
SERMON SERIES ON POVERTY 
#4 THE WISDOM OF SOLOMON: THERE IS NOTHING NEW UNDER THE SUN 

Good Morning! 

Grace and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord Jesus Christ. 

What a great day! To be part of the dedication of Sana and Fern. To welcome 
them into our church family. 

Our daughters often tell us how meaningful and important it was for them to 
grow up in our church, surrounded by so many moms and dads and grandpas and 
grandmas who weren’t their own but loved them well. 

I hope we’ll all remember our promises of this morning – to love and care for 
Sana and Fern and to be good examples of Jesus in their lives. 

Thank you, Kara – and Mark, and John and Sarah for sharing your beautiful 
daughters with us. We promise, we’ll love them well. 

It feels a bit off to be talking about poverty on a day when we celebrate the 
dedication of these precious little girls. But, Sarah was at our house for lunch the 
other day and said, “Of course you should talk about poverty – we want our 
children to grow up caring for the poor.”  

So…let’s ease into poverty with a little Brick Bible Trivia… 

 

Last week Mac told us how the Israelites came to Samuel 
to demand a king.  

Samuel said, “You’re not going to like it…” 

The King will make your sons into soldiers…he’ll make 
them work in his fields…make your daughters be his 
cooks and hairdressers…he’ll take your best fields and 
most productive vineyards and give them to his friends 
and cronies…and if that’s not enough, he’ll take your best 
workers and your prize animals for himself… 

…and you’ll end up no better than slaves.  I Samuel 8 

The people said, “We don’t care – we want a king! We want to be like everyone 
else!” 
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Why was Saul qualified Saul to be king? 

1 Samuel 9:1-2 The Message 

… Saul, [was] a most handsome young man. There was 
none finer—he literally stood head and shoulders 
above the crowd! 

But, even being tall doesn’t count for much when you go to fight the Philistines.  

Saul messed up and David became King. 

David did some pretty bad stuff, too, but he always 
repented, tore his clothes, sat in ashes, and asked for 
forgiveness. God called David “a man after my own 
heart.” 

After David died, his son Solomon became the third king of Israel.  

God appeared to Solomon in a dream. “I’ll give you one wish – ask for anything,” 
God said. 

What did Solomon ask? 

Wisdom… well, actually: 

“an understanding mind to judge Your people, to distinguish good and bad…” 

God was so impressed, He said, “Because…you asked for 
discernment in dispensing justice…I’ll make you really, 
really rich and famous, too – more than any other king - 
ever.” I Kings 3 
 

 
When we started this series on poverty, Mac told us Compassion and Mercy are 
pretty easy but Justice, that’s hard. 
 
Our church is filled compassionate people – that’s why the Next Step is here. It’s 
pretty easy to write checks to help our neighbors in need. 
 
We’re merciful when we prepare and serve meals for our hungry and homeless 
neighbors every Tuesday night. 
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But Justice is roll up your sleeves, get your hands dirty work. Justice fights for 
what is wrong – just like Bethany read in Solomon’s Psalm. Justice changes 
society. 
 
I hope we will discover how to be people of Justice – even when it’s hard or 
unpopular. 
 
Back to Solomon.. 

 

I don’t think God said anything about wives or 
concubines. Solomon had how many? 

 

700 wives of royal birth – not commoners – I can’t imagine where you find 700 
princesses AND 300 concubines 

So much for wisdom… 

Despite 700 wives and 300 concubines, or maybe 
because of them, somehow Solomon found time to 
write 1,000 songs and 3,000 Proverbs and wise sayings 
like… 
 

 
 
9 What has been will be again, 
    what has been done will be done again; 
      there is nothing new under the sun. (Ecclesiastes 1:9) 
 
It must have felt that way for the people of Israel…Samuel WAS right… 

… you’ll end up no better than slaves. 

2 Chronicles tells us that 70,000 men carried building 
supplies for the construction of the Temple, 80,000 cut 
the stones, plus 3,600 overseers. 

153,600 slaves! 
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It took Solomon seven years to build the Temple…and then he started on his own 
palace.  

David already had a palace – I guess it wasn’t good 
enough for Solomon. 

It took seven years to build God’s house – it took 13 
years to build Solomon’s palace. 

Last week, Mac told the story of how by just the third king of Israel, Solomon’s 
reign had become so oppressive that on his death, the ten northern tribes asked 
his son, Rehoboam, to lighten up a bit… 

       1 Kings 12 

4They said…, “Your father made life hard for us—worked 
our fingers to the bone. Give us a break; lighten up on us 
and we’ll willingly serve you.” 

 

He said, “I’ll get back to you…” 

He asked the old gray beards, his father Solomon’s advisors…they said, “Be 
considerate and compassionate – work things out and they’ll do anything you 
ask.” 

He asked his young lobbyist friends who were trying their best to influence him 
and… 
8-…who (we’re told) were now currying his favor, “What do you think?” 

10-11 The young turks…said, “These people who 
complain, ‘Your father was too hard on us; lighten 
up’— tell them this: ‘If you think life under my father 
was hard, you haven’t seen the half of it. My little 
finger is thicker than my father’s waist.  

My father thrashed you with whips; I’ll beat you bloody with chains!’” 

My little finger is thicker than my father’s waist. 

Fingers and politics… 
 
There is nothing new under the sun… 
 
We need to pray… 
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Prayer 
 

 
 
 

 
Heavenly Father, 
 
I’ve heard these stories a hundred times…but for some reason, I didn’t hear the 
whole story. In Sunday School, we missed the part about 153,600 slaves taking 7 
years to build your Temple…and for sure, we didn’t hear it took Solomon 13 years 
to build his palace …almost twice as long as took to build your house. 
 
Lord God, there is nothing new under the sun.  
 
Help us to understand the plight of the poor and downtrodden. 
 
Open our ears, our minds and our hearts. 
 
Help us to see injustice for what it is. 
 
We are people of compassion and mercy. 
 
Now, help us begin to understand what it will take to become people of justice, 
too. 
 
May my words and my thoughts be yours today Dear Lord, 
 
Amen 
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The King As Oppressor 
 
There is nothing new under the sun… 

How disappointing that must have been for the common people in Israel…it was 
déjà vu all over again… 

From their childhood they were taught to remember the stories of how God 
delivered them from the oppression, affliction, and slavery of Egypt.  

I like what Mac said a couple of weeks ago - there was complete and total equality 
in the desert. Everyone slept in tents. Everyone ate the same manna and… 
sometimes they ate so much quail it came out their noses. 

There were no rich or poor, no powerful or weak…they were all the same - God’s 
people. 

They went into the Promised Land and God divided the land fairly. God provided 
every tribe, clan, and family with just the right amount of land to produce enough 
for each person’s needs. 

He did that so there must be, there need be, there should be no poor among 
them. 

They celebrated that every year in the Passover. 

And to this day, as Jews all around the world sit down to the Passover meal, they 
begin with the prayer, 

"All who are hungry, come and eat; all who are needy come and celebrate 
Passover." 

What happened? 

For many, it felt like the same oppression, affliction, and slavery all over again.  

This time it wasn’t the Egyptians, it wasn’t their enemies… their own king was the 
oppressor…and all of his cronies. 
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That same, wise king Solomon who wrote in the 72nd 
Psalm that Bethany read for us this morning… 
 

 

1 True God, bestow Your honest judgments upon the king 
    and anoint the king’s son with Your righteousness. 
2 May he be honest and fair in his judgments over Your people 
    and offer justice to the burdened and suffering. 
3 Under his reign, may this land of mountains and hills know peace 
    and experience justice for all the people. 
4 May the king offer justice to the burdened and suffering, 
    rescue the poor and needy, 
     and demolish the oppressor!   The Voice (VOICE) 

 

Justice – three times in four verses. 

Burdened and suffering – two times in four verses. 

Rescue the poor and needy 

Demolish the oppressor! 

How ironic – Solomon was the oppressor!  

Such an oppressor that when he died, the ten northern tribes of Israel rebelled 
and left the kingdom. 

Samuel was a prophet…you’ll end up no better than slaves. 

In America, where say all men are created equal and there is justice for all… 

Why is there not justice for everyone who is burdened and suffering? 

Why do we still need to rescue the poor and needy… 

And demolish the oppressor? 
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Oppression in our time 
 

A couple of weeks ago we saw that in 50 years, the 
percentage of Americans living in poverty has barely 
budged. The only difference is that now, 48 million 
people live in poverty – not 28 million. 
 

There is nothing new under the sun. 

We learned that right here in Monroe, United Way 
discovered 1 in 3 people live in poverty or can’t make 
ends meet – nearly 250,000 people – a quarter of a 
million! 

 

We saw that in the 30 years since Forbes magazine first 
published their list of Billionaires we have 500 more 
billionaires and 16 million more people living in official 
poverty. 

 

Does that feel like justice to you? 

Does it feel like something isn’t right…like something is way out of balance? 

If it does, you’re right. 

According to the European banking giant, Allianz, 
among the 55 developed countries they compared, the 
United States is the most unequal country the world.1  

 

 

Allianz said, 

USA should stand for the Unequal States of America. 

If we take $100 to represent the entire wealth owned 
by individuals in the United States and spread that 
across 100 people, the top 1 person will hold 35 of 
those $100 – one person. 
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The next four people together will own $28  

 

and so on until we come to the last 40 people.  

 

They own nothing. In fact, they are in debt – probably 
to the guy with all the money. 

That’s still hard to get our heads around. Let’s figure 
out how much each person holds in their own hands. 

The top 1 person has $35. If you are right in the middle 
of America – half the people richer than you and half 
poorer, you have 15 cents. 15 cents compared to the 
#1 guy’s $35.  

….. 

The median net worth (half the people higher, and half 
lower) of those in the 1% club is 270 times the rest of 
us combined. 2  

 

Income Inequality looks pretty much the same. 

In the Roaring 20’s, the top 1% took home 20% of the 
all the income in the United States.  

 

We of course had the great recession, but America was changing  

At the turn of the century, 41% of the workforce was employed in farming. By 
1970 that fell to 4% and now it’s less than 2%. 3 

Manufacturing replaced farming. 

It wasn’t that the rich were earning less, we raised the floor – the average person 
began making more. 

The rich didn’t give away any of their money. There was no great redistribution of 
wealth. 

It was just plain good news. The economy was changing and growing with good, 
stable living wage jobs. 

The middle class was coming into its own. 



SERMON SERIES ON POVERTY 
#4 THE WISDOM OF SOLOMON: THERE IS NOTHING NEW UNDER THE SUN 

And, as we’ll see in a minute, businesses were sharing their good fortune with 
their workers. 

Lower income workers were being lifted up – that’s why the 1% share was 
diminished – the bottom was raising up and the top was still doing just fine. 

When we hear all the campaign rhetoric that tells us we need to Take America 
Back, or Make America Great Again – take a look at the three decades of the 50’s, 
60’s and 70’s – most Americans agree - that’s when America was Great – and 
more equal! 

President Eisenhower built the interstate highway system. President Kennedy 
faced down the Cuban Missile Crisis and challenged us to go to the moon in ten 
years – and we did.  

I believe that spirit and the pulling together for the common good is what we’re 
longing for today… 

But…something happened in the 1980’s. Politicians and policy makers grabbed 
onto a new economic theory.  

Supply side economics said that if you give huge tax breaks to the owners of 
capital – the wealthy who own the corporations, they will turn around and invest 
the tax savings into building new factories. They’ll hire more workers and pay 
them higher wages.  

Tax breaks for the wealthy, the economists and politicians said, will stimulate the 
economy, create hundreds of thousands of jobs, and the benefits will trickle down 
to everyone… everyone…not just the rich who got the breaks…everyone will win! 

If the trickle-down theory of economics is true and if it works, then, we should 
expect the curve to keep going down as more jobs are created – and everyone’s 
income goes up. We should become an even more equal society. 

That didn’t work out so well for most of us… 

The share of income going to the top 1% is the highest it’s been since the Great 
Depression.  

You’re in the top 1% of you make $407,000 a year and you’ll have almost a million 
and a half friends to celebrate with. 4 

Keep in mind when this all started…I submit to you that this is when we began to 
lose our “greatness”…the 1980’s. 

Does that graph looks like a huge 1%’er grin? 
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If we flip it around to look at what’s left for the rest of 
us, for 99% of us to share ….  

It looks a lot like a frown… 

 

So… 

What made America great?  How did we become more equal…even if it was only 
for a short time? 

We came through World War II and we were off and running into the 1950’s… 

Soldiers came home and went to college, they got good jobs, they bought houses 
in the suburbs, they needed cars to get to work, and factories that had been 
building bombers quickly converted to make furniture to fill up all those new 
houses… 

Our economy grew and continues to grow at a steady 
pace with just a few bumps along the way. 

Workers kept getting better at making things faster. 
We became more productive.  

 

Because of that -  

Companies shared their growth and profits with their employees. Everyone 
benefitted. 

Times were good. The middle class was growing. 

And average hourly wages grew right along with the economy. 

But…something happened in the early 1980’s…those difficult 80’s again… 

All of a sudden, for the average person, wages stopped growing. The economy 
kept growing. We kept getting more productive – it took fewer workers to make 
the same number of cars or airplanes…but…it wasn’t shared with employees like 
it had been in the 50’s, 60’s and 70’s. 

Average hourly wages and household income have been flat or declining for the 
past 35 years. 

The same thing happened to the minimum wage… 

The minimum wage has fallen from its peak value in 1966 of $9.76 in today’s 
dollars to $7.25 today. 

Here’s the back story… 
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Congress authorizes changes to the national minimum wage. The last time they 
changed the minimum wage was 2008 – 8 years ago – millions of workers have 
gone without a raise for 8 years! 

When Congress authorized the change in 1966, the minimum wage jumped from 
$1.00 an hour to $1.40 – a 40 % increase.  

40% is just about what it will take to bring today’s minimum wage up to the 
$10.10 an hour President Obama asked Congress to enact last year. Congress 
refused to even bring it to a vote. 

We hear that raising the minimum wage will kill jobs, destroy companies, and our 
entire economy. 

Look at what happened to the Gross Domestic product – the measure of all the 
goods and service we produce in America. In 1966 – there was no huge downturn, 
there wasn’t even a blip – it actually went up when the minimum wage was raised 
40% overnight – not like the phase in three to seven years we’re taking in Seattle! 

Here’s an interesting aside on the minimum wage… 

The University of Washington has been studying the impact of higher 
minimum wages in Seattle and they found neither significantly higher prices 
or lower employment. There’s a link to their studies in the transcript of this 
sermon. 5 

That’s good news. 

Incidentally, if the minimum wage had kept up with the growth in productivity – 
how fast workers make or do things – it would be $32 today 

So, if the economy kept growing and productivity kept rising, where did the 
money go? 

I can remember sitting in a business school finance 
class, debating the morality of Boeing paying their CEO 
more than 20 times what an average Boeing employee 
made. 

 

A couple of years earlier, Boeing laid off 43,000 of its 80,000 workers – more than 
half - and Seattle was in a deep, deep recession. The last person to leave town 
was supposed to turn off the lights…it was pretty scary thinking about graduating 
into a recession. 

So we debated – is it OK to give the CEO a big raise? 

It was a good debate – still is. 
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Surprising it was Congress that became worried that CEO pay was rising too fast in 
the late 80’s. In 1993 CEO pay took an abrupt turn – it went down! 

Congress passed legislation that capped CEO pay at $1 million a year. If a 
company paid more than that, they could not deduct the expense for tax 
purposes – and that’s where it still is today. $1 million a year. 

But, thinking they were doing a good thing (or more probably influenced by 
lobbyists) Congress said, “Go ahead and pay executives whatever you want in 
performance bonuses and incentive pay – the sky’s the limit…deduct it all. 

It took executives just one year to figure it out. 

The CEO’s of America’s 350 largest companies took home an average of $16.5 
million last year – 303 times the average wages they paid to their own workers in 
their own companies! 300 times! 

Do you think CEO’s today work 10 or 15 times harder or are any smarter than the 
CEO’s who ran Boeing when they designed and built the first commercial jet 
liners? 

Can you even imagine a CEO who is worth 300 times their average worker? 

Remember what happened to the average hourly wage at the same time?  

Working at the minimum wage, it will take you 774 years to make what these 
CEO’s make in just one year….it will take you more than two years to make what 
they make in just one day… 

…. 
 
Do you wonder where the money went? 

Do you wonder why the middle class is disappearing? 

Do you wonder why a single mom, working a full time job at minimum wage falls 
far below the official poverty line? 

Do you wonder why so many families are struggling to make ends meet? 

Corporations and those who run them used to care about people…a few still do… 

….. 
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One last Brick Bible Trivia Challenge – more wisdom of 
Solomon: 

 

 

Two things are certain in the life of every man; death and _______.  

Bonus points if you know the reference!  

I’m kidding – it’s not in the Bible, but Solomon sure could have said it! 

Let’s look at taxes since the good old days of the 50’s – when America was great. 

While tax rates for the lowest income earners have 
barely changed, the rich have gotten huge breaks over 
the last 50 years. 

 

 

Remember our friend, the 80’s…when trickle-down economics became popular?  

When giving tax breaks to corporations and the wealthy was supposed to make all 
of us happier and richer? 

Remember who was president in the 80’s? 

Ronald Reagan famously said, “I never made more than three movies a year – 
after three, the government took everything I earned.” 

That wasn’t quite true, but the top tax rate has been as high as 94%. 

And, it’s not quite as dramatic as Ronald Reagan made it sound. Tax rates are 
marginal rates – you pay increasing rates as you step up in each level of income. 

The 91% top tax rate in Reagan’s movie star days would only have been paid on 
his income that was over 2.7 million in today’s dollars… 

Today the top marginal tax is 39.6% and that is only paid on income over 
$400,000 a year. 

But that’s not all of the story, either. 

Today, there are so many loopholes and deductions that the effective rate paid by 
the highest income earners is only 17% - not 39%. 

That’s why Warren Buffet can say he pays a lower tax rate on his millions (or 
maybe billions) than his secretary and cleaner do on their income. 
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And what’s especially interesting is that the richer you 
are, the lower your real tax rate will be. 

 

 

The very, very wealthiest – 1 out of every 100,000 tax payers, who makes an 
average of $62 million a year pays taxes at the same rate as a hard working family 
earning $85,000 a year.6 

I know…it’s crazy… I’m not making this up. 

The IRS says so. 

$85,000 / $62 million – how does that make you feel? 

Who do you think pay the lobbyists who “help” our Congressmen and women 
write the tax laws? It’s not you … it’s not me… 

John Boehner said the Tax Code is way too 
complicated. No matter which party or candidate you 
support – I think we can all agree on that. 

 

 

I don’t know if this is stagecraft or political posturing or the truth, but I did check 
– the tax code has 4,139,000 words – that’s a lot. 

Have you ever read the Bible through in one year? Anyone? 

How tough was it to keep up? I was really difficult for me. 

The tax code is 5 ½ Bibles worth of words…  

I guess that’s why it’s so complicated to keep God’s rules, too. 

Remember this picture the next time you a politician tells you we need to make 
taxes simpler. A couple of minutes should do it. 

Donald Trump tells us the problem is too many tax brackets – 7 of them. 

That’s not the hard part – 7 brackets just means a few more simple multiplication 
problems. A couple minutes on the calculator – that’s all. 

The hard part is changing all those 4 million words to reflect a just and fair 
system. 
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Oh, and by the way, Mr. Trump promised to collapse the current 7 brackets into 
just 3… 

And guess what? 

The top bracket falls from 39.6% to just 25%.  

A 40% tax cut for the rich... Surprised? 

There is nothing new under the sun… 

I believe God’s words still ring true for America… 

There must be, there need be, there should be… no 
poor people among you because God is going to bless 
you lavishly in this land…  

Deuteronomy 15:4-6 

I think the Occupy movement of a few years ago got 
it… 

There should be no poor…but there must be economic 
and social justice for all! 

 

We live in a lavish land. Blessed with abundant natural resources and the 
American spirit. We work hard, we know how to solve problems. We send people 
to the moon after all! We live in the most powerful, the richest nation the world 
has ever known. There is plenty of money in America… 

But our system is way out of balance. 

Our system is broken. 

Everyone should have an equal voice and an equal say. 

The United States was built upon the words, “We the people…” 

We all pay a price when wealthy special interests dominate the political process 
and determine the agenda and direction for our country. 

We all pay a price when big-box retailers and the fast food industry lobby against 
a living wage. 

We all pay a price when corporate polluters and energy companies spend millions 
to deny climate change and stall progress on clean energy solutions. 

Or, the pharmaceutical industry writes health care policy. 
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Last week Mac shared the words of the Prophet Amos 
with us. I hope you read through Amos last week.  

If you didn’t – read it this week. 

It’s brutal and it describes the United States today. 

 

Amos said: 

People hate this kind of talk. Raw truth is never popular.  

But here it is, bluntly spoken:  

…you run roughshod over the poor  
 and take the bread right out of their mouths,  

And God called that… 

Appalling!            
   Amos 5 

Amos is right…we don’t like to hear the truth. It’s not popular to talk about 
injustice or poverty in our churches. 

We’re afraid we’ll offend someone with the truth. 

But I hope what you’ve heard and seen makes you angry.  

Angry at the injustice of it all. 

Angry that we have 15 cents in our pocket while the ONE guy at the top has $35. 

Angry that the 1% take 20% of the entire income of America - 1 in every 5 dollars. 

Angry that someone working hard at a minimum wage job will have to work 2 ½ 
years to make what a CEO makes in one day. 

Angry that the super rich and corporations can give any amount of money to 
control our political process. 

Angry that anyone is talking about cutting the taxes on the rich by 40% while the 
poor stay stuck at 10. 

I hope, for our children and our grandchildren…I hope for the sake of all the little 
ones like Sana and Fern, that we will have the courage to speak up and take 
action for justice and what is right… 

I hope we roll up our sleeves and get our hands dirty for justice… 

So the LORD, our All Powerful God, will no longer be able to say…appalling! 
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Benediction 
May the Lord bless you and keep you. 

May he make his face to shine upon you. 

May he be gracious to you as you are to others. 

And may we all join together, to pray that God will raise up 
righteous leaders…wise, compassionate and mercy-filled 
leaders 

so that in the words of Amos, 

We as the church, and our children, and our grandchildren will 
live in a nation where 

…justice rolls on like a river, and  
    righteousness like a never-failing stream 

Go, in grace and peace…Amen 
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