
SERMON SERIES ON POVERTY 
WHERE IS IT WRITTEN 

 

Scripture 
 
Mark 14 (The Message) 
 
3-5 Jesus was at Bethany, a guest of Simon the Leper. While he was eating dinner, a 
woman came up carrying a bottle of very expensive perfume. Opening the bottle, 
she poured it on his head. Some of the guests became furious among themselves. 
“That’s criminal! A sheer waste! This perfume could have been sold for well over a 
year’s wages and handed out to the poor.” They swelled up in anger, nearly 
bursting with indignation over her. 
 
6-9 But Jesus said, “Let her alone. Why are you giving her a hard time? She has just 
done something wonderfully significant for me.  
 
You will have the poor with you every day for the rest of your lives. Whenever 
you feel like it, you can do something for them.  
 
Deuteronomy 15 The Message (MSG) 
 
10-11 Give freely and spontaneously. Don’t have a stingy heart. The way you handle 
matters like this triggers God, your God’s, blessing in everything you do, all your 
work and ventures. There are always going to be poor and needy people among 
you. So I command you: Always be generous, open purse and hands, give to your 
neighbors in trouble, your poor and hurting neighbors. 
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Introduction 
 
Grace and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord Jesus Christ! 

Some of us are old enough to remember Tevye, from Fiddler on the Roof…  

I’m not much of a fan of musicals but I loved Fiddler on 
the Roof. I think because of Tevye’s constant 
conversation with God. I wish I was that close to God all 
the time. I like the way Tevye always knew what the 
good book says and could apply it to any situation in 
life… 

Like… As the good book says, if you spit in the air, it lands in your face. 
 
Sounds like it belongs in Proverbs…I couldn’t find it… 
 
Or… As the good book says, when a poor man eats a chicken, one of them is sick. 
 
Mendel, the Rabbi’s son challenged that one -  “Where does the book say that?” 
 
Tevye replied, “Well, it doesn't say that exactly, but somewhere there is 
something about a chicken.” 
“Where does the good book say that?” 

In mid-1800’s those words started a revolution that became the Covenant Church 
in Sweden… 

We come from rebellious stock.  

We chaffed at the State Church of Sweden telling us what to believe and how to 
worship. We didn’t like that you were born and baptized into the Church with no 
choice or a personal confession of faith. 

Some things die hard…everyone in Sweden still pays a tax to the Church whether 
you attend, or not. 

So, we began to secretly gather in conventicles, sitting 
around kitchen tables to study the Bible together. 
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Our founding fathers were threatened with prison for celebrating communion 
outside of the church and even for simply meeting together around the Bible. 

But, we believed that God’s Spirit could, and did, speak to us – the State Church of 
Sweden had no exclusive claim to God’s Word or His ability to speak into and 
change our lives. 

As we shared what we believed God was telling us, we challenged each other. 

We asked, “Where is it written?”  

We wanted to know the truth about what God said in his Word – not man’s 
interpretation of God’s Word…so we dug deep into the scriptures and… 

We “covenanted” to come together around a very few basic affirmations of 
faith…and agreed not to quibble or argue about the rest…that gives us a lot of 
freedom in Christ and our personal relationship with Him. 

You can find our Covenant affirmations in the bulletin – it’s good to remind 
ourselves every once in a while about what is truly important. 

Today, in a nation where so many people who call themselves “Christians” are 
divided over an unending list of issues, and spend a lot of time and energy 
proclaiming what we are against, the Covenant works hard to be different. To be 
a group of people who tries, as we like to say, “to major on the majors and let the 
minors be minor”.  

I like that – and anyway, the things Christians argue most about, I’m pretty sure 
we will not truly know the answer until we meet Jesus. 

And so, we covenant to worship together…  

to live together in harmony as a fellowship of believers…  

and to constantly search the scriptures for God’s truth…  

That’s what we’re going to do this morning. 

We’re going to look at what “the good book says” –  

We’ll dig a little deeper to discover where it is written… 

Let’s pray… 
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Prayer 
 
Heavenly Father, 

We are so grateful for your Word. 

Your words are as important today as when they were written thousands of years 
ago. 

Father, may we ask every day, “Where is it written?” as we seek to follow you.  

Give us open eyes and minds to understand. 

May your words come alive in our lives. 

May we be as close to you as was Tevye…in constant conversation with you every 
moment of every day. 

Help us, LORD, to be your people, people of the Word… 

I pray that my thoughts this morning will be yours, 

Amen 
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If you don’t work, you don’t eat… 
 
So…imagine we’re sitting around the kitchen conventicle table, sipping coffee 
with friends when one of them says… 

“So, then, the Good Book says… ‘If you don’t work, 
you don’t eat.’” 

 

 

That’s a pretty good rule, don’t you think? 

My dad used it on me and I used it on our daughters. 

It’s really simple – if you want to eat – get to work! 

Does the good book say that? 

Where is it written?  

You start flipping through you Bible and let’s see…I 
know it’s here somewhere 

Yup…got it… 

II Thessalonians 3:10 

The Apostle Paul wrote: 

10-13 Don’t you remember the rule we had when we lived with you? “If you don’t 
work, you don’t eat.” And now we’re getting reports that a bunch of lazy good-
for-nothings are taking advantage of you. This must not be tolerated. We 
command them to get to work immediately—no excuses, no arguments—and 
earn their own keep. 

The Good Book, God’s Word just confirmed everything you’ve always thought…a 
bunch of lazy good-for-nothings don’t deserve to eat. 
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You can almost feel Paul slamming his fist on his desk as he wrote those words –
he was really mad… 

For most of my life, I was, too. 

I believed that you were poor because you were lazy or indigent…that you didn’t 
want to work hard, and probably you didn’t want to work at all. Get a job, get an 
education – it was a pretty simple  

– if you really want to get out of poverty, you can - just do it! 

For most of my life, I completely bought the party line that welfare queens kept 
having more babies so they could pick up bigger benefit checks. 

And then, about 15 years ago, as our daughters were graduating high school and 
going on to college, Donna went back to teaching at Everett Community College. 
There she was asked to teach the GED and Life Skills components in a welfare to 
work program. 

We heard the stories of courageous, mostly moms, who were working hard to 
break the cycle of poverty  - to give their children the chance for a better life.  

Admittedly, there were some bad decisions or poor life style choices, but for the 
most part, their poverty was just bad luck. 

Catastrophic medical bills, a sick child or broken down car that led to a lost job 
and homelessness; bad husbands or boyfriends who ran off with someone else 
leaving them with the kids and all the bills… 

For most though, the biggest reason, and toughest hurdle to overcome, was that 
they were born into poverty. They didn’t have the great blessing and good 
fortune to be born into a solidly middle class, white, protestant family like Donna 
and I did.  

And that fortunate birth, we have discovered, is incredibly important – it gives us 
a huge head start in life. 

Our world view was turned upside down…and Donna started the Next Step.  

Our lives have not been the same since. 

For most of my life, I discovered, I have been totally and self-righteously wrong. 

I believed Paul’s lazy good-for-nothing statement… 
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But, I was wrong. 

Poor people work! 

According to the United States Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, 63% of all Americans over the age or 18 are 
eligible to participate in the workforce. For poor 
people it’s just about the same – 65%  

 

About 2 out of 3 of us who can work, do… 

And that’s true for the poor, too. 

CLICK for second graph 

The majority of the working age poor who can work, do…in almost the same 
proportions as non-poor Americans. 

Admittedly, there will always be some among us who are lazy and just don’t want 
to work. But, most of the poor who can work, do. 

So…if poor people aren’t all lazy and they work at pretty much the same rate is 
everyone else, what’s up with that? 

The answer is really pretty simple – we have become a nation of low paying jobs. 

How did that happen? 

During the recession, people in the middle suffered 
the most – the living wage jobs they lost represented 
nearly 6 out of 10 jobs that disappeared during the 
recession. 

 

CLICK 

In the recovery, almost all of the top paying jobs came back.  

CLICK 

Living wage, middle class jobs didn’t come back – they were replaced with the low 
wage jobs that have come to characterize our economy. 
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That doesn’t mean the jobs changed – we didn’t all of a sudden need three times 
as many low-wage workers…like food service workers or caregivers or baristas… 

Many employers took advantage of the recession’s the soft job market to reset 
wage scales – down to much lower pay for the same job.1 

Almost half of all Americans now work for less than $15 an hour.2 

Even in jobs that used to be well paid union strongholds like automobile 
manufacturing – half of all front line auto workers make less than $15 an hour.3 

According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, among the 
ten fastest growing jobs in the coming years, half will 
pay less than $12 an hour.4 

 

We’ve talked a lot about this before…and if you’d like to visit with me more about 
this, I’ll stick around after the service. 

Let’s get back to our conventicle table… 

I usually love Eugene Peterson’s translations in the 
Message. But, this time, I think he missed the mark 
with lazy good-for-nothings… 

Fortunately, we just happen to have a Greek sitting at 
the kitchen table with us… 

In the original Greek, our scholar tells us, Paul has a 
wonderful play on words that gets lost in translation… 
in II Thessalonians 3:11 it is written… 

Now we learn that some of you [still] just loaf around and won’t do any work, 
except the work of a busybody…or whose one business is to be busybodies; 
minding everybody’s business but their own… 

In his first letter to the Thessalonians, Paul had already warned mischief-makers 
to be quiet and to do their own work. 

And, Paul said, “I worked night and day so I wouldn’t be a burden to you…” 
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These mischief-makers the Apostle had already bidden to “study to be quiet and 
to do their own work” (1 Thessalonians 4:11); comp. the extended note on 2 
Thessalonians 3:8 

The same the apostle speaks of younger widows, 1 Timothy 5:13, who learnt to 
be idle, and yet were busybodies;  1 Peter 4:155 

“Busybodies” puts this all in a much different perspective, doesn’t it? 

Paul isn’t telling the poor, or those who are unable to work they don’t get to eat.  

He’s warned the busybodies before and now he’s clearly angry with those who… 

As the King James version says…are disorderly, working not at all, but are 
busybodies. 

Busybodies - that’s who Paul says don’t get to eat if they continue to be idle 
and disruptive, (NIV) refusing to work and meddling in other people’s 
business (NLV) 

I say, let’s change the rule! 

If you’re a divisive, meddling, gossipy busybody, you 
don’t eat… 

 

That was a good conventicle conversation, don’t you think? 

And speaking of busybodies and eating… 

Judy read from Mark’s gospel the story of what must 
have been a very interesting dinner party. 

 

 

Jesus is invited to the home of Simon, the Pharisee - the ultra-religious, wealthy, 
ruling elite of the day. The Pharisees were a cunning bunch, always trying to trap 
Jesus. In the verses leading up to this story we’re told: 

http://biblehub.com/1_thessalonians/4-11.htm
http://biblehub.com/2_thessalonians/3-8.htm
http://biblehub.com/2_thessalonians/3-8.htm
http://biblehub.com/1_timothy/5-13.htm
http://biblehub.com/1_peter/4-15.htm
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The chief priests and the teachers of the Law were planning how they could sneak 
around and have Jesus arrested and put to death. 2 They were saying, “We must 
not do it during the festival, because the people will riot.”      Mark 14 

We don’t know what motivated Simon to invite Jesus to dinner. 

But from other versions of the story it’s pretty clear that Simon wanted to avoid 
compromising himself in any way, so he carefully skipped all the ordinary 
courtesies and attentions that would have been paid to an honored guest, like 
foot washing. 

That’s all for another day, but in came “this woman”, 
presumably of ill-repute, uninvited into the dinner 
party, with her bottle of unimaginably expensive 
perfume. 

 

The perfume was made of nard – a plant brought all the way from Nepal – an 
incredible journey in the first century. And it was contained in an expensive 
alabaster jar… 

 While he was eating dinner, a woman came up 
carrying a bottle of very expensive perfume. 

 Opening the bottle, she poured it on his head. 

 

…anointing him just like the Old Testament Prophets anointed kings… 

the Pharisee guests were indignant…crazed…beyond angry… 

…the guests became furious among themselves. 
“That’s criminal! A sheer waste! This perfume could 
have been sold for well over a year’s wages and 
handed out to the poor.” They swelled up in anger, 
nearly bursting with indignation over her.     
        

          Mark 14:4-5What 
What made them so very, very angry? 

Was it their extraordinary compassion for the poor? 
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Or was it their hatred of those who weren’t like them? That a “woman like this”, 
would dare to come into one of their homes, and anoint a man “like him”? 

Jesus saw right through them… 

6 Leave her alone! Why are you bothering her?  
  She has done a beautiful thing for me. 

 7 You will have the poor with you every day for the rest 
of your life.   

That’s where we usually stop reading… 

You will always have the poor with you.    

So…maybe we can just shrug our shoulders and get on with life. If the poor are 
always here, I guess there’s not much we can do about it, is there? 

But, Jesus didn’t stop there… 

Let’s go back to the conventicle table and ask ourselves, where is it written…what 
else does God’s word say to us? 

And whenever you want to, you can give to them.  

Whenever you want… 

 

 

How about a quick Hebrew lesson to understand how Jesus threw their own rules, 
right back in their face, saying you can give to the poor anytime you want… 

The Hebrew word we most often translate as “charity” 
is Tzedakah 

Its root, Tsedek, literally means justice or fairness or 
righteousness.  

Simon’s dinner party guests would have known this well because this wasn’t some 
new Jesus-idea – it was God’s command – right out of the Torah – the books of 
the Law the Pharisees loved to quote so often. 
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For those dinner party guests, charity was what you did when you tossed the 
beggar a coin on your way to the Temple. It was a spontaneous act of goodwill 

But, tzedakah, tzedakah is completely different.  Because tzedakah is an 
obligation to do what is right and fair and just.  

Doing justice was so much a part of their daily spiritual life that the rabbis defined 
8 levels of tzedakah or giving. 

The lowest level is to give grudgingly –  

You give, but you’re not very happy about having to 
part with your money. 

 

CLICK 

Most of the next few levels help keep relationships intact between the giver and 
recipient. 

And so it goes, all the way up to what Maimonides, one of the greatest teachers in 
Judaism, said is the second highest form of tzedakah - to give donations 
anonymously to unknown recipients. 

Like dropping your check for the Next Step in the offering basket. You don’t know 
who will receive help and they will not know it is from you. That preserves and 
keeps our relationships on an equal footing. No one has power over the another. 
That’s good. 

CLICK 

Finally - the highest form is to give a gift or job that will help the recipient support 
himself instead of living upon others – to help someone become self-sufficient. 

Because, Maimonides said, “This preserves their dignity, and at the same time 
transforms them from being a recipient into one with the capacity to give to 
others.”  

And that’s important – the ability to give back. 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maimonides
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A modern day rabbi writes: 

Our sages say "In the measure one metes out to others, so is meted out to him."  

In the course of our lives we face many situations when we are dependent on the 
kindness and generosity of others to make it through difficult times. The way we 
reach out to others when fortune is on our side will often determine how fate will 
treat us in our moment of need. 

Let me read that again…let it sink deep within your soul… 

The way we reach out to others when fortune is on our side will often determine 
how fate will treat us in our moment of need. 

The rabbi goes on to write: 

Tzedakah is actually a cycle -- the gifts that we give to others will eventually return 
to us. Furthermore, God is acutely tuned in to our small acts of goodness and 
kindness. Our acts of giving stimulate God's blessings to shower down upon all of 
us, the giver and the receiver alike.6 

…the gifts that we give to others will eventually return to us. 

There are a lot of good, practical reasons to practice 
the very highest level of Tzedakah – to provide people 
with the highest level of giving – good self-sufficient, 
living wage jobs. 

 

Nick Hannauer is one of Seattle’s billionaire investors. He’s in the 1% of the 1%’ers 
– who admits to having more wealth than 99.99% of Americans. But he’s one of 
my heroes – one of the good guys. 

He often speaks to need for his fellow 1%’ers to recognize that everyone has a 
right to, and deserves to earn a living wage. And how, in making that happen, the 
rich will become even richer… 

Hannauer gets Tzedakah – that the gifts that we give to others will eventually 
return to us. 

Here’s what Nick writes…I have a message for my fellow filthy rich, for all of us 
who live in our gated bubble worlds: Wake up, people. It won’t last. 
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If we don’t do something to fix the glaring inequities in this economy, the 
pitchforks are going to come for us. No society can sustain this kind of rising 
inequality. In fact, there is no example in human history where wealth 
accumulated like this and the pitchforks didn’t eventually come out. You show me 
a highly unequal society, and I will show you a police state. Or an uprising. There 
are no counterexamples. None. It’s not if, it’s when. 

The most ironic thing about rising inequality is how completely unnecessary and 
self-defeating it is. If we do something about it, if we adjust our policies in the way 
that, say, Franklin D. Roosevelt did during the Great Depression—so that we help 
the 99 percent and preempt the revolutionaries and crazies, the ones with the 
pitchforks—that will be the best thing possible for us rich folks, too. It’s not just 
that we’ll escape with our lives; it’s that we’ll most certainly get even richer.7 

Hannauer gets it…the gifts we give to others will eventually return to us. 

He has a great TED Talk, too. I’ll put a link on our Sermons webpage. 

And I believe Hannauer is on to something… 

The International Monetary Fund published a study in August. They discovered 
that fear and distrust rise as inequality grows… 

The results provide robust evidence that overall inequality lowers an individual’s 
sense of trust in others in the United States as well as in other advanced 
economies. These effects mainly stem from residual inequality, which may be 
more closely associated with the notion of fairness, as well as inequality in the 
bottom of the distribution.8 

The past months, and years have been incredibly troubling for many of us. We 
have witnessed a side of America that doesn’t seem like it could really be us. It’s 
not who we are or what we believe. It feels like we are becoming a divided 
country, less civil, less respectful, less caring, and probably less safe place to live. 

Hannauer is right – whether the pitchforks are real or figurative. We have to do 
something to rebuild trust and return to our founding principles of fairness and 
equality. 

The last couple of Sundays Mac and I have both encouraged you to learn more 
about our State Initiative 1433 that will raise our minimum wage to $13.50 over 
the next four years and provide paid sick leave for employees.  
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The owner of Molly Moon’s Ice Cream says it much better than I… 

VIDEO :30 Video link  

That’s EXACTLY what the rabbis taught -  

What goes around comes around. 

Whenever you want to…you can give to them… 

When people earn more they have enough money to buy ice cream cones – who 
wouldn’t want that? Then, Molly needs to hire more workers, who are so excited 
to have a new job that they go out to Red Robin to celebrate. Red Robin has to 
buy more hamburger and the rancher buys more feed and when the farmer sells 
more grain, he needs more farmhands and finally they have enough extra money 
to take all their kids out for Molly Moon’s Ice Cream Cones… 

And life goes round and round… 

And that brings us all the way back to where we 
started this sermon series on poverty – with Moses 
and the people of Israel standing at the edge of the 
Promised Land…where God said, 

 

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 

And then, just four verses later, God told Israel, once 
you’re settled in that rich and lavish land…and this 
applies to us, too, in America… 

In Deuteronomy 15:10-11   The Message (MSG) 

10-11 Give freely and spontaneously. Don’t have a stingy heart. The way you handle 
matters like this triggers God, your God’s, blessing in everything you do, all your 
work and ventures. There are always going to be poor and needy people among 
you. So I command you: Always be generous, open purse and hands, give to your 
neighbors in trouble, your poor and hurting neighbors. 

Always be generous…  

https://www.facebook.com/RaiseUpWA/videos/1652874818357335/?video_source=pages_finch_thumbnail_video


SERMON SERIES ON POVERTY 
WHERE IS IT WRITTEN 

Benediction 

May the Lord bless you and keep you 

May he make his face to shine upon you  

And May He bless everything you do…all your work…and 
all your ventures 

BECAUSE 

You are always generous, 

With open purse and open hands, 

Giving to your neighbors  

Amen 
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