Why Always the Poor?

Matt 26:6-11 Now when Jesus was at Bethany in the house of Simon the leper, 7 a woman came up to him with an alabaster flask of very expensive ointment, and she poured it on his head as he reclined at table. 8 And when the disciples saw it, they were indignant, saying, "Why this waste? 9 For this could have been sold for a large sum and given to the poor." 10 But Jesus, aware of this, said to them, "Why do you trouble the woman? For she has done a beautiful thing to me. 11 For you always have the poor with you, but you will not always have me. ESV

Gal 2:10 Only, they asked us to remember the poor, the very thing I was eager to do. ESV

______________________________________________________________________

I've been spending way more time probably than healthy thinking about my life and reconsidering how I spend my time.  I'm in a weird season of life.  Don't worry, I'm not about to change what I preach or my ministry ideals, but moving into a new house, everything is strange and I have yet to spend a Monday through Friday night in the house, as I've had to travel way more than I'm comfortable with this year.  What that means is that everything is out of sync and I have no normal routines.  My wife will tell you that usually, I'm fairly disciplined as far as what I do each day and when, but all of that has been out of kilter.  When you're moving, packing, unpacking, trying to get adjusted, you tend to start just living life off the fly.  I guess some people live like that all of the time but it's new to me.  For example, this week, I for the first time totally forgot a piano lesson that I had scheduled with a guy who drives two hours one way to get here.  I've never done that before.  He drove all of this way for nothing.  It's been a crazy few weeks in our life.  

And in the midst of this, I've been thinking about the various seasons of my life.  It's been a weird mix.  God spoke to me about four months ago personally and told me that I was about to go into the most fruitful season, spiritually and financially that I had ever experienced.  I like those sort of words and I've been trying to approach it knowing that God has a great purpose to it.  I've been on the other side of the coin:  I remember that when we were praying about coming and taking this church, that Bro. Wallace told us, “if you go, son, be prepared to get a job and eat bologna every day and night, do you like bologna?”  Bro. Wallace always had a way of putting things in perspective.  And, no, I do not like bologna.  After we came here, though, someone gave us after church one night a huge, whole round tube of bologna – I didn't take that as a good sign!

My first eleven years, I didn't realize that money was an issue with people because we had everything that we wanted.  A large, sprawling, new house on dozens of acres right by the lake.  An in ground pool; horses, cows, ducks, chickens, pheasants, three and four wheelers, tractors, and trucks.  I had a play fort in the woods and a go kart and bicycles and all sorts of stuff.  I was spiritually and socially rich too:  the church right across the street was running almost 400 people and I had at least seven boys in the immediate neighborhood with which to play who attended church and Sunday School with me.  

That all changed when I was eleven when, first of all, my father decided that it was the will of God to get out of full-time business and go to South America – I mean, Louisiana – and become a pastor.  Then, second of all, the oil market crashed in 1987/1988 and my father lost everything that we had.  We literally moved to South Louisiana with a few belongings and the clothes that we already had.  My father took a church of about forty people who hated one another.  There was nobody my age in the church and the nearest youth was a girl two years older, a difference when you're eleven that is huge.  She looked like a beautiful young woman and I looked like, well, a geek.  I was attending a second-rate school that was far behind my school in the north.  My father was selling insurance at night to help pay the bills.  For the first time, I heard my parents say, “we cannot afford that right now.”  I would hear that often in the small, rundown, about 1,000 square foot parsonage that we lived in.

In my last years of high school, things had gotten better with the church and they had growth and there were some friends and financially things got better.  We were living in a rented house and then we completed a new church building and moved into the old church, turning it into a huge and very nice parsonage.  And then I went to college.  I had a new car and mom and dad's gas card.  I only worked to have spending money.  My college had been miraculously paid for by a lady in the church.  I had hair.  Life was good.  

And then, out of college, I felt like it was the will of God to come to San Antonio.  I had tried out for music minister in other churches.  All of them offered me at least double the salary that Bro. Wallace offered me and way more benefits.  I took this one – go figure, but I'm absolutely sure that it was the will of God as I was then.  We got married and then a 750 square-foot apartment.  We pinched pennies until Lincoln hollered and managed to get approved for a small house.  Then, we ate out twice a month, once at Taco Bell and once at Outback.  And if anything went wrong with the budget, we had to scrap Outback and do Taco Bell and Jack in the Box.  Every other meal, we ate at home to save money.  

And then, we came here and most of you know the story well enough.  Here, I found out what it's really like to need clothing and not be able to afford it.  For the first time, I appreciated the white dress shirts that my mother has always bought me at Christmas.  For about the second year here, we knew what it was like to be flat broke.  And yet God turned it around and things have gotten better and better.  Now, we're living in a new house, with money enough to go buy groceries and shirts if we need them.  We're not rich, but we're blessed and there's a difference.  And we're entering into a great and prosperous season as a church.  God is with us – He's been with us when we were not prospering – but He is with us in our endeavors.  We will see the new building and God will provide as He always does.  It's a new season!     

______________________________________

Both our texts have to do with the poor.  One is from the lips of Jesus Christ when Mary had offered up the alabaster box as an offering to Him and the other is the Apostle Paul, reporting to us how his meeting with the apostles had gone.  Jesus, responding to criticisms that we learn elsewhere stemmed from Judas Iscariot's criticism and double lifestyle, told us “the poor you have with you always.”  The Apostle Paul told us that the other disciples blessed him going to the Gentiles but,

Gal 2:10 Only, they asked us to remember the poor, the very thing I was eager to do. ESV

“Don't just go to the rich people, Paul, but go to the poor and help them as you go.”  That was the apostles' advice.  The early church was very attuned to the needs of the poor.  They had a widow ministry that served meals to them every day.  They took up collections in churches that were going through a prosperous season for those churches who were in a financial dearth and famine areas.  James hammered those in the early church that would treat a poor man differently than someone who was clothed in fine clothes when they visited their church.  Let us never forget that lesson:  a person dressed in rags should have the same dignity who walks in to visit us should be afforded the same treatment, and the same friendly welcome as someone in Versace who drove up in a limo.  

Jesus' comments about the poor were not insensitivity to the poor, in fact, He was known to give to the poor.  When Judas Iscariot slipped into the night, the other disciples thought nothing of it because they just assumed that he was going to help the poor with the money that they had collected just as they had seen him do many, many other times.  When John the Baptist had a moment of doubt in prison and asked his disciples to go ask Jesus if He really were the One, the Messiah, Jesus' response was for them to go tell them what they had seen Jesus do.  One thing was the notable miracles, but the other was “go tell them that the poor have been preached to.”  It was as if Jesus was saying, “no other person who claimed to be the Messiah has ever reached out to the poor, for they were only doing such things for their personal gain and thus had no time for those whom they thought could give them the least.”  And yet Jesus fulfilled scripture by preaching hope and help to the poor.  His comments of “the poor you have with you always” was a comment on their lack of understanding of the times.  There was a time to give to the poor, but this woman was giving an act of worship and that is always in order too!  Jesus is worth lavishing upon!

And yet, Jesus' words are very telling in a literal sense.  The poor we will have always.  There will always be poor people.  Paul's comments show us that there were poor people in the early Apostolic church.  There are and will always be poor people in the church today.  And it begs the question, “why is this so?”  Why does God allow some of His children to be poor?  Let's not worry about the poor in the world, but about those in the church, consider with me.  Why is this so?  

Our Heavenly Father owns a cattle on a thousand hills.  Did He not cause quail several feet deep to land upon the millions of Israel to give them flesh to eat as they had desired?  Did He not feed them manna for forty years?  Can He not open windows of heaven and reverse famines with just a flick of His mighty wrist?  Do you think that money means anything to the King of the Universe who also created gold, silver, and precious jewels?      And yet He allows some – even many – people to be poor in His church.  The poor you have always.  

Let's seek to answer this question Biblically and spiritually.  There are many reasons for this – and not necessarily what you first think.  

______________________________________________

Why always the Poor?  Let's get the obvious out of the way; although it is not true in every case, yet:

We have the poor because some people have a poor view of God.

I have learned that some people are poor because they are convinced that God can only poorly bless them.  In some – not all – their poorness is a result of a poor mentality towards God.  Some people believe that all of those blessing scriptures and those scriptures about God able to do great things above all that we could ask or think, applies to other people, but for some reason not to them.  They feel guilty if they get a raise or if they have something nice.  Some people relish in being poor, strange as that sounds, and it has been my experience that such people, God has a hard time blessing because they refuse to let Him do so.  

And then there are those who have a poor view of God in the sense that they do not believe that God has great riches and that He is great.  And either case, either that they know God has great riches and blessings and yet cannot bless them or they do not really have a great view of God, hinder God because it affects their faith.  They cannot believe and will not believe God for such things because in the back of their mind they are convinced that it will not happen.  

To such a mentality, do you not know that it is the will of God to give you the kingdom?  If an evil, earthly father does not give stone to the children when the bread is requested, then how much more does our heavenly Father know how to give good gifts?  And if you have been given the Holy Spirit, then what is a greater gift than that?  If God gave you the Holy Spirit, the greatest gift which the angels desire to look into and wish that they could experience and the gift that cost Him His life in order to be able to give out – if God gave you the greatest, then what is a financial blessing here and there to Him?  If you are worth the Holy Ghost, are you not worth financial blessing when in time of need?  And yet, your unbelief would stop up the hand of God.  He has not promised to supply all of your wants, but He has promised to supply all of your needs according to His riches in glory.  That's just as much in the Bible as Acts 2:38.  And He has promised to His faithful children to “give you the desires of your heart.”  Perhaps some people are not greatly blessed because it is not in their heart that they can be.  Let that be changed – it may not be the will of God for everyone to be rich as we will speak to in just a moment but God is certainly able to take the poorest pauper and make him richer than a prince!  And God can do it unexpectedly and in a moment's time.  Don't be poor just because you've got a poor mentality of who God is and what He is able to do!  

Let's get one other obvious answer out of the way.  Why the Poor always?  

Some are always poor because they would not trust in God otherwise.

Again, this is some and not all and not even necessarily many.  But there are some here, who had you been born with the proverbial silver spoon in the dog's bowl, you would have never even realize your need for God or a Savior and that is why God allowed poorness to define your life.  And there might be someone here that the reason that God cannot bless you greatly in a financial way is that if He did, you would be gone and nothing even close to being faithful to Him.  Your poorness keeps you seeking Him and leaning on Him and as you lean, you learn of Him.  Don't look at me strangely for bringing this up:  I've known more than one person that could serve God faithfully when they were struggling, but that struggled to serve God when they were not struggling elsewhere.  

Paul's secret to spiritual success was that He knew “how to abound and how to lack.”  It's easier to learn, I think, how to lack in a Godly manner than it is to learn “how to abound” in a Godly manner.  It's a spiritual truth from our Lord's mouth that it is extremely hard for a rich person to get into heaven.  His analogy was that it was easier for a camel to get through an eye of a needle than for it to happen.  And there was no so called “camel gate” that you hear rich preachers on television preach.  Jesus meant it literally – I'll give you a hint, you can get a camel through the eye of a needle, but you either have to use a blender or squeeze him down really small.  For God to use filthy rich people, He has to seriously work them over.  

The bottom line is that there will be a much greater percentage of poor people in heaven than rich.  And this is because it is difficult and against human nature to willing sacrifice when they have so much available to them.  We struggle to learn to abound and God cares more about our eternal destination than our temporary comfort, thus the poor we have always.  Do you want to be blessed?  Show God that you can spiritually in times of abounding.  Be faithful with the tithe on the five dollars and God can bless you with the fifty and so on.  When you are the most financially blessed, sacrifice, support missions, and live beneath your means to help others and the kingdom of God and see if God doesn't exponentially explode your blessings.  But that's a hard lesson to learn in practice. So, the poor we have with us always.  And here's one other hard hitting thought along the same lines:

We have the poor because some never learn to manage God's blessings wisely.

I will not spend much time on this because we could devote the whole sermon tonight on this and not exhaust it and I don't want you to feel as if I'm picking on anyone.  Let's just sum it up like this:  the people who have jobs who are always broke in our church always fit in one of three predictable categories.  Either they are the ones who don't pay their tithes and offerings faithfully, they never save money and always spend it, or they are always heavily in debt.  And some people who are always broke have two of the three or all three against them!  I'm amazed at how often people who are broke cannot see the correlation of lack of paying tithes and their financial condition.  And I'm amazed at how many of the people who do pay tithes always have new clothes and the latest phone and have just been shopping but are broke.  Here's a good test to see if I'm preaching to you: did you get your tax return yet?  Have you already spent it all?  And then some swipe the card, or get into another new whatever and always have their money spent before they make it.  It's like they're trying to force God to bless them.  We are stewards of what we have been given, the Bible tells us.  And not everyone is a wise steward, thus the poor you have always.

__________________________________________

Why the poor always?  Let us turn to some other truths which might not be quite as expected as you would first think.  Not all people are poor because of mismanaging money.  There are some other things in the equation:

We have the poor always because God delights in turning earthly wisdom on its head.

God loves to take the nobody and make them a somebody.  He loves to endow the down and out with great talent, anointing, and/or passion and then bless them and raise them up from seeming nowhere.  It delights Him to blow people's mind in changing and transforming someone's life.  It tickles Him pink to pull a David out of the backfields of Bethlehem and make him king.  It pleases God to pull an ignorant fisherman off the shores of the lake and make him the Pentecost preacher with fire shut up in his bones!  When everybody says that you cannot, that's when God likes to step in and show them all that with His help you can!  And so we have the poor always, so that He can take man's wisdom and wreak havoc with it.  Similarly,

We have the poor always to set people up for the correct mindset for spiritual blessing.

Jesus said it Himself in His Sermon On the Mount:

Matt 5:3 "Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. ESV     

Earthly blessing is not the highest thing in life, rather spiritual blessing is!  And there is nothing like having to endure earthly poorness to set someone up to receive the highest spiritual blessings.  Think of it with me for a few moments and you will realize the great truth in this:  the most remarkable Christians on the planet are those who have been very, very poor in a physical sense and yet who have persevered, faithful to God and who now are blessed.  I think of my Father-in-law and there is nobody quite like him.  Yet the combination of extreme poverty with Godliness produces a spiritual dynamo.  I think of my mother and father, both who were raised extremely poor and yet God has blessed them for their faithfulness.  And within them, there is a quiet drive that fuels their relationship with God and their ministries.  They know how to hunger after the things of God spiritually even though they are well of because they once knew how to hunger, period.  There is something about having come from the bottom that sets people up to be able to impact this world for Jesus Christ.  They will tell you that they are grateful for what the time of poorness produced in them but that they never want to repeat it.  

I'm thankful for our testimony, some of which I have shared with you tonight.  Though I hated it at the time, the move to South Louisiana and the oil crash was the greatest thing that could have happened to me spiritually.  It taught me to long after the things of God and to esteem them greater than earthly riches!  It taught me that there the most important things in life are the things money cannot buy, therefore I must guard lest money affect them:  my relationship with God, a good church, a close family, good friends, and joy have nothing to do with financial conditions.  And often, financial ease hurts such things if you do not know how to abound.  Which leads us to another point:

We have the poor because nothing removes fear like having already faced the worst.

Being poor often comes in seasons and you will have times of plenty and famine in your life.  The fat cows and the skinny cows visit everyone's dreams and frolic!  But once you've been at the bottom and God has proven faithful, then you don't fear going to the bottom ever again.  Let the summer come and then the winds of autumn begin to blow and you don't fear another winter because you've been through a dozen of them and God is just as faithful as He's always been!  Fear paralyzes and is the opposite of faith and yet those who have been truly poor do not fear the economic winds because they know God will yet be faithful as they are faithful!  Like the sign says at our local cleaners:  “Faith is not believing that God can, but knowing that God will.”  What a testimony it is for someone who is obviously blessed greatly to look at you and say, “I was there, but God...!”  And though seasons come and go and ears of corn wax and wane, yet God is consistent and faithful!  What a blessing it is to be able to live with such a knowledge and thus face the future with faith and not fear!  Some of you are in a poor season because God is trying to show you that you can trust Him!  Learn the lesson well and it will be much easier next time!  And then, when the enemy tries to breathe fear into your life, you can laugh and say, “I've already faced the worst, so this is nothing!” And never forget something:

We have the poor always because God desires for heaven to be filled with thanksgiving.

Our new house is not the greatest or the biggest house that I have ever lived in, but it is marvelous compared to what we just moved from.  I have walked around in amazement just giving God thanks for room and for nice things.  I've thanked God more for this house more than I ever would had it just been handed to me fifteen years ago.  It's the answer to many prayers and I know what it is like to have to completely redo the floors and plumbing in a place, so I appreciate floors and plumbing that don't need repairs!  

Had I never been in poorer place, I would have never appreciated the blessings as much.  Nobody appreciates the gift as much as when they had to work hard for something and still fell short and then someone gave it to them.  From poorness to blessing produceds genuine appreciation and from genuine appreciation comes genuine thanksgiving!  

If you've struggled in life and had seasons of lack and had genuine hardship in many areas of your life and then you finally make it and you are at the Marriage Supper of the Lamb and you realize, “I'm here, and this is my home!”  What do you think will be your mentality and response?  Is not the oasis sweeter to the parched soul?  Oh, how the heavens will ring with thanksgiving because there will be more poor than rich there, remember?  And the rich who make it will be those who were “poor in spirit.”  And this is the will of God for heaven to resound with sincere appreciation and true thanksgiving, thus, on this earth, the poor you have always.  It's just setting up an awesome praise service in heaven!

_______________________________         

Why the poor always?  All of these things that I have given you are valid points, but minor ones.  And we end by focusing on the primary answers to the question.  First, realize that:

We have the poor always because if all God's children were rich, then we would have lost our ability to relate to the majority of the population of the world.

One reason that there will be more poor people in heaven is because there is more poor people to reach.  The vast majority of our world lives in poverty, and the vast majority of them are in poverty far below what we consider poverty in America.  If you knew nothing of struggling and being broke, how would you ever feel for their plight?  How would you ever be able to reach them?  If you lived in a pie in the sky and only descended to reach out to them, how do you think that they would receive you?  

When Jesus Christ came to this earth, though rich, He became poor.  Why?  He had come to save and reach them, and not turn them away or judge them.  So He became like them.  A poor man who is rich in spiritual power can reach the poor and some of the rich, but a rich savior would only appeal to those financially sound, thus our Savior became poor.  It is the same with you:  your ability to win people to God decreases every time you advance up the salary bracket, simply because you relate to more people the poorer you are.  And so God allows some to remain poor that we could reach many.  Thus, the poor you have always.  

These are main points!  Now realize:

We have the poor always as a test to see if we judge people as God sees them.

Again, I go back to James' commandment to not treat a person differently when they come to your service just because of how they are dressed or external things.  Remember that Jesus, though He was rich, yet truly became poor for our sake.  If Jesus had shown up to our church in His earthly ministry, He wouldn't have been decked out in the latest styles, driving the latest sports car.  And, no, just to answer the question, Jesus wouldn't have worn a Rolex.  When He died, his sole earthly possession was the garment that they pulled off his body to crucify Him.  Quite obviously you cannot judge a person's character or worth by their outward trappings and God allows the poor to remind us of this and to test us in this.  

I'm afraid that most of us struggle with this and fail horribly at this; this is something we must work on and ask the Holy Spirit to change.  We all naturally tend to treat those who have the external trappings of success as more important and that is a false ideal.  A man's character, discipline, faithfulness to his word, and attitude is a far better judge of his worth and value to the kingdom of God than his checkbook, clothing, or jewelry.  God sees people as they really are and not as the false front that they put up.  God sees the hearts of men and women and judges accordingly and He allows some good and blessed and talented and faithful people to remain poor to test us in this.  Oh, that we would learn this lesson!  

And finally and most importantly it is true that:

We have the poor always so that we can show our love and devotion to Jesus Christ.       

Don't ever forget that our Lord said, “as you have done to the least of these, you have done unto me.”  The poor remain to give us who have been given more than enough, an opportunity to show Jesus how much we love Him!  He allows the poor remain so that we have an outlet to “store up treasure in heaven.”  How do you make a deposit into an eternal savings account?  By placing money into the kingdom of God, the local church, and the poor.  How do you convert time into eternal currency?  By giving time to help the kingdom of God and to bless those less fortunate than you.  How's your eternal retirement plan doing today?  How's the balance that's waiting for you on the other side?  How much have you shown Jesus lately that you love Him?  When I give to the poor, He takes it as  unto Himself.  Do you want an investment plan with a great return?  How about this:

Prov 19:17 Whoever is generous to the poor lends to the Lord, and he will repay him for his  deed. ESV    

Can there be anybody better to lend to than Jesus Christ?  He always repays and always overpays!  And so God allows the poor with us always, so that we always have an opportunity to bless Him and to lend to Him.  “As you do unto the least of these, you do unto me.”       

Let us remember that in the end of the matter, we will all – rich or poor – stand before God and give an account.  We will give an account of every idle word.  We will give an account of every minute and hour spent.  We will give an account of every dream and every action.  We will give account of every attitude.  We will give account of every judgment.  And we will give account of every dollar and every dime of every dollar.  Let us be good stewards of what God has given us, especially now that we know why we have the poor always!

