bear children, manage their households, and give the adversary no occasion for slander. For some have already strayed after Satan” (5:13-15). Working for your living is a great blessing of God. Without that daily occupation, filling our time with productivity, our restless, sinful hearts tend to become occupied with other, less wholesome pursuits.  


C. Work is often considered a dreary curse. But according to Genesis 1, God works, and he has created work for people to accomplish. People are to be workers like God. Work is a “godly” activity. “Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, and all the host of them. And on the seventh day God finished his work that he had done, and he rested on the seventh day from all his work that he had done.” (Genesis 2:1-2)  


When God created our first parents, he did not set them in the Garden to sit idly by watching the butterflies and imagining shapes in the clouds. “And the LORD God planted a garden in Eden, in the east, and there he put the man whom he had formed…. The LORD God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to work it and keep it.” (Genesis 8:8, 15) Work was a part of God’s original design BEFORE sin had spoiled his world. Theologians call work a “creation ordinance”; it is a part of God’s good creation, and a benefit to all people. God calls us to fill six of our seven days with productive work and the seventh day with worship. 


Not without good reason do people say, “Idle hands are the devil’s workshop.” We were created to be productive, and we only find contentment through such productivity. This means that the church is not to be burdened with the support of intentionally non-productive people, and should not offer support to them. At the same time, God’s people are to be generous to those who are truly needy, whom some call the “worthy poor.”  “If any believing woman has relatives who are widows, let her care for them. Let the church not be burdened, so that it may care for those who are really widows” (1 Timothy 5:16).


C. In fact, the New Testament does deal with an example of intentionally non-productive people. The believers in Thessalonica heard the message clearly that Christ was coming back. They expected him to return at any moment. Here is an example of where a good doctrine can be poorly applied. “If Christ is coming back at any time,” some of them reasoned, “what’s the use in making any long-term plans? In fact, if Christ is coming back, perhaps tomorrow, why go to work today? Why go to work ever?” Add to this our natural, sinful propensity for laziness, and you have a serious problem. Some believers did go to work and were productive, while others concluded that work was pointless. And yet when Christ did not return immediately, the non-working Christians still needed to eat, and sought support from those who were productive.  


Here, again, Paul’s response to this is so foundational that we must quote him at length. “Now we command you, brothers, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that you keep away from any brother who is walking in idleness and not in accord with the tradition that you received from us” (2 Thessalonians 3:6). Please note that the Christian tradition does not endorse idleness, but rather work and productivity. And Paul reinforced this with his own, industrious example. He often supported himself in his missionary work through the family business of making tents. “For you yourselves know how you ought to imitate us, because we were not idle when we were with you, nor did we eat anyone’s bread without paying for it, but with toil and labor we worked night and day, that we might not be a burden to any of you. It was not because we do not have that right, but to give you in ourselves an example to imitate” (3:7-9). 


And here is the principle of productivity:  “For even when we were with you, we would give you this command: If anyone is not willing to work, let him not eat” (3:10). Jesus sets people free, but not to be freeloaders. “For we hear that some among you walk in idleness, not busy at work, but busybodies. Now such persons we command and encourage in the Lord Jesus Christ to do their work quietly and to earn their own living” (3:11-12). Apparently these intentionally non-productive people were resented by those who were working hard and having to support the idle. “As for you, brothers, do not grow weary in doing good. If anyone does not obey what we say in this letter, take note of that person, and have nothing to do with him, that he may be ashamed. Do not regard him as an enemy, but warn him as a brother” (3:13-15). I have always found God’s people to be generous. Yet we should rightly be reluctant to support intentionally non-productive people.  If we do so, it usually does more harm than good.


The wonderful truth is that Jesus Christ transforms takers into givers. We were created to be workers, those who are productive. Our Lord Jesus Christ said he came not to be served but to serve others (Mark 10:45). The pattern and flow of his life was outward. As we noted in the previous chapter, the flow of a consumer’s life is always inward. The empty chasm must be filled with something, yet it can never be filled. For the consumer, there is only restless, insatiable desire.  


D. But Jesus is the Bread of Life. He satisfies and fills. Jesus is the living water. He told the Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well, “Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty again, but whoever drinks of the water that I will give him will never be thirsty forever. The water that I will give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life.” (John 4:13-14). The flow of a sinkhole is always inward, but the flow of a spring of water is always outward.  


Jesus transforms takers into givers. When God created our race, we were made to be springs, to work and be productive. When we fell into sin, we became sinkholes, never satisfied, always needing more. And when we are born again, when Christ gives us new hearts and minds and fills us with his inexhaustible Holy Spirit, we becomes springs once again. Takers become givers. 


But givers with discernment.  


It is easiest, I suppose, to give nothing and to somehow convince yourself this is alright.


It is a bit harder, but not too hard, to give from a distance, to send a check to those poor people “over there.” It will cost us, but it may relieve our guilt some. 


It is hardest of all to follow Christ, to get to know others, to invest our life in others, to know them well enough that we learn their true needs and come to their genuine aid.


Jesus did not just give an offering.  He gave himself.  

IV. SEVEN MARKS OF COMPASSION


In his book, The Tragedy of American Compassion, Marvin Olasky offers “seven marks of compassion.” Before the advent of indiscriminate government welfare in the early 1900s, charities in America had been seeing remarkable success based on seven general principles (I would argue biblical principles). These were quickly abandoned when the impersonal government stepped in and assumed responsibility for welfare. Unfortunately, many of these principles are being abandoned today by well-meaning churches and Christians. 


1. The first mark of compassion (in alphabetical order, A-G, is AFFILIATION. Volunteers and relief workers knew that many troubles arose from the breakdown of the God-given support of family, church, and community. Their goal at the outset was to explore these broken relationships to see if they could be renewed: restoring family ties, strengthening church and social bonds. Charities asked, “Who is bound to help in this situation?” Many men were abandoning their families, and young people were running away from home. Some elderly had lost contact with their children. “The prime goal of relief, all agreed, was not material distribution but “affiliation…the reabsorption in ordinary industrial and social life of those who for some reason have snapped the threads that bound them to other members of the community.” (102)


2. The second mark of compassion is BONDING. If the destitute truly had no affiliates of family, church, or society, “then it was time for bonding with volunteers, who in essence became new family members.” Charity volunteers did not staff desk jobs or perform impersonal tasks, but rather engaged with a few individuals or families with the opportunity to make a large impact on each, a “narrow but deep responsibility.” “The Philadelphia Society for Organizing Charitable Relief noted that ‘a small number of families, from three to five, are enough to exhaust all the time, attention, and friendly care which one visitor has.’ The thousands of volunteers would have ‘discouraging experiences, and, perhaps for a time little else,’ but would nevertheless be expected to maintain ‘the greatest patience, the most decided firmness, and an inexhaustible kindness.” (103) “The key was personal willingness to become deeply involved.” (104)   

3. The third mark of compassion is CATEGORIZATION. “Charities did not treat everyone equally—and, since they were private, they did not have to.” Charity organizations made that all important distinction we drew at the beginning. Those “worthy of relief” included “only those who were poor through no fault of their own and unable to change their situation quickly. In the category were orphans, the aged, the incurably ill, children with ‘one parent unable to support them,’ and adults suffering from ‘temporary illness or accident.’” Olasky notes that “volunteers who were tender-hearted but not particularly forceful served as helpers to the helpless.” 


There were two other broad categories into which other applicants for aid were listed. Those who were willing and able to work were referred to employment bureaus and termed “Needing Word Rather Than Relief.” But the ‘shiftless and intemperate’ who would not work were listed as “Unworthy, Not Entitled to Relief.” Again, such ‘tough love’ was necessary to allow God’s miracle tool of hunger to do its merciful work on them.


What criteria did these organizations use for such categorization? “Background checks helped, but ‘work tests’ were a key sorting device, and one that also allowed dispensing aid while retaining dignity….when an able-bodied man in almost any city asked an agency for relief, he often was asked to chop wood for two hours or to whitewash a building.  A needy woman generally was given a seat in a ‘sewing room’ (often near a child room) and asked to work on garments that would be donated to the helpless poor or sent through the Red Cross to families suffering from the effects of hurricanes or tornadoes. In 1890 woodyards next to homeless shelters were as common as liquor stores were in 1990, and the impact was far more exhilarating: charity managers could see whether applicants were willing to work, and the applicants could earn their keep.


“The work test, along with teaching good habits and keeping away those who did not really need help, also enabled charities to teach the lesson that those who were being helped could help others. The wood was often given to such widows among the helpless poor. At the Chicago Relief and Aid Society woodyard in 1891, 872 men reportedly chopped wood, and while receiving 6,337 tickets for meals and lodging, did so much that 2,396 tickets could be given to invalids and others unable to work. In Baltimore, the Friendly Inn was exact: free from and board to those unable to work, but for the able ‘sawing and splitting four sticks entitles to a meal, ten sticks to a lodging.’ (At the inn, 24,901 meals were worked for in 1890 and 6,084 given without work.) Categorization, [the contemporary observer and author of How the Other Half Lives] Jacob Riis wrote repeatedly, was essential: the way to fight ‘real suffering in the homes of the poor’ was to hang tough on ‘enforcing Paul’s plan of starving the drones into the paths of self-support: no work, nothing to eat.’” (104-105)


4. A fourth mark of compassion accompanies categorization, and that is DISCERNMENT, “which grew out of the benign suspicion that came naturally to charity workers who grew up reading the Bible. Aware from their theology of the deviousness of the human heart, nineteenth-century charity workers were not surprised when some among the poor ‘preferred their condition and even tried to take advantage of it….”  

“Only discernment on the part of charity workers who knew their aid-seekers intimately could prevent fraud. Baltimore charity manager Mary Richmond wrote that her hardest task was the teaching of volunteers ‘whose kindly but condescending attitude has quite blinded them to the everyday facts of the neighborhood life….”


“Discernment by volunteers, and organizational barriers against fraud, were important not only to prevent waste but to preserve morale among those who were working hard to remain independent. One charity worker noted, ‘nothing is more demoralizing to the struggling poor than successes of the indolent or vicious.’” (107) 

5. The fifth mark of compassion which consistently produced long-term, positive effects is EMPLOYMENT of all were able-bodied and the heads of households. One magazine of the time proclaimed that “Labor is the life of society, and the beggar who will not work is a social cannibal feeding on that life.” Charity officials from Indiana declared that “Nothing creates pauperism so rapidly as the giving of relief to [able-bodied] persons without requiring them to earn what they receive by some kind of honest labor.” Olasky admits that such exhortations to employment would have been “savage” if jobs were not available, but, except for a business panic, they were.


“Most able-bodied poor accepted the work obligation, partly because of biblical teaching and partly because they had little choice. S.O. Preston in New Haven reported that fewer than one out of a hundred refused to work in the woodyard or sewing room, perhaps because ‘there is no other institution in this city where lodging can be secure except by cash payments for same. Had there been alternatives, bad charity might have driven out good, for charity leaders argued that it took only a short time for slothful habits to develop.” (109-110)


6. The sixth mark of compassion along with employment is FREEDOM. This new freedom for many immigrants did not simply mean the liberty to do whatever you wanted, but rather the opportunity to work and worship without government restriction or interference. “Job freedom was the opportunity to drive a wagon without paying bribes, to cut hair without having to go to a barber’s college, and to get a foot on the lowest rung of the ladder, even if wages were low. Freedom was the opportunity for a family to escape dire poverty by having a father work long hours and a mother sew garments home.” This freedom to work hard was not an instant cure for poverty, but those who persevered gradually saw improvement in their life situation. 


The great impediment to this freedom was the lure of governmental charity: impersonal, creating a sense of entitlement, enforcing distribution of wealth, and subject to the competition of partisan politics and liable to the graft and corruption of then using “charity” as payoff for political favors.  


“Charity leaders and preachers frequently spoke of freedom and showed how dependency was merely slavery with a smiling mask….Social worker Frederic Almy argued that ‘alms are like drugs, and are as dangerous,’ for often ‘they create an appetite which is more harmful than the pain which they relieve.’ Governmental welfare was ‘the least desirable form of relief,’ according to Mary Richmond, because it ‘comes from what is regarded as a practically inexhaustible source, and people who once receive it are likely to regard it as a right, as a permanent pension, implying no obligation on their part.’”


7. And the seventh mark of compassion is God. “‘True philanthropy must take into account spiritual as well as physical needs,’ one charity magazine proposed. Poverty will be dramatically reduced if ‘the victims of appetite and lust and idleness…revere the precepts of the Bible and form habits of industry, frugality, and self-restraint.”


And this fits well, of course, with how we defined true wealth, according to the four relationships God established for our race: to God, to others, to self, and to the world God made. Health and strength in these four relationships is priceless, and our relationship with God is primary. 


Again, I would argue that almost all of these marks of compassion are resolved in a well-functioning local church. There we find affiliation and bonding. There people are able to change their categories from taker to giver, from indolent to productive. There we find the discernment of brothers and sisters in Christ who love us enough to hold us accountable. There in a local church we will find help in employment, and if one is unable to work, compassion and practical help. There we find freedom and the encouragement to pursue opportunities to better our lives and to provide well for those who depend upon us. And there, of course, we find the Lord God dwelling in our midst, caring for and transforming all of us into the image of Christ.  


So, again, I think the answer is in Christ’s Great Commission, to make disciples of all nations. To evangelize the lost bringing them to Christ, and then to teach and train them as willing followers of Christ. That, dear friends, is the very epitome of wealth, true wealth that will last forever. 

CASE STUDIES


1. (Free food flyer.)
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2. A transient passing through asks the church  for food/gas/money.


3. A phone call on the church’s answering machine from a local single mom who has no connection to the church. “They’re shutting off my electricity in two days. Can you help me? I don’t know where else to turn.” 


4. A family from your church frequently asks the church for donations. 


5. A family from the community tells you that they were turned down by that “stingy” church across town, but they heard that you were a loving church and would help them. 

6. A family member constantly asks you for money.  (
____________________________________________________________________________________________


