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We’re currently in the middle of a series looking at each of the 11 Regions Beyond values – 

if you haven’t picked up a leaflet yet, please do.  Just to remind you what these are about, 

to quote: 

“We believe that our values are best displayed, seen and modelled through our people, 

rather than a list detailed in a document. When someone comes among us in Regions 

Beyond, they will find an expression of our values passionately on display in our lives. The 

11 values are therefore a way of giving this definition – our hope is they will help us put our 

Glorious Saviour, Jesus Christ, fully on display.” 

Today, we’re looking at number six: 

Embracing the Poor 

There’s trouble again in the early church.  Paul and Barnabas have returned from their first 

missionary journey and are spending time back at the church in Antioch.  Then we read in 

Acts 15:  

“But some men came down from Judea and were teaching the brothers, “Unless you are 

circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.”  And after Paul and 

Barnabas had no small dissension and debate with them, Paul and Barnabas and some of 

the others were appointed to go up to Jerusalem to the apostles and the elders about this 

question.” 

And we know the story, don’t we?  Or if we don’t know the story then we probably should 

because it was at this meeting, or the Council or Jerusalem as it is now known, that the 

Apostles agreed on the theology of salvation for the gentiles – i.e. for you and me. 

Could gentiles become Christians without first essentially becoming Jews?  And we hear 

from Peter of his vision in Joppa and the subsequent salvation of gentiles at the home of 

Cornelius.  And Paul and Barnabas tell of what they have seen God doing through them.  

And we have that wonderful demonstration of how God’s big picture plan for salvation was 

working itself out, don’t we, when James quotes something that was prophesied by Amos 

getting on for 800 years earlier…which probably didn’t make a great deal of sense to him or 

his listeners at the time, but made perfect sense to James – “Therefore my judgment is that 

we should not trouble those of the Gentiles who turn to God”.  Decision made. 

Momentous decision made, actually – something that directly affects every one if us here.  

So there we are, job done.  The Apostles write a letter confirming their decision, and send 

some brothers back to Antioch with Paul and Barnabas. 

If we look at Paul’s account of this meeting in his letter to the Galatians (and, for those with 

a theological inclination, I acknowledge that there is some debate as to whether Acts 15 

and Gal 2 relate to the same event, but I’m assuming they are), we see that it’s not just 

theology that is sorted out.  There are also clear roles defined - Paul and Barnabas are 
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commissioned to take the Gospel to the gentiles, just as Peter and those with him in the 

Jerusalem church are commissioned to spread the word among the Jews. Paul and 

Barnabas have the right hand of fellowship is given to them. 

This was an important gathering, but if we look at Paul’s account he doesn’t finish with 

commissioning.  Please excuse me a little poetic licence here. 

Paul and Barnabas, and some others have arrived in Jerusalem; some believers who were 

Pharisees have stated that Gentiles should be circumcised before they can be saved; there 

has then been much debate between the Apostles and Elders; Peter has given his account 

of God saving Gentiles; Paul and Barnabas have told of what they have seen God do 

amongst the Gentiles in their travels;  James has stood up and made his decision; Paul and 

Barnabas have been recognised and commissioned to go to the Gentiles, just as Peter and 

the others in Jerusalem are going to the Jews…and now it’s time for Paul and Barnabas and 

the others to leave… and just as they are setting off Paul hears someone call, “Just one 

thing, Paul…” 

Now remember, we’re around 50 AD here – roughly 20 years after Jesus rose and 

ascended.  Depending on your opinion on the dates of the NT books, Paul may have just 

written to the Galatians before the Council took place, and maybe James has written his 

book, but that’s about it when it comes to hard and fast NT Scripture.  So what one thing, 

what one parting instruction would be given following this most important of meetings?   

• Church leadership structure? 

• Worship style? 

• Role of women? 

• Should you serve cake after the service? 

No, none of those. 

Gal 2:10 “All they asked was that we should continue to remember the poor, the very thing 

I had been eager to do all along.” 

So here, right at the beginning of the history of the Christian church, following one of the 

key foundational decisions regarding how what was soon to become the vast majority of 

Christians should be saved had been made…here, the one thing Paul is urged to do is 

remember the poor, and his response – it is the very thing he had been eager to do all 

along. 

Care for the poor had been clearly established as an Apostolic priority – as an essential for 

Apostolic ministry.  Paul was at one with the Jerusalem Apostles as having a burden and a 

passion for the poor. 

And this is clear because, even though the church had only been in existence for 20 years or 

so, it already had a track record of caring for the poor: 
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Acts 2:45 “They sold property and possessions to give to anyone who had need.” 

 

Acts 4:33 “All the believers were one in heart and mind. No one claimed that any of their 

possessions was their own, but they shared everything they had. With great power the 

apostles continued to testify to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus. And God’s grace was so 

powerfully at work in them all that there were no needy persons among them. For from 

time to time those who owned land or houses sold them, brought the money from the sales 

and put it at the apostles’ feet, and it was distributed to anyone who had need.” 

 

Acts 6:1 ‘Now in these days when the disciples were increasing in number, a complaint by 

the Hellenists arose against the Hebrews because their widows were being neglected in the 

daily distribution.  And the twelve summoned the full number of the disciples and said, “It is 

not right that we should give up preaching the word of God to serve tables.  Therefore, 

brothers, pick out from among you seven men of good repute, full of the Spirit and of 

wisdom, whom we will appoint to this duty.  But we will devote ourselves to prayer and to 

the ministry of the word.”’ 

 

Acts 11:27 “Now in these days prophets came down from Jerusalem to Antioch.  And one of 

them named Agabus stood up and foretold by the Spirit that there would be a great famine 

over all the world (this took place in the days of Claudius).  So the disciples determined, 

every one according to his ability, to send relief to the brothers living in Judea.  And they 

did so, sending it to the elders by the hand of Barnabas and Saul.” 

 

But this shouldn’t be a surprise to us, should it, because God has demonstrated his passion 

for the poor throughout the hundreds of years that preceded Jesus coming to earth. 

 

Lev 19:10 “And you shall not strip your vineyard bare, neither shall you gather the fallen 

grapes of your vineyard. You shall leave them for the poor and for the sojourner: I am the 

Lord your God.” 

 

Lev 23:22 ‘“And when you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap your field right 

up to its edge, nor shall you gather the gleanings after your harvest. You shall leave them 

for the poor and for the sojourner: I am the Lord your God.”’ 
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Deut 15:7 ““If among you, one of your brothers should become poor, in any of your towns 

within your land that the Lord your God is giving you, you shall not harden your heart or 

shut your hand against your poor brother,  but you shall open your hand to him and lend 

him sufficient for his need, whatever it may be.  Take care lest there be an unworthy 

thought in your heart and you say, ‘The seventh year, the year of release is near,’ and your 

eye look grudgingly on your poor brother, and you give him nothing, and he cry to the Lord 

against you, and you be guilty of sin.  You shall give to him freely, and your heart shall not 

be grudging when you give to him, because for this the Lord your God will bless you in all 

your work and in all that you undertake.  For there will never cease to be poor in the land. 

Therefore I command you, You shall open wide your hand to your brother, to the needy 

and to the poor, in your land.’” 

 

Through the Prophets Amos and Zechariah God roars against those who are oppressing the 

poor: 

 “For three transgressions of Israel, and for four, I will not revoke the punishment, because 

they sell the righteous for silver, and the needy for a pair of sandals—those who trample 

the head of the poor into the dust of the earth and turn aside the way of the afflicted;” 

 

And of course, Isaiah 61 which Jesus quotes in Luke 4 

 “The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me to bring good 

news to the poor; he has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the 

captives, and the opening of the prison to those who are bound;  to proclaim the year of 

the Lord's favour, and the day of vengeance of our God; to comfort all who mourn” 

After he reads this, of course, Jesus sits down and says “Today this Scripture has been 

fulfilled in your hearing.” 

Have we got this?  One more.  I’d not noticed this before preparing for this sermon.  In John 

13 we read how Jesus tells his disciples that he is going to be betrayed and he gives Judas 

the dipped bread and then Judas leaves.  And the disciples don’t understand, and then John 

writes this, “Some thought that, because Judas had the moneybag, Jesus was telling him, 

“Buy what we need for the feast,” or that he should give something to the poor.” 

Why those two options?  Well, it was the time of the Passover celebration so they were 

going to need food for the feast – that explains the first one. 

But why should the disciples thing that Jesus would be telling Judas that he should give 

something to the poor…well, most probably because it was something that Jesus did all the 
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time – it was his nature…”Judas, give some money to him…Judas, give some money to 

her”… 

God’s care for the poor is not just clearly written throughout scripture, it is clearly and 

practically demonstrated by Jesus. 

 

At this point it’s probably worth defining exactly what we mean when we talk about ‘the 

poor’. 

Often these days you’ll hear preachers commenting on the way in which the original Greek 

has been translated in particular bible versions.  Now I’m no ancient Greek scholar, so I can 

only really comment based on the information available in commentaries and the like…but I 

have looked into it, on your behalf, and it’s really interesting that, when it comes to the 

Greek word that is used both by Jesus, when he says he has come to bring good news to the 

poor, and by Paul when he is encouraged to remember the poor means this: 

Poor, needing to beg, someone entirely dependent upon charity, a pauper, destitute of 

wealth…  

Now when we are considering the poor, there is nothing wrong with extending that 

definition beyond material wealth, or the lack of it – in fact the bible is clear that as well as 

those are in poverty economically, there are those who are poor relationally, and 

aspirationally and, of course, spiritually.  

But I think the bible is clear that poor means poor, so that’s what I’m going to be focussing 

on this morning. 

In his book “Issues facing Christians Today’, John Stott defines four categories of poverty, 

and we’ll have a brief look at each: 

 

1. The Indigent Poor – literally “the very poor poor” - those who lack necessities of life such 

as food or clothing or shelter. 

I think this is the one that we’re probably most aware of, but let’s just look at a few 

statistics. 

Someone earning minimum wage in the UK, which equates to around £14k/year, would still 

be in the richest 8.4% globally, and would be earning 13 times the global average. 

 

The percentage of people living in extreme poverty has dropped considerably over the 

years - over the past couple of decades this has been due to developing countries like 

China. 



6 | P a g e  
 

However, it’s worth noting that since 1800, the global population has increased over seven 

times, so the actual number of people who are in extreme poverty has actually dropped 

very little.  And let’s be honest, $2/day is in no way to be considered a comfortable 

existence.  There are still far more people in the world who are poor than there are who are 

rich.  We will not be struggling to find people who need material help just to get by any 

time soon. 

But it is a very narrow approach to define economic poverty simply in terms of those who 

do not have enough money for the very basics of existence – food, clothes, a roof over their 

heads… 

In a survey of Christians quoted in the book “The Myth of the Undeserving Poor”, only 12% 

of respondents accepted that poverty could be defined as “those who have enough to buy 

all the things they really need, but not enough to buy the things most people take for 

granted” 

I just want to read excerpts from three articles published in the Guardian recently (now I 

realise the Guardian is a paper that is so far to the left that it’s virtually fallen off the edge, 

but the data behind these articles seems to be from fairly sound sources): 

1) Payday loans – NHS workers (find reference) 

Guardian article, 18th April 2018 

“NHS staff, council officials and gig economy workers are among the most regular 

applicants for payday loans, which charge interest of up to 1,325% per year, industry 

data has revealed. 

In Birmingham, Leeds and Manchester, city council workers were among the most 

frequent applicants for the ultra-high interest debt last month, according to figures 

from a loan comparison website. 

In Leicester, workers for the courier company DPD applied for the most loans after 

people in the NHS. The most common reason given for requesting the loans was “to 

pay bills”. DPD recently announced it was reforming its working model after the 

death of a courier who was charged £150 for attending a hospital appointment. 

The figures released on Wednesday by the Cash Lady comparison website showed 

that NHS workers applied for more payday loans than any other workers in London, 

Cardiff and Bristol and applied for more loans nationally than any other 

organisation’s workers. The website collates loans issued by companies including 

Quick Quid, The Money Shop, Sunny and 118 118 Money. Cash Lady said the lenders 

charge interest rates between 68.7% and 1,325%. 

The data casts fresh light on how even people with regular incomes are being forced 

to turn to super high interest companies for emergency loans. Frank Field, the 

chairman of the commons select committee on work and pensions described it as 

shocking and said it chimed with reports last year of nurses using foodbanks” 
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2) Foodbank use (Guardian article) 

Guardian article, 24th April 2018 

“Vulnerable people left with “nowhere else to turn” after experiencing problems 

with universal credit helped fuel a big increase in food bank use over the past year, 

according to the Trussell Trust. 

The UK’s biggest food bank network, whose annual figures provide a broad index of 

social hardship, gave out a record 1.3m food parcels to an estimated 666,000 people 

in 2017-18, up 13% on the previous year. 

However, food banks in areas where the full universal credit service had been in 

place for 12 months or more were four times as busy, recording an average 52% 

increase in the number of three-day emergency food packages distributed. 

The trust said many universal credit claimants had come to food banks after long 

waits for payment and administrative problems pushed them into debt, ill health and 

rent arrears. 

“This is completely unacceptable. We need to move towards a UK where no one 

needs a food bank’s help, not a country where charity provision is the only defence 

from utter destitution,” said Emma Revie, the trust’s chief executive.” 

 

3) Schools are having to support families (Guardian article) 

Guardian article, 1st May 2018 

In 2014 Gemma Morton, the headteacher of a large secondary school, told Education 

Guardian her school had helped to pay for the funeral of a student whose family 

couldn’t afford it, even after they had sold their car. Three years on, she has helped 

to pay for two more funerals. “When a child dies, nobody’s saved for it,” says 

Morton. “There is literally nowhere for families to go apart from the people they 

already know, and most of them are poverty-struck too.” 

Over the past few years, as austerity has deepened, more schools and individual 

teachers are bailing out disadvantaged families because they simply can’t say no. The 

latest government figures show 100,000 more children propelled into poverty in just 

12 months. There are 4.1 million children – nearly a third of the entire child 

population – living in households on less than 60% of the average income. 

At Gill Williams’s primary school in the north-west of England, local supermarkets 

deliver bread and fresh vegetables three times a week, which are placed in the 

playground for parents to help themselves. There is rarely a crumb left. 

Williams says it is not so much that poverty is more severe, but that it has spread. 

“It’s everybody. Your average family is like that now.” The core group of those 

needing support in her school is three times larger than when she became a head 10 

years ago. 
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So in this country, people who on the surface would seem to have reasonable jobs are 

resorting to payday loans, the benefits system which is supposed to be helping those who 

don’t have enough money is actually causing them to need to rely more and more on 

foodbanks, and schools and teachers themselves are ending up proving financial help to 

parents who don’t have enough money to get by. 

At home, and abroad, we are surrounded by people who are not having their material 

needs met.  We are called to remember them.  

 

2. The Indolent Poor – those who are poor because of the consequences of their own 

behaviour. 

Proverbs has a few things to say about people whose lifestyles might result in them ending 

up in poverty doesn’t it?  And I’m sure that some of us here know people who have got 

themselves into debt because of bad decisions they’ve made – maybe some of us here even 

have ended up with financial problems which, looking back, are because we’ve not 

managed our finances well, or maybe tried to live beyond our means.  In this world of easy 

credit and materialism, it’s a really easy thing to do. 

But as Christians we need to be very careful because there is a danger here when we start 

to make judgements on people’s poverty - view the poor as either worthy or unworthy. 

The worthy poor might have jobs, work hard, claim minimum benefits, manage their 

finances well…but still end up at the point where they are need… 

The unworthy poor…well, they might not have jobs and might not be trying very hard to get 

jobs, they play the benefits system for all its worth, they have half a dozen credit cards, big 

TVs, smoke like chimneys… 

In their book, The Myth of the Undeserving Poor, Martin Charlesworth and Natalie Williams 

argue strongly that there is no such thing as the unworthy (or in their terminology, 

‘undeserving’) poor, for two main reasons: 

a) First, the example that we have in Jesus.  

We know the story of the Good Samaritan where Jesus is asked who we should 

consider to be our neighbour, and he tells us that we should help even our worst 

enemy. 

Jesus told us to love our enemies. 

Jesus always demonstrated mercy first and he us to be merciful even to the 

ungrateful and wicked 
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The idea of worthiness does not come into God’s provision for the poor.  In Leviticus 

he did not tell Moses to station guards around the vineyards of grain fields to make 

sure that anyone who made use of this provision for the poor was worthy to do so. 

 

b) Secondly, it is because of Jesus demonstrating grace and mercy towards us, that we 

have been saved.  We were, by definition, unworthy, undeserving of this grace and 

mercy, but that didn’t stop God, because of his great love, sending his only son to die 

in our pace – the only one worthy, to die for the unworthy. 

As Christians, our attitude to the poor, regardless of whether the world sees them as 

worthy or unworthy, deserving of help or undeserving, should be to extend mercy 

and grace, and help those in need. 

Jesus says the following, recorded in Matt 25: 

When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, then he will sit on his 

glorious throne.  Before him will be gathered all the nations, and he will separate people 

one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats.  And he will place the 

sheep on his right, but the goats on the left.  Then the King will say to those on his right, 

‘Come, you who are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the 

foundation of the world.  For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave 

me drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you clothed me, I was 

sick and you visited me, I was in prison and you came to me.’  Then the righteous will 

answer him, saying, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give 

you drink?  And when did we see you a stranger and welcome you, or naked and clothe 

you?  And when did we see you sick or in prison and visit you?’  And the King will answer 

them, Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of the least of these my brothers, you did it to 

me.’ 

 

I’ve looked at the Greek, there’s nothing in that passage that refers to the hungry or the 

thirsty or the stranger or the naked or the sick or the prisoner being in some way worthy to 

receive help… But we may still be tempted to listen to what the media or politicians or our 

friends or work colleagues have to say about the worthiness of poor people…but you know 

we have a higher authority than all of those, and he takes a different view…  

And it doesn’t matter what the response is to our help - you know what, some people will 

not always appreciate what you do for them.  Even in the church…but we don’t do it to be 

appreciated… 

In Luke 14:12-14 Jesus says  
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“When you give a luncheon or dinner, do not invite your friends, your brothers or sisters, 

your relatives, or your rich neighbours; if you do, they may invite you back and so you will 

be repaid. But when you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind, 

and you will be blessed. Although they cannot repay you, you will be repaid at the 

resurrection of the righteous.” 

Later on in his letter to the Galatians, Paul writes  

 

“And let us not grow weary of doing good, for in due season we will reap, if we do not give 

up.  So then, as we have opportunity, let us do good to everyone, and especially to those 

who are of the household of faith.” 

We are called to be radical in our actions and our attitudes towards the poor.  Not to 

become weary, not to become judgemental…but to become more like Jesus - 

compassionate, merciful, full of grace, abounding in love. 

 

3. The Powerless poor - those who are powerless victims of human & religious injustice or 

oppressive life circumstances. 

Poverty and oppression so often go hand in hand.  You only have to read the papers or 

watch the news to know about the many things that are going on around the world today 

where people are oppressed due to war or having the wrong history or religion or 

whatever.   

I don’t need to labour this one – the world is full of the oppressed, those who are victims of 

injustice, those who are poor due to the actions or inactions of those in positions of power 

and authority.  We are called to help them. 

 

4. The Humble Poor – those who acknowledge their helplessness and look to God alone for 

salvation 

Ultimately, our heart for the poor, whatever their material condition, should be to see God 

move in their lives and for them to be saved.   

And for all of us, however materially well off we may or may not be, we should have come 

to a point of realisation of our own spiritual poverty – a point where we have realised that 

without Jesus, we have no hope, no value, no future – without Jesus we are as poor as it is 

possible for us to be. 

When it comes to salvation, it is as much for those who rich as for those who are poor.  Eph 

6:9 says that there is no bias or favouritism with God.  
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Similarly, simply being poor or oppressed does not mean you are granted a free ticket to 

heaven.  The poor need to repent and be saved by God’s grace just as much as the wealthy 

do. 

But whilst God shows no partiality, he is also not neutral when it comes to situations of 

injustice.  God favours the poor who are either victims of injustice or find themselves in 

positions where they are powerless to resist the oppression of the powerful.  God is on the 

side of the poor. He has a special concern for them because of their vulnerability. 

 

But God’s plan for the poor is more for them simply to be relived of poverty and 

oppression.  In fact, there is nowhere in scripture that says that anyone who is poor who 

becomes a Christian will cease to be poor – not materially anyway. 

You see God has much bigger plans for the poor within the church.  Ps 113 says this: 

Who is like the LORD our God, 

who is seated on high, 

who looks far down 

on the heavens and the earth? 

He raises the poor from the dust 

and lifts the needy from the ash heap, 

to make them sit with princes, 

with the princes of his people. 

The passage of Isaiah that Jesus read at the start of his ministry has a greater vision for the 

poor: 

It begins: 

The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me, 

because the Lord has anointed me 

to bring good news to the poor 

…but then it goes on… 

to grant to those who mourn in Zion— 

to give them a beautiful headdress instead of ashes, 

the oil of gladness instead of mourning, 

the garment of praise instead of a faint spirit; 

that they may be called oaks of righteousness, 

the planting of the Lord, that he may be glorified. 

They shall build up the ancient ruins; 

they shall raise up the former devastations; 
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they shall repair the ruined cities, 

the devastations of many generations. 

 

We are not here to help the poor from a distance and keep them there.  We are not here to 

just send food or money, although please don’t stop doing that, because that is very much a 

biblical principal as we have seen. 

God’s plan is that those who were poor, but who are now in receipt of the wonderful riches 

of God’s grace, are the ones who are advancing the Kingdom from within the church – co-

workers. 

Dave Devenish puts it like this – “It is the poor, the captives, the needy who will be full of 

praise instead of despair. It is they who will be called ‘oaks of righteousness, a planting of 

the Lord for the display of his splendour’! Those who were previously the poor and needy 

will ‘rebuild the ancient ruins and restore the places long devastated; they will renew the 

ruined cities that have been devastated for generations.” 

Why was it so important to the Apostles that they should remember the poor?  Because it 

is the poor who have a key role in the church and in God’s mission.  Care for the poor isn’t a 

ministry that is the church starts up once it’s got enough people in it and the leadership 

structure is in place and the kid’s work is going well and there’s an outreach team… Care for 

the poor should be a fundament part of everything that the church does and is…the poor 

should be a fundamental part of everything the church does and is. 

So, as part of Regions Beyond, we are aiming to be a people who are embracing the poor.  

But to embrace someone, you need to be stood right next to them.  We can help the poor 

with a direct debit and a can of beans, and we should…and if you’re like me, then we 

probably should more than we currently are.  But the world is becoming an increasingly 

difficult place to live, especially for the poor. And it is the Gospel that has the power to 

change lives and bring joy & hope to those who are hopeless, helpless and homeless.  

As a church in the Regions Beyond movement we must endeavour to reach out to the poor 

with money? Yes, and help? Yes, and compassion and mercy? Yes, and with the Gospel? 

Yes! But we are not called to simply help the poor, but to embrace them, to see them lifted 

up to their rightful place, and participate as coequal partners in spreading the Gospel of 

Jesus to Wrexham and the ends of the earth. 

 

 

 


