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 Welcome to our service today as we explore selected verses from 

Proverbs.   

 The book of Proverbs along with Job, Ecclesiastes, and Apocrypha books 

such as Sirach and the Wisdom of Solomon have been designated as “Wisdom 

Literature”. Every culture, including our own, is inundated with “wisdom” teaching.  

Just go to a Border’s or Barnes and Noble or our local bookstore and take a look 

around.  You will find books that claim to help us learn the secret of success; how 

to make money; how to get ourselves into good physical shape; how to have a 

longer life; how to find God; how to enjoy life; and on and on the subjects go.  

The basic tenet of wisdom literature is to help us discover the secrets to 

successful living. 

 Underneath all wisdom literature are some assumptions—beliefs about 

what is or is not most important in life.  Some may believe that wealth, or 

success, or being physically fit; or proper diet; or right attitude is the key to life.  

Books for instance that claim to teach us how to make more money or how to get 

rich operate under an assumption that wealth is the key to a happy and fulfilled 

life.   

 Jewish and Christian texts would question many of the assumptions about 

happiness today.  They would raise a question that money and wealth is the goal 

of life.  They would raise a question that security is the ultimate goal of a nation.  
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The texts would raise a question that being powerful or first or even the best is 

the goal of life. 

The scriptures operate under the assumption in wisdom teaching that 

God, the creator and sustainer of all, is the key to happiness and a fulfilling life.  

They will suggest that when we develop a dynamic relationship with God this will 

lead us to ultimate joy no matter what may be happening around us at the time.   

 These writers will also relate some of the “wisdom” spiritual people have 

learned.  They will share what really is important and what truly will lead us to 

happiness.  Books such as Proverbs, the Book of Job, and New Testament 

letters such as the Letter of James share the “wisdom” in hope that we too, once 

we are in a relationship with God, can find the key to a joyful and fulfilling life.  

-2- 

 Proverbs 22 focuses on the social divisions that often appear in human 

society----divisions we are all familiar with.  In particular our text for today focuses 

on the treatment of the poor. 

 Proverbs 22 resonates with many other teachings in scripture in both the 

Hebrew texts and in the teachings of Jesus.  Jesus in fact, according to Matthew, 

will state that our eternal destiny will be determined by how we treat the 

powerless and poor—the least among us---and not by having correct doctrine or 

being a member of the right church.1   

 Listen again to Proverbs from a different translation: 

ÒA sterling reputation is better than striking it rich; 

                                                
1 Matthew 25 
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A gracious spirit is better than money in the bankÓ2 

 Think about that for a moment.  Is that the way we really operate?  Many 

years ago I did some work for a prison half-way house where persons convicted 

of non-violent crimes could live and begin to put their lives together.  I noticed a 

difference in the way some of the men were treated.  Mr. R had grown up on the 

rough side of town and was sent to state prison for breaking in and robbing a 

convenience store of several hundred dollars.   He served five years and was out 

on parole in our half-way house program.   

At the same time Mr. E also was in the program.  He had effectively stolen 

millions of dollars from farmers in a huge fraud scandal that made national news.  

He served six-months in a plush federal prison with room service and a nine-hole 

golf course.  He came out and went on to other things effectively being welcomed 

back into society.   

What was the difference?  One was very poor and the other was still very 

rich. In a culture that values wealth and success above anything else even 

though both men had stolen the one who had stolen much less was seen as a 

criminal and the other (who had stolen a lot) was seen as having made some 

poor business decisions.  

 Generous hands are blessed hands because they give bread to the 

poor. 

 DonÕt walk on the poor just because theyÕre poor, and donÕt use your 

position to crush the weak, because God will come to their defense; the life 

you took, heÕll take from you and give back to them, says Proverbs. 
                                                
2 Peterson, The Message, Proverbs 22. 
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 We may not like it but the underlying assumption underneath the Bible is 

that success is not determined by how much we have, how much power we 

have, how much we have accomplished---the underlying assumption is that when 

we love God we will love all others—enemies, friends, and the unnoticed among 

us and then we will find true life.  

-3- 

 The unnoticed are among us and growing.  ÒDespite a year in which the 

US economy added jobs,Ó write Sara B. Miller and Amanda Paulson, Òthe 

percentage of Americans living in poverty grew from 12.5 to 12.7 percent 

last year-the fourth straight year itÕs risen.Ó3   

 Barbara Ehrenreich is an upper middle class person who decided that the 

best way to find out about poverty in America was to join the ranks of the poor.  

For months Barbara worked and lived on poverty-level wages as she moved from 

Florida to Maine to Minnesota taking jobs as a waitress, hotel maid, nursing 

home aide, Wal-mart salesperson, and other jobs that make up more and more 

of the work reality for Americans.  Out of this she wrote a book, Nickel and Dimed 

that has contributed to a growing awakening in America about poverty and the 

need to be very concerned about it.  I quote from the opening chapter: 

Barbara remarks that at the $7-$8 per hour typical wage housing is a 

major concern.  The following persons are all working full time and more than full 

time.  Barbara writes about some of her fellow workers at a restaurant:  

                                                
3 Miller, Sara B. and Paulson, Amanda, ÒDespite more jobs, US poverty rate risesÓ, The Christian Science 
Monitor, August 31, 2005. 
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 ÒGail is sharing a room in a well-known downtown flophouse for 

$250 a week.  Her roommate, a male friend, has begun hitting on her, 

driving her nuts, but the rent would be impossible alone. 

Claude, the Haitian cook, is desperate to get out of the two-room 

apartment he shares with his girlfriend and two other unrelated peopleÉ.  

 

Marianne who is a breakfast server and her boyfriend are paying 

$170 a week for a one-person trailer. 

Billy who at $10 per hour is the wealthiest of us, lives in the trailer he 

owns paying only $400 a month lot fee. 

Joan, who had fooled me with her numerous and tasteful outfits 

(hostesses wear their own clothes) lives in a van parked behind a shopping 

center at night and showers in TinaÕs (another worker) motel room.  The 

clothes are from thrift shops.4 

David Brady, a sociology professor at Duke University believes the 

problem is even greater because the poverty level itself is far too low.  He relates 

that many above the threshold still do not have the means to make ends meet.5 

Why should this be a religious issue---is it not just a social, economic, or 

political issue?  To make poverty an issue of faithfulness; is that not an intrusion 

of the church into politics?  Some would use that as a reason for religious people 

to be cautious and non-involved.  Yet, across the spectrum from conservative to 

liberal there is an awakening to what may be one of our most glaring 

                                                
4 Ehrenreich, Barbara, Nickel and Dimed, (Metropolitan/Owl Book, Henry Holt and Company, New York, 
2001), p.25-26. 
5 Miller and Paulson, Ibid.  
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inconsistencies as a nation that wants to claim Christian or religious principles as 

our foundation.  How in a nation of so many faithful Christians, Jews, Muslims, 

and so forth is there so much wealth and yet so much poverty and that poverty is 

growing not receding? 

ÒDonÕt take advantage of the poor or cheat them in court.  The Lord 

is their defender, and what you do to them he will do to you,Ó Proverbs 

says.6 

-4- 

Why did Jesus, the prophets, and teachings like Proverbs spend so much 

time on the issue of the treatment of the poor?  There are virtually no passages 

about how churches should organize themselves yet we spend endless energy 

debating our structures, arguing, breaking fellowship and arguing some more 

about structure.  There are over 300 passages on the poor, social justice, and 

God’s concern---why is that not a major topic in most churches?7  There are less 

than ten passages about homosexuality but over 300 passages on the poor.  

What dominates our current agenda and arguments? 

Here is a sampling of some of the passages: 

Proverbs 22:9: ÒHe who is generous will be blessed, for he gives some of 
his food to the poor. 
 
Deut. 15:10: ÒYou shall give generously to your poor brother and your heart 
shall not be grieved when you give to him, because for this thing the Lord 
your God will bless you in all your work and in all your undertakings.Ó 
 
Jeremiah 7: 5-7: ÒFor, if you truly amend your ways and your deeds, if you 
truly practice justice between a man and his neighbor, if you do not 
oppress the alien (immigrant), the orphan, and the widow, and do not shed 

                                                
6 Proverbs 22:22-23, Contemporary English Version. 
7 ÒThe Bible on the PoorÓ.  www.zompist.com.  
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innocent blood (collateral damage) in this place, nor walk after other gods 
to your own ruin, then I will let you dwell in this place, in the land that I 
gave to your fathers forever and ever.Ó 
 
Luke 14: 12-14: ÒWhen you give a luncheon or a dinner, do not invite your 
friends or your brothers or your relatives or rich neighbors, lest they also 
invite you in return, and repayment come to you.  But when you give a 
reception, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind, and you will be 
blessed. 
 
Luke 12:44: ÒSell your possessions and give alms; make yourselves purses 
which do not wear out, an unfailing treasure in heaven, where no thief 
comes near, nor moth destroys.  For where your treasure is, there will your 
heart be also. 
 
James 5:1-6 ÒCome now, you rich, weep and howl for your miseries which 
are coming upon you.  Your riches have rotted and your garments have 
become moth-eatenÉB ehold the pay of laborers who mowed your fields, 
and which you withheld, cries out against you.  and the outcry of the 
harvesters has reached the ears of the Lord of Sabbath.Ó 
 
With so much space given over to the subject in scripture one would think that 

the subject of the poor would be a primary objective and point of discussion in 

most churches.  Yet, it is not.   

 That can change.  There is a growing discussion and awareness that faith 

is to be expressed in action and Christians are called to action by God.  When we 

reach out to others such as the poor they benefit and so do we. 

 Many years ago I volunteered to work at the Salvation Army with their 

transient ministry.  One of my tasks was to watch the video monitors and open 

the doors and welcome in late arriving transients.  These men were the poorest 

of the poor---looked down upon by almost everyone.  These men, who in another 

time were the explorers and mountain men, have no place in our time or society.  

They wander our streets, often our victimized, and are shunned by many. While 

working with these men I learned a lot from them. 
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Now we do not need to romanticize the transient.  Many of them were in 

their situation because they were irresponsible, dishonest, foolish, and stubborn.  

Yet, when you got by all that---not ignoring the reality but looking deeper, what 

one found was a child of God. 

The shift manager of the center was a gentleman who was attempting to 

put his life back together after years of drifting and alcoholism.  He was rough 

looking, long straggly hair tied into a pony-tail, huge beard, and looked a little like 

Willy Nelson---and in fact loved Willy Nelson.  Yet, he also possessed a gentle 

spirit.  As I got to know him I got a real surprise and a real gift.   

At first I did not believe him when he told me that he had once been an 

award winning photographer for “Life” Magazine.  He told me, during those long 

evenings, of meeting Presidents, taking a personal tour with President Johnson 

on his ranch, meeting the astronauts and so forth.  I have to admit that I did not 

believe him until I did some research and discovered he was telling the truth.  He 

had been an award winning photographer. 

I asked him about what had happened?  He told a story of wealth, 

success, and failure.  He said he had had a family, nice home, and a wonderful 

career.  Yet, the career was hard for he was away from home a lot.  He said the 

phone would ring and he might be sent to Africa or Europe and be gone for 

weeks.  He partied a lot.  He drank a lot.  His drinking cost him his family and his 

job. 

He said he rationalized the first loss.  He went out to Texas and got a job 

as editor of a newspaper.  “I drank myself out of that job as well.  I then became 
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the editor of a smaller newspaper and lost that job as well.  I worked as a 

photographer and lost that job.  I then hit the road and for five years wandered,” 

he said.  He said he was just beginning to put his life back together. 

I learned a lot from the gentleman and I hope he learned something from 

me---and from my encouragement.  In looking back he stands as one of the 

many interesting people I have met in this journey of faith.  You see when we 

become involved, the writer of Proverbs knew, we often meet God.   

When we work with the poor we are not just doing something good---we 

are not just doing what God told us to do---but in working with the poor we will 

find ourselves and find a deep joy in life.  At least that is the wisdom that the 

ancients pass on to us---are we listening? 

 

  

  

 


