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THE SECRET OF THE POOR
The poor don’t have much.  They don’t have easily available food, they don’t have comfortable accommodations, clothing is difficult to come by, and they most likely don’t have a way to pay for education.  The poor are, in fact, deemed poor for their lack of having anything in general, but the poor do have something.  The poor have a secret.  What the poor have is not still a secret because they aren’t willing to share it, but because the majority of those who are not poor don’t care to hear it.  Jesus knew the secret of the poor, and throughout the gospels He told the world what that secret was.  Yet, like many other messages of Jesus, the world still fails to hear it as well.  It is a shameful thing to not know the secret, because when one knows the secret of the poor, they inevitably love God more because of it.  Mother Theresa knows the secret, as one of her major quotes says, “Only in heaven will we know how much we owe to the poor for teaching us to love God better because of them.”
  I also know this to be true.  My heart has been broken and shaped by a group of people who live in the middle of a city trash dump in Nicaragua.  I have shared my life with some of the poorest people in the western hemisphere and they have been teaching me their secret.   I saw Jesus in that trash dump.  It was in a trash dump that Jesus showed me how much He cared for the poor, and how much He had to teach me through the poor.  In the Gospels Jesus’ message about the poor is clear.  Jesus says to those who are poor; you are blessed, and Jesus says to those who are rich; learn to love me like those who are poor.  Through that understanding we can trace Jesus’ teachings in the Gospels on the poor and poverty and on the rich and riches.  We can see how Jesus uses these particular subjects to teach us about a radical reversal in the present kingdom of God; a reversal that will become fully evident upon his triumphant return. 
WHO ARE THE POOR?

Jesus talks about the poor quite a bit in the Gospels.  In order to understand his messages it is best to separate between what Jesus says directly to those who were poor and what he says to those who were not poor about poverty.  Going further, discussion must also be given to that which Jesus spoke of specifically to those who were rich.  Yet, with those distinctions in mind, it is also important to be cognitive of the idea that when Jesus spoke, he spoke to all human beings.  All humans experience both poverty and riches at different times of their life.  A poor person might win the lottery and become rich.  A rich person might lose all that they have and become poor.  When Jesus speaks it is not that he only speaks to one static and specific group of people at a time.  It is more likely that as in many parables, there is often a different message associated with each character, and those messages can relate to the different characters of our world.  Craig Blomberg is one proponent of this method, advocating one to “look for one main point associated with each main character or group of characters in the parables.”
  It will help us in discussing the poor if we can figure out which character we are in the situation of life that we have been presented with.

If there are different characters in the story of our world, and if Jesus speaks specifically to the poor, and specifically to others about the poor, then the question must be asked: who exactly are the poor?  In first century Israel about 70% of the population was employed, but were struggling farmers and fishermen, and by today’s standards would be considered poor.  Of that 70% there was a bottom 10% that were considered the outcasts and expendables.
  Today we often think of poor as those below the poverty line.  In fact the term ‘poverty line’ wasn’t even created until 1889 when Charles Booth deemed it “an income level where means may be sufficient but are barely sufficient for independent life.”
  The poverty line takes into account specific per capita income levels and also daily caloric intake, but it is largely quantitative and number based. A more qualitative understanding that mimics Jesus’ speaking of there being basically two different groups says that poverty is “the socioeconomic phenomenon whereby the resources available to a society are used to satisfy the wants of the few while the many do not even have their basic needs met.”
  This definition makes much more sense in the understanding of Jesus’ teaching about the poor because it denotes the very basic difference that makes the poor a perfect canvas for the truths of Jesus to be painted upon. For it is much easier to know God’s love when he is the one meeting your most basic needs, and it is much easier to have hope in God when you feel hopeless in the world.  “For the poor, having no future hope is reflected in hopelessness about the present.  Finding hope in Christ and the future establishment of his kingdom transforms everything.”
 
BLESSED
St. Francis of Assisi declared that Jesus made poverty his elect one, and through her believers multiplied.
 He recognized that there was a special place in the heart and teaching of Jesus for the poor.  Whenever Jesus refers to the poor he speaks with intense generosity and compassion. Throughout his ministry Jesus has a message to the poor; you are blessed.  The best example of this is in the Beatitudes of the Sermon on the Mount:
1Now when he saw the crowds, he went up on a mountainside and sat down. His disciples came to him, 2and he began to teach them saying: 3"Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 4Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. 5Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth. 6Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled. (Matthew 5:1-6)
In order to faithfully exegete this section of the Sermon on the Mount we must first look at the sermon as a whole and to whom Jesus was speaking.  The sermon was a great discourse in the life of Jesus, and instead of teaching it from the pulpit like a scribe or Pharisee Jesus gave it on the side of an unknown mountain.  In the introduction Jesus states “Now when he saw the crowds, he went up on a mountainside and sat down. His disciples came to him.” (Matthew 5:1)  What must be decided here is whether Jesus was speaking to just a few people or to an entire crowd.  The word used for crowd is ochlos, and it is found at the beginning of the text in (Matthew 5:1) and then at the end of the sermon as the ‘crowds were astonished at his teaching.’ (Matthew 7:25)  It seems as though there is a large crowd listening to this entire sermon, yet many people will say that the disciples who ‘came to him’ were the only ones privy to this sermon.  Brown says that the “Pharisees and scribes, despised the ochlos as the ignorant masses who did not keep the law,” and goes on to say that “it was especially to these people, who have nothing particular to offer, that Jesus directs his teaching and his compassion.”
  I, therefore, must agree that the sermon was likely spoken to the large ochlos that had been following him.  That the crowds were astonished by his teaching (Matthew 7:25) is also evidence that many heard the sermon, for there is no point during the discourse in which Jesus comes down off the mountain, or calls more people to listen.  Therefore, this great discourse was not spoken to just twelve, but to the multitudes, many of which would have been poor, the am-ha’ares.  

The Greek word makarios is the word which has been translated to mean blessed.
  The word still provides great differences in interpretation however, and is crucial to understanding these beatitudes.  Many will say that to be blessed is to be in a simple state of happiness.  Others will say that it should be used as it is in the LXX where it means given many blessings of wealth, prosperity, and success.  I would venture to say that when Jesus uses the word he uses it quite differently.  Makarios is truly best translated as blessed, which is objective, verses happy, which is subjective.  The word is also used with the indicative mood, instead of the imperative where it would be used to exhort people to try and get blessed.  This is a declaration to a group of people, not an exhortation to try to mimic them. 

This brings us to the next question that is often asked of these verses.  Are the blessed those who have a poor spirit, as Matthew says, or directly to those who are poor, as Luke states, “Blessed are the poor.” (Luke 6:20) Once again returning to the original language helps decipher the meaning.  Both Matthew and Luke use the word for poor derived from the Hebrew anawim which basically was a term for the disposed nation of Israel
, and as Jesus now speaks universally to all, this could be translated in a very simplistic manner as the poor of this world.  Warren Carter writes, “They are the literal, physical poor, the destitute, those who live in social and economic hardship, lacking adequate resources, exploited and oppressed by the powerful and despised by the elite.”
 These are the people “who are economically poor and whose spirits or being are crushed by economic injustice.”
  The poor and the poor in spirit are not attitudes to be gained, but people to which Jesus is speaking.  The rest of the beatitudes also describe as blessed; those who mourn, the meek, those who thirst and hunger for righteousness, the merciful, the pure of heart, the peacemakers, and those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake. Jesus has given a special hope to those that the world has turned its back on, and his hope is present and future.  Jesus continues to show us a radical reversal, a theme that continues throughout the gospels, and the first group of people described is the poor.
The poor are blessed, and the blessed are those given honor and righteousness by God.  They are given a future promise of righteousness in an eschatological reversion when Christ returns, and in some sense are also given a present righteousness from God for the situation that they are in as Christ’s kingdom begins to manifest itself on earth.  John Meier describes it as “this paradoxical, eschatological wisdom that the one-greater-than-Solomon proclaims from the Mount of Beatitudes.”
  God truly loves the poor. Jesus held for them a special seat, and with his coming kingdom there will be a great reversal. Jesus gives hope, love and compassion to those who are least. Jesus continues to say to the poor in our broken world; you I love, you are blessed. 
GIVING IT ALL AWAY

I found Jesus in a trash dump.  As I mentioned before, my life has been radically changed by seeing Jesus in some of my poorest friends, and learning from them.  One of the friendships that has changed me the most is one that I have with a twelve year old kid named Luis.  I was walking through his neighborhood and he came up to me and asked to wear my hat.  I got to know Luis, and I heard his story.  I met poverty face to face that day, and it broke me down.  Everything I had heard about and read about was real; Luis proved that to me. As I got to know Luis my natural reaction was to want to change something.  I wanted to fix all of his problems.  But that reaction is one of a broken world, it is one that assumes that I have it all together and figured out.
  It misses the fact the Jesus calls Luis blessed, and that Jesus tells me and the rest of the non-poor that Luis has a lot to teach us about being a disciple of Christ.  
As shown earlier, Jesus speaks to all people, to both poor and rich.  All are equally in need of Christ’s love and redemption, but it seems as if the poor are free of a major stumbling block that gets in the way for the rich.  In contrast to what Jesus said directly to the poor, that they are blessed, it is interesting to see what Jesus says directly to a rich young man who is questioning what is required for eternal life.
20"All these I have kept," the young man said. "What do I still lack?" 21Jesus answered, "If you want to be perfect, go, sell your possessions and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me." 22When the young man heard this, he went away sad, because he had great wealth. 23Then Jesus said to his disciples, "I tell you the truth, it is hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven. 24Again I tell you, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God." (Matthew 19:20-34)

Jesus spoke much differently to the rich man than he did to the poor in the beatitudes, and once again the kingdom of heaven was a major source of discussion.  The young man was eager to receive eternal life, and he came running to Jesus.  Both are good signs, but Jesus answered the young man honestly and cut right to the core of what was separating the man from eternal life.  The first question that arises in reading these verses is whether it is necessary for all people to sell all of their possessions and give them to the poor in order to gain eternal life.  The answer is no.  One clear reason is defended by Paul in Ephesians.  He extolled the church at Ephesus to remember, “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith, - and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God – not by works, so that no one can boast.” (Eph 2:8-9)   If giving all of your possessions away was required for salvation then it would become just like another law.  Blomberg concurs with, “Does Jesus make so stringent a demand of all would be followers? No… However, if wealth ever stands in the way of our wholehearted allegiance to Christ, then we must divest ourselves of it.”
  It should be interpreted that for this man, and for many today, his love for possessions was the main issue blocking him from following Jesus completely.  Jesus calls all people to follow him, and requires all to be willing to sacrifice everything in order to do that.  Neither Jesus nor his apostles had much material means, and “although Christ and the Apostles used and consumed, they made no material claims and would relinquish worldly goods whenever it was required of them.”
  This is the example that the rich man should follow, and most people in the western world should be learning the message given through this biblical character.

Jesus then continued by turning to the disciples and landing a rhetorical blow to make sure they have understood what he has said. “It is easier for a camel to enter go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God” (vv. 24) is a typical Jesus hyperbole.  He used the hyperbole of something that is obviously impossible give even more emphasis to the true difficulty that one who loves money will have in entering the kingdom.  Some will argue that this was actually referring to a geographical place in Israel, that there was a gate in Jerusalem called the ‘Needle’s Eye’ that a camel could have entered into, but not without much difficulty.  However I will side with the commentary of Craig Keener as he says, “there is no evidence, however, for such a gate, and “needle’s eye meant then essentially what it means today.”
  It is much more likely that Jesus used this as one of his typical hyperboles.  

Another concept to be familiar with in this verse is the kingdom of heaven itself.  There is much debate over the kingdom, exactly what it is and exactly when it is.  Although there are many interpretations I side with NT Wright as he describes an eschatological view that is both present and future.  Wright describes it like this: 
Jesus was putting into operation that for which most Jews had longed: God’s kingdom, God’s sovereign saving power operating in a new way for the benefit of the whole world. This meant that already, in the present, the period of time they spoke of as ‘the age to come’ was breaking in.  It would come fully in the future, when all evil had been done away with, and then those who belonged to it would share ‘the life of the coming age.’
 
The rich are going to have a hard time entering the present and eternal kingdom of God.  This is as meaningful today as it was in the time of Jesus.  People today are still placing greater worth on worldly possessions than on eternal life.  They are still letting a love for money blind them from the love of Jesus.  They fail to recognize that in following Jesus we are asked to give up everything, including our sense of entitlement to material things.  However, today as in the past, there are a group of people who are naturally more inclined to give up worldly possessions: the poor.  The poor, in having nothing, are more accepting of giving up on what the world has to offer.  People like Luis are much more likely to see the value in Christ over the value in possessions. The poor are blessed; theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  Learn from the poor because they have much to teach.  In this strange eschatological reversal Jesus is teaching all people through the poor.  
THE GREAT REVERSAL

Jesus was a wild character of his day.  He seemingly did everything backwards of what he should have.  When he taught, he taught the opposite of what everyone expected.  Why did Jesus love the poor so much in his ministry and yell at the law abiding Pharisees so regularly?  Why did he insist on congratulating the prodigal son, hang out with people who were unclean, and let a tax collector become one of his twelve disciples? In Jesus’ ministry people saw all of this happening and were often confused, and just to make it more confusing Jesus came out and said this:
33They came to Capernaum. When he was in the house, he asked them, "What were you arguing about on the road?" 34But they kept quiet because on the way they had argued about who was the greatest. 35Sitting down, Jesus called the Twelve and said, "If anyone wants to be first, he must be the very last, and the servant of all." 36He took a little child and had him stand among them. Taking him in his arms, he said to them, 37"Whoever welcomes one of these little children in my name welcomes me; and whoever welcomes me does not welcome me but the one who sent me." (Mark 9:33-37)
The disciples wanted to know who was the greatest, and they all discussed it amongst themselves, but when Jesus asked about it they kept quiet.  The first thing to figure out here is to determine why the disciples kept quiet.  Pursuing greatness seems like a perfectly reasonable goal and one that Jesus would be happy to help them with.  Yet they kept quiet.  It was as if they knew that their question was not coming from a guiltless heart, they knew that they were asking what could be a good question, but instead of asking it out of humility they asking it out of pride.
John Piper affirms this thought as he says, “[Jesus] recognizes in his disciples' quest for greatness a good thing that has become ugly and distorted by sin. And instead of destroying the whole distorted thing, he describes a pathway on which the distorted and ugly pursuit of greatness will be radically transformed into something beautiful.”
  This quest for greatness is definitely a good thing, Jesus desires that we follow him and learn true greatness.  What Jesus does not want is for us to desire to be great in the eyes of other people.  He does not want us to desire to be greater than another.    Jesus doesn’t want us to stop pursuing greatness, what he wants to do is help us to understand what true greatness is, and then tell us that the way to get there is not what you might expect.  In answering, Jesus laid down for them one of his favorite aphorisms and one of his great reversals, “and he said to them, ‘If anyone would be first, he must be last of all and servant of all.’” (Mark 9:35)  Piper goes on to comment, “So Jesus doesn't condemn the quest for greatness. He radically transforms it. Go ahead and pursue it, he says. But the path is down, not up.”
 


We are so used to pursuing true greatness by seeking it through the standards of the world.  People usually given the title of great are powerful kings, army generals, and political leaders.  Alexander the Great has carried his title through history.  Jesus though tells us that this is the wrong way to pursue greatness.  For true greatness, he says, is found when one becomes last, servant of all.  Jesus uses the example of a powerless child, unable to attain greatness on its own.  Equally powerless is another group of people whom society has deemed last; the poor.  

This is even more of a clear indication of the great eschatological reversal that Jesus has been speaking of.  Here, as in the other verses, there are also hints of this reversal being both present as well as future.  He invited the disciples to become great at that specific point in time, by making themselves last.  Verbrugge’s commentary on this dictates, “In the coming kingdom age, however, this precedence will be reversed, as God stands on the side of those who are last and lowest on earth.  To them, like the poor followers of Jesus, the kingdom of God is promised, whereas those who regard themselves as its first candidate are excluded.  Jesus’ followers are given the commission of realizing now in the present this eschatological reversal.”
  

Assuming the disciples understood this calling to become last, what would they have done to become last? What are present followers of Jesus to do to become last?  Jesus answered his own question right away to help make it even more apparent.  He took a small child in his arms and said, “Whoever welcomes one of these little children in my name welcomes me; and whoever welcomes me does not welcome me but the one who sent me.” (Mark 9:37)  Some interpreters will say that this child was a picture of innocence, and that innocence is the key to becoming last.  Sin, however, is a part of all human nature since the fall, so how could one return to innocence.  Rather the child is a picture of powerlessness, the opposite of worldly greatness.  In order to become great, in the present and future kingdom, one must make themselves last; a servant of all, a servant of the powerless, a servant of children, and a servant of the poor. “In this devaluation and revaluation of worldly orders of precedence, the structure of the Christian community, determined by the model of Christ, emerges as a fellowship based on service to others.”
  In this radical reversal, when you serve the poor and the powerless, you end up serving Jesus.

Jesus makes this picture even more vivid with the story of the goats and the sheep in the final judgment.  Jesus remarked:

Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you who are by my father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world.  For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me. (Matthew 25:34-36)

No where in the gospels do we see Jesus as naked, sick, hungry or thirsty.  Never do we see any king to be any of these things.  So as usual Jesus answers our questions when he continued with, “I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.” (Matthew 25:40)  The word least immediately reconnects us with his earlier picture of the child on his lap.  Jesus was sending the message home here.  So not only does seeking true greatness require becoming last and servant of all.  In the end, those sitting on the side of the King will be the ones who did just that.  “In virtue of the divine compassion and the infinite sympathy shown in His life on earth the Son of man has come to feel the sorrows and afflictions of the children of men as though they were His own.”
  Feed the hungry and you feed the king.  Love the least of the world and you love Jesus.  Make yourself last, servant of the powerless, and you will find greatness in the Kingdom of God, both now and eternally.  
LEADERS MUST BE LAST

When I went to a trash dump I had my heart broken, but I also found Jesus there.  I saw him in the faces of the powerless, the children and adults subjected to the worst that this world has to offer.  As I study for my MA Leadership I often find myself back in that trash dump, asking Jesus how to apply all that I learn to the brokenness I encounter.  Through studying Jesus’ attitude towards the poor and towards the rich I have begin to figure out what Jesus is teaching me and how that will help me be a better steward of the gifts he has given me for use in ministry.  What I have learned is two fold.  The first is a matter of changing my mind to be more like Jesus’ in regards to the poor and the rich. The second is to act in a way that reflects a true change of the mind.

  For me to look at the situations I encounter clearly I must have a mind that recognizes the blessedness of the poor, believes in the meaninglessness of material possessions, and understands that God’s kingdom is both present and future.  My mind often wants to place the poor and the powerless as less than myself.  It is the mindset that makes me think that I can ‘fix’ the poor.  In truly realizing their blessedness it opens me up to a more true relationship with those who are suffering.  It helps me to build relationships in a way that each of us realize we have something to offer the other and to offer the kingdom.  It gives me a mind that is eager to learn from the poor, to be thankful for their presence in my life.  Freeing my mind from a feeling of entitlement to material possessions will be absolutely necessary in my personal life and ministry.  How can I ever be open to a calling from God to live in Nicaragua if I am attached to the ease of living in the United States?  Or how can I be willing to give of my resources if I believe that they are mine and not a gift from God to be used to serve him?  My mind must also understand the importance of a present and future kingdom.  Knowledge of the future kingdom will help me have hope to combat depression and frustration that could easily attack me when working with extreme poverty.  Knowledge of a present kingdom gives me a vigor and energy to live every single day as a part of that kingdom.   

As each mindset becomes more normal for me, my personal and vocational decisions will begin to reflect a mind that is like Jesus’.  It will help me to make decisions that are theologically aligned with the plan of Jesus.  A major discussion that takes place when a ministry begins work in an impoverished area is how to balance meeting physical and spiritual needs of the people.  Far too often missional ministries will miss Jesus’ message that each piece is necessary.  If I were to walk into the dump well fed and clothed and tell the people about Jesus without offering them any food, I would still be like the goats to whom Jesus said, “For I was hungry and you gave me nothing to eat.” (Matthew 25:42)  However, I would be equally wrong for walking into the dump and throwing money at a problem without seeking to encourage the hearts of the poor and tell them that Jesus has called them ‘blessed.’

To be a successful leader I must make myself last, a humble servant to all, with Christ as my model.  Many leaders have natural leadership talents, but in order to lead successfully I must have a character that is worthy of leadership.  I should have a heart that is compassionate like Christ’s, and character that can stand the test of temptation.  I must have a mind that has been renewed by Jesus to think like him instead of the world, and I must have a willingness to sacrifice all for the sake of serving. 
RADICAL COMPASSION

In the Gospels Jesus’ message about the poor is clear.  Jesus says to those who are poor; you are blessed, and Jesus says to those who are rich; learn to love me like those who are poor.  In everything that Jesus did while he was on Earth he radically reversed the norm.  Instead of the rich kings and rulers who possessed the material wealth of the world, it was to the poor that Jesus said, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” (Matthew 5:3)  Yet, when a wealthy man came to Jesus saying that he had followed all the commandments and was eager for eternal life, Jesus replied, “Sell all of your possessions and give them to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven.” (Matthew 19:21) Jesus reminds the young man that loving and following him requires loving like the poor, with a sense of having no possessions more valuable than the love of Jesus.  When the disciples wanted to know how to be truly great; once again Jesus pointed to the poor.  In telling the disciples, “If anyone wants to be first, he must be the very last, and servant of all.” (Mark 9:35) Jesus informed them that greatness is found in serving the poor and the powerless.  Jesus has given the poor a special place in the kingdom.  They are the keepers of a secret, and that secret is one of the keys to being a disciple of Jesus. When I found Jesus in a trash dump He told me that secret and I will be damned if I don’t let Him radically reverse my life because of it. 
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