OT and NT Provision for the Poor
Old Testament

1. Hebrew words for poor and poverty

· Dal—poor, lower classes within a society (Ex 23:3)

· Dallah—material lack (2Kings 24:14)

· Ani—pain of the oppressed poor, one socially powerless (Ex 22:25; Dt 24:12,14,15; Ps 102)
· Ebyon—dire want, lacking basic food and clothing and resources to get them (Ps 132:15), dependent on others (Dt 15:1-11)

· Rus—deep poverty, defenseless, vulnerable to abuses of those with power (1Sam 18:23; Ps 82:3); treated unfairly in the courts (Dt 15: 1-4); most easily robbed in any society (Ps 35:10); no recourse but to appeal to the Lord (Jer 5:4)

2. Relationship between poverty and oppression

· Individual responsibility for one’s poverty (Prov 10:4; 20:13; 21:17; 23:21)
· Forces beyond one’s control (Prov 13:23; Isa 58:6-7; Zech 7:9-10)

· Nagas—intense pressure causing pain (slavery) (Ex 3:7)

· Dak—crushed, oppressed (Ps 74:21)

· Asaq—misuse of power to crush those of lower status (Prov 14: 31)

3. Social responsibility for the poor in the theocracy

· Justice system—OT justice was distributed in the local community; warnings of favoritism on decisions between poor and rich (Lev 19:15); focus on honesty according to facts and law (Ex 23: 3,6)
· Preservation of capital—Israel was an agrarian society so OT law decreed that land was to remain permanently in the hands of the first settlers; land was to be redeemed (Lev 25:23-24); use of land was sold according to value of crops, but redeemed every 50th year (Year of Jubilee); land was to rest for one year and original family was to take repossession

· Voluntary servitude—poor sell their personal services to fellow Israelite (Dt 15:12-18; Lev 25:39-54); every 7th year servant was to be released and given supplies for a fresh start (Dt 15: 13-14)
· Access to necessities—1) during the 7th Sabbatical year no crops were planted and poor were given access to crops that had grown up (Ex 23:10-11); 2) during regular years poor were allowed to glean the fields freely (Lev 19:10; 23:22)

· Interest-free, forgivable loans—loans to Israelites were to be made without charging interest (Lev 25:35-37; Dt 23:19-20) and cancelled the 7th Sabbatical year; right attitude toward the poor is emphasized (Dt 15: 7-11)

· Organized collections—tithes were collected; one collection was taken every 3 years for distribution to Levites, aliens, fatherless, widows (Dt14:28-29)

4. Personal responsibility for the poor in the theocracy

· The system depended on the goodwill of individuals following the rules; none of these measures worked society-wide; Job was a positive example (Job 29:11-17; 30:25; 31:16-21); God himself can be expected to rise up in behalf of the poor (Ps 82; Isa 11:4)
New Testament
1. Greek words for poor and poverty

· Penes and penichros—those poor in relationship to the well-to-do, unable to make a living from any property owned and so had to work for a wage or as apprentice (Lk 21:2; 2Cor 9:9)

· Ptocheia—poverty, reduced to begging, unable to meet basic needs and so depended on others to supply

· Jesus went from penes (poor class) to ptochos (depended on the gifts of others for his support: 2Cor 8:9; Mt 8:20; Lk 9:58); in order to follow Him, disciples left employment to become dependent on Him (Mt 4:18-22; Mk 1:16-20); the Father provided care (Mt 6:25-33)

2. Poor within the church

· Whereas the OT links poverty with oppression and establishes social mechanisms that people of good will can use to reduce poverty, the NT does not explore the relationship between social oppression and the state of the lower classes. OT law was civil and ethical in nature.

· NT church exists as a community of faith with a variety of societies and cultures. The Christian may influence his or her society, but the church is never envisioned as a state; hence, no NT writer felt that it was his mission to set up the constitution of an ideal society.

· Differences in social standing are assumed in the NT, but to follow Jesus meant not showing favoritism (Jas 2:1-7). The early Christian movement was one of the lower classes while the rich continued exploiting believers (1Cor 1:20-30). One is not categorized in one way or another (Gal 3:28); be willing to associate with those of low position (Rom 12:12-13).

· The NT focuses on the plight of the poor and on the way the church and individual believers are to respond. The church is viewed as the larger community of faith in a geographical area and is to respond to the need of Christian communities in other areas (Rom 15:25-28; 1Cor 16:1-4; 1Cor 8:1-7; Gal 2:10). When one area suffered famine or persecution, believers in more prosperous areas sent support. 
· Each believer is to respond to the immediate needs of individuals whom he or she knows (Jas 2:14-16; 1Jn 3:16-18). Structures in local communities assisted widows (1Tim 5:1-16) and the poor (Acts 6:1-7). The emphasis on the willingness to selling possession and helping those in need is found in Acts 2:45. Giving for others is discussed in 2Cor 8-9; this giving is for human need over support of institutions. Even the poor can give to those more destitute (8:1-4), and this is viewed as the model of Christ’s sacrifice (8:8-9). The goal of such giving is to meet the needs of others, realizing that when our time of need comes, we will depend on others as they depend on us now (8:13-14). God ultimately is the one who supplies our needs and will care for us when we are in need (9:8-11). Believers are to care for others, especially for those who belong to the family of believers (Gal 6:10).

