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by Bobby Kelly

E SHOULD NOT BE SURPRISED that Luke's
WGospeI would focus attention on Jesus' con-
demnation of a rich fool (Luke 12:13-21) and
His call for faithfulness concerning possessions (vv. 22-
48). In fact, one might call the Third Gospel the Gospel
to the poor.1
Shortly after the angel’s announcement to Mary, we
find Mary’s song in which she praised God as the One
who has“put down the powerful from their thrones, and
exalted the lowly; He has filled the hungry with good

things, and the rich He has sent away empty” (1:52-53,
writer'stranslation).Jesusidentified the poorasthefocus
of His work in the opening scene of His Galilean ministry
in the synagogue sermon in Nazareth:“The Spirit of the
Lordis on me, because he has anointed me to preach the
good news to the poor” (4:18a).2 Luke’s version of the
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Sermon on the Mount opens with Jesus’ proclamation
“blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom
of God” (6:20). Jesus told the messengers of John the
Baptist to go and tell John the things they had seen and
heardwiththeclimaxbeing“thegoodnewsispreached
to the poor” (7:22).

In the Parable of the Great Supper (14:16-24), ¥ =y

the host invited many, who all made excuses and
declined the invitation. The host responded
by instructing the servants to invite the “poor,
the crippled, the blind and the lame” (14:21).
Luke alone recorded the Parable of the Rich
Man and Lazarus (16:19-31) in which the rich
man, by neglecting the poor, disregarded God
and thus suffered torment. In Luke 18:22, Jesus
proclaimed to therich ruler,”sell everything you
have and give to the poor.”Only Luke recounted
the story of Zacchaeus, the chief tax collector,
who provided evidence of true repentance by
giving half of his wealth to the poor (19:1-10).
Jesus'concernforthe pooriswovenintothe
fabric of Luke’s Gospel.

Jesus obviously had concern for the
poor. We would be wise, though, to con-
sider who the poor were in Jesus’day. Did
Jesus have in mind only the material poor,
that is, those who did not have the basic
necessities of life. Did Jesus use the designa-
tionmetaphoricallytorefertothosewhoshowan
attitude of dependence on God, that is, the poor
inspirit. PerhapsJesususedthetermtodesignate
awholeclass of people who were disadvantaged
whetherbecauseofamaterialneedorsomeother
unfavorable condition such as gender, occu-
pation, or religious impurity.3 A summary of
Deuteronomy reveals some element of each.

During the rule of King Saul, a social
division emerged between wealthy landhold-
ers and the peasant class. The poor depended
on the rich for survival. Too often, however, the
hired worker, alien, beggar, widow, and orphan
were neglectedand even oppressed by the power-
ful. These were the very people that the law, particularly
Deuteronomy, mentioned centuries earlier.

The word for the poor in Deuteronomy, ’ebhyon
(Hebrew:7128), referred to a person who lacked the basic
necessities.4 The term also carried social implications
since such a person had no inheritance of land. Such a
person existed in a state of lowliness and social alien-
ation. As this person drew near to God, the term took on
the metaphorical sense of humility, even piety.>

The responsibility of the rich toward the poor is evi-
dentin Deuteronomy, which laid out the goal that“there
should be no pooramong you” (Deut. 15:4a). This meant
that Israelites were to give generously until the goal was
reached.Deuteronomypromisedjudgmentonthosewho

actedoutofself-interestanddisobeyed Godinthis
matter. To insure a poor class did not exist in
Israelite society, Deuteronomy required the can-
cellation of all debts at the end of every sev-
enth year (vv. 1-5). Further, Deuteronomy
declared that anyone who refused to be
generous to a poor man would “be found
guilty of sin” (v. 9). Deuteronomy also
showed concern for persons to maintain
the dignity and self-respect of the poor
by forbidding creditors from entering the
debtors’homes to collect (24:10). If a poor
person’s coat was taken as collateral for an
outstanding loan, then it was to be returned
before night (vv. 12-13). If a poor man sought
a loan, it was to be granted without interest
charged (23:19-20).To hold back the wages of a
heedy person was considered a sin (24:14-15).

In Luke the term ptochos (Greek: TTwx6¢)
reveals the influence of the Hebrew Scriptures
and Jewish history. The word appears ten times
in Luke's Gospel, usually with reference to the
impoverished. Since they were oppressed and
alienated, God wastheironly hope.Thus, Jesus'use
of the “poor” could refer to spiritual poverty as well
as material poverty. The dual meaning of the term
is evident by comparing Matt 5:3, “blessed are you
who are poor in spirit”versus Luke 6:20,“blessed are you
who are poor.” When Jesus spoke of the poor in Luke,
we should allow for some sense of spiritual poverty, as
well as a broader reference to all those who are hungry,
whoweep, thesick, theleast, thelast, thoseonthefringes
of society, and/or the oppressed. But whatever else we
say about the exact identity of the poor, we can hardly
imagine Jesus or Luke ever using the term“poor”without
theirindicating something of the economic poverty that
pervaded their world.

Jesus’ concern for the poor begs the question of
the Christian responsibility in the face of poverty. What
should be our response in light of parables such as the
Parable of the Rich Fool in Luke 12:13-21? To begin,
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poverty was and is a disgraceful reality that should not
exist. While the origin of poverty is complex and unclear,
it exists because of human decisions. A recent tendency
is to lay the blame at the feet of unfortunate decisions
by the poor. In the biblical tradition, however, the bad
decisions are placed at the feet of those with wealth and
power who, because of selfishness and greed, unjustly
deprive others of what they need. The rich man in
Luke 12wasafool because hisgreed revealed an attitude
contrary to the heart of God. His actions created an envi-
ronment of economic oppression. Rather than standing
with the poor, the rich fool intensified their suffering by
doing nothing.

Sowhatarewetodo? Should werenounceall wealth
or should we defend the acquisition of wealth as long as
our hearts are right with God? Perhaps Christian respon-
sibility rests somewhere between. Jesus called and still
callsHisfollowers to be generous in sharing with thosein
need. While Jesus likely did not intend all of His followers
tosellalland give to the poor, He likewise never spoke of
povertyassomethingthatshouldbeignoredoraccepted
as inevitable either.6 Wherever we find people who are
powerlessandmarginalizedandanywhereneighborhoods

aredevastatedbypovertyandhopelessness,Jesus'callisto
givegenerously.Those of uswho have economicsecurity
must share our wealth and assist those in need, thus stor-
ing up treasures that last. The manner in which we utilize
our means has eternal consequences. B
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