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Abstract
An influential strain in recent Christian thought (Schneider 2002a) has stressed that material prosperity 

is a quality for human life sought by God for all people. Clearly, this objective has not been achieved. One of 
the reasons why the all-enveloping prosperity objective has not been reached is that its pursuit has been un-
dertaken by down-playing God’s equally-important objective of mitigating material poverty. Incompatible 
with God’s aims, poverty persists. Via Biblical exegetes’ interpretation of Jesus’ sayings, this paper shows 
that Jesus usually speaks of the necessity to share possessions with the poor when He teaches on wealth. If 
assistance to the materially poor is as important as achieving prosperity in the Christian framework, im-
plications arise for today. Final sections consider how the poor in First World countries might be identified 
(using the United States as the example), and how they might be helped to greater prosperity.

Introduction
This paper has three aims, each discussed in 

a separate section. The first argues that in God’s 
design, affluence is good only if it is shared eq-
uitably or fairly among all people. This is not 
to imply that God is primarily concerned with 
prosperity and its distribution, that redistribu-
tion is a Scriptural goal in itself, or that God is 
unconcerned about the nature of affluence. Eq-
uitably or fairly means that each family/person 
should possess sufficient resources to participate 
adequately in their society. Sharing prosperity, it 
will be argued from Jesus’ teachings, is required 
to reduce material deprivation and poverty. Sec-

ond, since affluence is to be shared fairly, issues 
of poverty, deprivation and inequality have to be 
identified (here using the United States as the 
example). Third, ways need to be established as 
to how these social ills might be mitigated. One 
particular way of reducing material poverty and 
deprivation is canvassed, that of encouraging the 
poor into paid work. This introduction overviews 
the topic and provides background for subsequent 
argument.

The first aim is pursued in the next section 
—Jesus’ teachings on prosperity and poverty are 
examined from a selection of His parables and 
sayings, as interpreted by a range of Biblical 
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exegetes. Their interpretations support the con-
clusion that Jesus, as God’s Son, placed as much 
emphasis on sharing prosperity as on attaining 
it. The idea of a rich sub-stratum enjoying the 
ownership of the vast majority of wealth without 
sharing it with the less fortunate was anathema 
to Jesus’ teaching. This conclusion seems as 
relevant to Jesus’ time as to our own. Later sec-
tions explore some contemporary implications 
of these aspects of Jesus’ teaching in the context 
of a rich First World country, the United States. 
Specifically, they investigate ways in which the 
poor might be identified, helped to generate 
wealth through jobs, and thereby helped to at-
tain more of the wealth so created. No inference 
arises in this discussion that the present U.S. rich 
are culpable in not assisting the poor, especially 
as the proportion of personal income given by 
Americans to charity is the highest in the world. 
However, improvement is possible, in the sense 
of trending more to Jesus’ injunctions. Christian 
business faculty could play an important role in 
this enterprise, providing expert help to churches 
and like groups that might have funds to stimu-
late such projects, but not the expertise.

The background to Jesus’ emphasis on pros-
perity originated well before His time on earth. 
From Genesis 1 and 2, and from the Mosaic Law, 
God sought prosperity for humankind. In the lat-
ter, for instance, God taught that if His require-
ments were followed, Israel as a whole would 
have abundance for everybody. This was a prom-
ise made repeatedly to Israel as they came to en-
ter the Promised Land, “flowing with milk and 
honey” (Dt. 26:9). Here, “God’s design was to 
provide his people with a land that was more than 
sufficient for their basic needs” (Van Til, 2007, 
p. 65). This land was to be “a place of unparal-
leled prosperity—in order to create a new eco-
nomic and social order” in which “there was to 
be no poor among the Israelites,” “a social order 
without distinctions based on economic power” 
(Hoppe, 2004, pp. 23, 67). Van Til’s summary of 
the Mosaic Law is that it sought to “avoid depri-
vation, protect from deprivation, and aid the de-

prived” (2007, p. 110). If God’s norms were pur-
sued by Israelite society as a whole, poor harvests 
would not occur, drought would be avoided (de-
spite the variability of rainfall and soil quality), 
illness and theft disrupting production would not 
happen. However, the Law was not followed, and 
the prophets tell the sad story of what began with 
promise ending in tragedy. As Lunn expresses it, 
“what was supposed to be a relatively egalitar-
ian society was transformed into one where the 
rich and powerful exploited the poor and weak” 
(2002, p. 15).

Yet, the generation of affluence did not stop at 
that point but proceeded throughout history. First 
World countries are affluent today compared 
with ancient Israel, and with the Third World, 
and compared with themselves a few centuries 
ago. In the U. S., for instance, “from 1820 to 1994 
the real per capita income” increased by 1600%. 
As McCloskey notes, this factor “represents an 
enormous freeing of people from drudgery and 
fear and insecurity” (2004, p. 327). Does this 
mean that First World paths to, and forms of, 
prosperity were God-guided, and therefore to be 
emulated by other countries today? Only to a cer-
tain unknown degree, because First World paths 
to affluence might not have emphasized God and 
Jesus’ requirements above, obedience to God, 
and the fair sharing of prosperity.

According to the Christian business-decision 
making literature (e.g., Sherman and Hendricks, 
1994, Chs. 1-4), wealth generation, as with every 
other human pursuit, is meant to be made in the 
process of serving God and in cooperation with 
Him. Yet, this literature suggests that there is 
little evidence that most entrepreneurs, business 
people and investors over the centuries did (and 
do) this. This Christian literature holds they made 
(make) decisions independently of God, without 
prayer, and without reference to normative Bibli-
cal teaching, or to their collegiate believers. In all 
likelihood, the attainment of current First World 
prosperity has not accorded with God triune’s 
normative requirements. In all probability, its 
achievement has not usually been pursued in col-
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laboration with God. Most entrepreneurship and 
wealth creation still is not subject to this guid-
ance and control (Goossen calls this the Standard 
Model of Entrepreneurship) (2004, pp. 21-32). 
People and societies become rich by ignoring 
God altogether. Schneider puts it that “affluent 
people may become oblivious to the grace that 
creates their circumstances in the first place” 
(2002a, p. 218). This propensity assists them to 
fall victim to the diseases of affluenza and luxury 
fever (Harper and Jones, 2008). In the normative 
Christian view, on the other hand, those who fa-
cilitate the creation of wealth (entrepreneurs, in-
novators, investors etc.) should hold their plans to 
God in prayer, and act on what they perceive to be 
God’s guidance (as in Matt. 6:33), as well as using 
their God-given reason.

Jesus’ Teachings on Prosperity, Its Distribu-
tion and Poverty

This section develops the first aim of the pa-
per, that in God’s design, affluence is good only 
if it shared equitably among all people thereby 
reducing the incidence of poverty. It will be ar-
gued that a normative Biblical warrant expressed 
by Jesus requires that prosperity be generated, 
but having one of its explicit aims the reduction 
of poverty. (The meaning of poverty is discussed 
below). This orientation is usually not to the fore 
in the world, for wealth is invariably pursued 
for its own sake with little regard to its poverty-
decreasing implications. For example, the con-
temporary “wealth creation” industry is almost 
exclusively concerned with maximizing returns, 
subject to a modicum of wealth security. Admit-
tedly, wealth creation can have poverty-reducing 
implications, as when new firms generate jobs for 
the poor or make goods cheaper for everyone. But 
these beneficial effects are usually side issues as 
far as the motives for new firm creation or firm 
operation are concerned.

Another way of putting this emphasis in Je-
sus’ teachings is to say that prosperity should be 
shared fairly and equitably, that unshared wealth 
is a problem. This does not mean absolutely 
equally, but it does mean more equally than pros-

perity was shared when the Biblical texts were 
penned. Jesus was constantly calling for aid to 
the poor that would make distributional patterns 
more equal than they were (argued below from 
some of Jesus’ sayings), addressing these admo-
nitions to anyone who would listen to Him. Posit-
ing wealth as a zero-sum game—if I gain wealth, 
somebody has to lose it— does not underlie Je-
sus’ teachings. His instructions to share wealth 
with the poor do not depend on presenting wealth 
as a given-sized pie. If I gain wealth, Jesus asks 
me to share part of it with the poor. No inference 
need arise in these teachings that the poor have 
lost wealth while the rich gain it. The poor might 
even have gained wealth prior to any redistribu-
tion from the rich. If the poor or deprived are 
identified by the gap between them and the rich, 
it is the relative situation between rich and poor 
that determines the required extent of redistribu-
tion from rich to poor. Whether the poor have 
gained or lost wealth prior to redistribution does 
not feature in Jesus’ instruction to help the poor.

Five of Jesus’ teachings relating to wealth are 
discussed below, as interpreted by Biblical ex-
egetes (looking here only in the Gospel of Luke), 
exposing Jesus advocacy for wealth generation 
and its distribution. These are the Parables of the 
Rich Fool (Lk 12:16-21), of the Dishonest Man-
ager (Lk 16:1-9), of the Rich Man and Lazarus 
(Lk. 16:19-31), the story of Zacchaeus (Lk. 19:1-
10), and the Parable of the Pounds (Lk 19:11-27). 
Schneider (2002a, Ch. 7) calls these parables of 
affluence, but the argument here is that they are 
as much concerned with helping the poor and re-
distribution as with affluence itself, for the two 
qualities are never separated in Jesus’ teaching. 
Each parable/story is assumed to be known, and 
all implications of each are not pursued. For in-
stance, Jesus’ teachings in them have implica-
tions for stewardship, accountability, self-inter-
est, work and productivity, but these are not ex-
plored here. No inference arises in the discussion 
below that Jesus’ parables/story are solely related 
to helping the poor, and thereby encouraging re-
distribution. Indeed, even sharing with the poor 
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has many effects, such as restricting the idolatry 
of wealth, enhancing giving rather than receiv-
ing, and constituting part of the path to salvation. 
Jesus’ teachings in the parables/story quoted pos-
sess numerous dimensions, but only the implica-
tion of helping the poor materially is examined 
here, recognizing that redistribution is just one 
of the requirements Jesus was advocating. Also 
underlying Jesus’ teaching is the presumption 
that private property is to be retained, but this is 
not pursued either. Rather, each teaching is ana-
lyzed below via the interpretation of a consensus 
of Biblical exegetes to show that Jesus never talks 
about wealth without also advocating its greater 
sharing.

The Parable of the Rich Fool (Lk. 12:16-21)
The Parable of the Rich Fool (Lk. 12:16-21) 

has Jesus warning about the dangers of wealth 
and possessing a wrong perspective toward it. On 
the face of the description, “much in the man’s 
response seems so natural” and there is no hint 
that he obtained his wealth by dishonest means 
(Bock, 1996, p. 1146). Wherein then lies God’s 
condemnation of the man? To Bock, the man 
exhibited excessive attachment to his wealth, he 
demonstrated exclusive self-interest to it and him-
self, talking of my crops, my barns, my grain, my 
goods, even my soul, so that “his future perspec-
tive is entirely self-centered and self-indulgent.” 
This is a moral mismanagement of wealth, for the 
man gave no thought to the needs of others, “he 
did not fulfill his moral responsibility before God 
to care for the needs of others.” Jesus is not at-
tacking wealth, “but how wealth is directed,” for 
“only wealth handled with generosity meets with 
God’s approval” (Bock, 1996, pp. 1145, 1152, 
1153, 1154). There is a clear implication in Bock’s 
interpretation of the parable that sharing wealth 
is part of God’s plan for human beings.

A consensus of other exegetes points in a 
similar direction. Just opines that the rich man’s 
sin was greed, “an obsession to hoard all things 
for oneself, blocking out any thought for God or 
for one’s neighbor,” akin to the practice of “he-
donism” (Just Jr., 1997, pp. 505, 506; Johnson, 

1991, p. 199). Accordingly, Just poses the ques-
tion, “what is he going to do with the gift (12:17)? 
Is he going to share it with his neighbor?” “Or is 
he going to hoard the gift?” The man makes his 
decision without reference to God, and thereby 
makes the wrong decision. Just stresses this shar-
ing aspect of Jesus’ teaching in the parable: “The 
remedy for worry and anxiety over wealth is to 
give away one’s surplus… freely give away what 
God has freely given” (Just Jr., 1997, p. 507; orig-
inal emphasis). Johnson holds that “rich toward 
God” in the parable has two meanings: “The first 
is the response of faith, the second is the dispo-
sition of possessions in accordance with faith, 
which means to share them with others rather 
than accumulating them for one’s self” (1991, p. 
199). For Nolland, “rich toward God” implies that 
“wealth is accumulated primarily by, in obedi-
ence to God, making use of one’s material needs 
to meet the needs of the poor” (1993, p. 697).

Similarly, Hendriksen argues that the rich 
man “should have realized that there were other 
people who were in need of some of his grain,” and 
he applies this precept to the present day, advo-
cating helping the “hungry and poverty-stricken” 
(1978, p. 663). Likewise, Craddock holds that the 
rich man’s act was one “of total disregard for the 
needs of others” (1990, p. 163). The man should 
have given “away his surplus, ” but “he does not 
see his abundance as an opportunity to help those 
needing food” (Evans 1990, p. 196), that is, “he 
is not trying to help other people” (Morris, 1974, 
p. 212). For Stein, the message is “give to those 
in need” (1992, p. 353). One implication of the 
parable for the nine exegetes above is that the rich 
man needed to follow God and Jesus’ require-
ments to share his wealth with the poor.

The Parable of the Dishonest Manager  
(Lk. 16:1-9)

Wealth-distributional implications of the Par-
able of the Dishonest Manager (Lk. 16: 1-9) are, 
according to Ireland’s volume-length study, “to 
use worldly wealth for the benefit of others in 
need” (1992, p. 114). Evans’ interpretation is that 
unless Christians manage their property consis-
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tently with God’s purposes, “they cannot expect 
to be entrusted with the rewards and wealth that 
last forever” (1990, p. 240). This resourcefulness 
consists of believers showing that “for all the 
dangers in possessions, it is possible to manage 
goods in ways appropriate to life in the kingdom 
of God,” that “disciples are to handle material 
things… so as to secure heaven and the future” 
(Craddock, 1990, pp. 191, 190). Part of this appro-
priateness is summarized by Bock (1996, p. 1323) 
as “do not use money for self, but use it generous-
ly for others,” that “giving away possessions in 
almsgiving secures a place with God” (Johnson, 
1991, p. 248). To LaVerdiere, the essence of the 
parable is that “the failure to share one’s goods 
with the needy is consequently incompatible with 
the service of God” (1980, p. 207). Ireland draws 
similar conclusions, that prudence for Jesus’ dis-
ciples “includes using their possessions for those 
in need,” part and parcel of “faithful stewardship 
of material possessions” (1992, p. 217). While it 
is possible to interpret this parable in other ways 
(e.g., Dyck et al., 2006), the consensus of Biblical 
exegetes above lends support to an implication of 
the parable being to help others in need.

The Parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus 
(Lk. 16:19-31)

The Parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus 
(Lk. 16: 19-31), according to a consensus of ex-
egetes, has a similar orientation. For Bock, the 
parable “calls on the wealthy to be generous 
with what they have to meet the needs of those 
who have nothing.” The rich man suffers his 
fate because he “failed to respond to the suffer-
ing and need of others around him” (1996, pp. 
1360, 1372). As Nolland puts it, the wealthy man 
“could have been a rich benefactor, but instead 
his extravagance was focused on his own enjoy-
ment of the good things of life” (1993, p. 832). 
The rich man “has wealth to share but does not 
do so” (Ringe, 1995, p. 217), he “refuses to share 
with the desperately poor” (LaVerdiere, 1980, p. 
210), while for Morris, the rich and respectable 
“should repent and then help others with their 
money” (1974, p. 252). All exegetes (e.g., Bock, 

1996, p. 1375; Hendriksen, 1978, p. 787; Nolland, 
1993, p. 833; Johnson, 1991, p. 253) understand 
the obligation to help the poor contained in the 
reference to “Moses and the prophets” which the 
rich man had not done. Johnson epitomizes this 
inference that “his wealth had made him insensi-
tive to the Law and Prophets alike that the cov-
enant demands sharing goods with the poor. The 
concrete expression of his rejection of the Law 
was his neglect of the poor man at the gate” (1991, 
p. 256). For the rich, the matter is urgent so that 
“opportunities to help those in need… should be 
seized now” (Hendriksen, 1978, p. 785; original 
emphasis). Again, in this parable, Jesus stresses 
the obligations the rich have toward helping the 
poor, according to the exegetes above.

The Story of Zacchaeus (Lk. 19:1-10)
The case of Zacchaeus (Lk. 19:1-10) reveals 

that the rich can be saved, in this case partly re-
quiring voluntary sharing wealth with the poor. 
For Zacchaeus, this involved divesting half of his 
possessions to the poor, and restoring any unjust 
excess tax fourfold, that were extraordinarily 
generous concessions. The result of Zacchaeus’ 
actions would have been to render the distribu-
tion of wealth more equal than formerly, even 
though Zacchaeus would still have remained 
wealthy. Bock argues that “Zacchaeus’ encoun-
ter with Jesus has led him to change the way he 
handles money—from taking advantage of peo-
ple to serving them.” He “becomes an example 
of how to handle money generously” showing 
“the proper way to use resources” (1996, pp. 
1520, 1521, 1524). For Ringe, redistributing “his 
excess wealth to ‘the poor’” is one step in Zac-
chaeus’ salvation (1995, p. 232), and it also works 
the other way, for “Zacchaeus’ generosity to the 
poor results from the forgiveness Jesus extends 
to him by asking to stay in his home.” (Just Jr, 
1997, p. 721). Zacchaeus “is able to let go of his 
wealth” which is “a remarkable confirmation of 
the salvation he has received in trusting Jesus,” to 
Tiede (1988, p. 321). The implication is drawn by 
LaVerdiere that the story “prefigures the future 
course of Christian history, in which religious 
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outcasts would repent, give to the poor and be 
saved” (1980, p. 225). To Stein, “a clear Lukan 
emphasis” in this parable is to “use financial re-
sources to aid the poor,” for “one’s possessions 
were simply a temporary loan by which one can 
alleviate the sufferings of the poor” (1992, pp. 
468, 470).

Zacchaeus’ conversion and salvation lead him 
to distribute voluntarily some of his wealth to the 
poor. Jesus sometimes asked the rich straight-out 
to divest some or all of their wealth to the poor. 
But He did not always ask them to do so, includ-
ing those who were His supporters. Some well-
off people supported Jesus and His disciples, 
without being asked to do so, or without being 
asked by Jesus to redistribute their wealth to the 
poor. However, again, it is part of their salvation 
that leads them to do so. Because of their conver-
sion, they act as Jesus desires. They redistribute 
some of their wealth to (the poorer) Jesus and His 
disciples. Other wealthy individuals, like Joseph 
of Arimathea, are described favorably, without 
evidence of their financial support for Jesus or 
the poor, but no inferences can be drawn from 
this case. That certain rich persons were favored 
by God in the Old Testament pre-dates both the 
Mosaic Law and Jesus, and cannot be used as 
evidence of any inclination God might have to 
excuse the rich from helping the poor in the New 
Covenant.

The Parable of the Pounds (Lk. 19:11-27)
Despite the descriptive detail of the Parable 

of the Pounds at Lk. 19:11-27 (=Parable of the 
Talents, Matt. 25:14-30), most exegetes do not de-
duce it to be centered on wealth-creating or eco-
nomic activity (contra Schneider, 2002a, p. 188). 
Instead, its message is that “the disciples’ respon-
sibility… is to faithfully serve the absent king by 
making use of the gifts and responsibilities he 
has given,” in which “faithful stewardship is re-
quired” (Bock, 1996, p. 1525). The “business” the 
slaves performed is metaphor, imagery or pro-
verbial for stewardship. As Hendriksen puts it, 
“those who have heard the gospel must proclaim 
it,” and every sphere of life “(social, economic, 

political, educational, etc.) is [to be] brought un-
der the influence of the gospel” (1978, p. 860). In 
like vein, Just approvingly quotes Johnson “that 
the possessions motif is here a subsidiary to a po-
litical one… the parable is therefore ‘about’ the 
successful establishment of a kingdom” (Just Jr., 
1997, p. 727; Johnson, 1991, p. 292). Johnson calls 
it “The Kingship Parable,” and Snodgrass (2008, 
p. 519), a parable of future eschatology.

To the extent that the responsibility Jesus 
requires involves the stewardship of money (as 
per the descriptive narrative of the parable), there 
is nothing in the parable suggesting that Jesus 
changes His position on wealth from the para-
bles discussed above. People may have different 
amounts of wealth, but it is still to be shared with 
the poor, although the parable does not explore 
this implication of the four previous Jesus’ say-
ings. To focus on the monetary return each of the 
slaves makes (or does not make) in the parable as 
though this provides guidance for economic life, 
is to commit the fallacy of misplaced concrete-
ness, and to misinterpret the nature of parables 
themselves. As Snodgrass observes, “the parables 
are fictional descriptions taken from everyday 
life,” in which the descriptive detail represents 
something else, so that interpretation cannot be 
obtained by “assigning correspondences to the 
elements” of a parable (2008, pp. 18, 410). A par-
able explains something different from the situa-
tion described. The descriptive detail of the par-
able is just a mere vehicle for the underlying mes-
sage (Shillington, 1990, p. 16; Sider, 1995, p. 84; 
Jones, 1999, pp. 21-22). It was in this sense that 
Jesus used parables to challenge people’s modes 
of thinking that had become dulled. Accordingly, 
for the Parable of the Pounds, Hendriksen con-
cludes that “we must not lose sight of the real or 
ultimate meaning of the parable” (1978, p. 862).

Many other of Jesus’ teachings in Luke (and 
the other gospels) also stress the need to assist 
the poor materially. Sharing resources with the 
poor can only produce a more equal distribution 
of those resources. Just from Luke, Jesus’ further 
teachings include 12:33, Jesus’ advice to His dis-
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ciples, “sell your possessions and give alms,” and 
14:12-14, “invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, 
and the blind to a banquet. Again, at Lk. 18:22, 
Jesus’ instructs a ruler, “sell all that you own and 
distribute the money to the poor,” and at 18:25, 
emphasizing the difficulty the rich have in enter-
ing the kingdom of God. Similar teachings occur 
in Matt 19:21-22, “Sell your possessions, and give 
the money to the poor.” Likewise, at Matt 19:23-
24 (= Mark 10:25), it is “easier for a camel to go 
through the eye of a needle than for someone who 
is rich to enter the kingdom of God,” emphasiz-
ing the need for the rich to divest some of their 
wealth to the poor. At Matt 25:31-46, the Parable 
of the Sheep and the Goats shows that those who 
had helped the disadvantaged materially will be 
rewarded, while Mark 10: 21 instructs a man to 
“sell what you own and give the money to the 
poor.” It is arguable also that Jesus’ actions often 
point in the direction of facilitating a prosperity 
to be shared more or less equally. One such case 
is Jesus’ feeding the five thousand (Lk. 9: 12-17). 
From a situation of extreme hunger, Jesus enables 
the crowd to share the fish and bread relatively 
equally beyond satisfying their needs. God’s 
“regal lavishness, his uncalculating generosity” 
(Hendriksen, 1978, p. 481; original emphasis) 
mark this event. A temporary affluence is gener-
ated, shared with a rough equality.

One conclusion from these parables and teach-
ings is Jesus advocating that prosperity should be 
shared more equally than it was by assisting the 
poor, recognizing that Jesus’ teachings have far 
wider implications than this. In the Lukan para-
bles, story and texts cited above, Jesus is address-
ing both His disciples and the wider community, 
“the crowd,” the Pharisees, “the rich.” It seems 
a reasonable presumption that Jesus injunctions 
are addressed to society in general not just to the 
church. Where Jesus talks about possessions in 
those sayings, He invariably advocates and extols 
assistance to the poor that would render a more 
equal wealth distribution, but not an absolutely 
equal distribution. As Malina (1987, p. 366) has 
noted, “Jesus’ injunctions to give one’s goods to 

the poor is about redistribution of wealth.” To the 
extent that Jesus’ teachings are not followed in 
the economy-wide, the rich seem to be facing dire 
consequences. Often, Jesus draws a contrast be-
tween the present lot of the poor and of the rich, 
indicating that these fortunes will be reversed 
in the time of God’s reign, sometimes called the 
Great Reversal. It is the present poor who will 
then be provided with abundance, while the rich 
will go hungry.

An instance of Jesus’ comparison between 
poor and rich is in Luke’s Sermon on the Plain 
(Lk. 6:20-21, 24-25), where the poor are blessed, 
with woes pronounced on the rich. Exegetes 
agree that the blessing on the poor “is part of 
the reversal of fortunes that characterizes God’s 
project” (Ringe, 1995, p. 92). Tiede expresses 
it that “the future of those who appear to have 
no future is already assured, and the rest of the 
world would be advised to discern that this is 
the way the reign of God works” (1988, p. 141). 
In similar vein, Craddock points out that “Luke 
stated as early as the Magnificat (1:46-55) that 
the arrival of God’s reign will be marked by a 
complete reversal of fortunes for the rich and the 
poor, the powerful and the powerless, the full and 
the empty” (1990, p. 87). Two summaries of all 
the above are apt. One is Pilgrim’s, “that those 
who have possessions are encouraged and invited 
and even warned to share their possessions with 
the poor and needy” (1981, p. 128). The second is 
Klay’s, that “Jews and Christians” are “repeated-
ly commanded” to share “their good fortune with 
those who are ‘enslaved’ by poverty” (2002, p. 
8). The conclusions above recognize that move-
ment can be made toward God’s norms, but will 
not be achieved in their entirety until the Second 
Coming, given the fallen nature of humankind 
(Blomberg 2002, p. 11).

One worry about the representations above 
might be that they depict a “saving by works” 
approach rather than a saving by grace alone. In 
the latter, we are saved not by works but by ac-
cepting the gift of Christ’s atonement by believ-
ing in Him. Contrarily, particular acts (helping 
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the poor) might seem to be required for salvation. 
These two roads to salvation are not mutually 
exclusive; invariably, they occur together. Zac-
chaeus accepts Jesus as his savior, one result 
of which is that Zacchaeus redistributes half of 
his possessions to the poor. There is mutual in-
teraction between faith and works. To be loved 
by Jesus requires that one keeps His commands 
(Jn. 14:15). If one of Jesus’ commands is to assist 
the poor, we should do it, for those “who have 
my commands and keep them are those who love 
me” (Jn. 14:21).

From this section, Jesus’ teachings on pros-
perity, its distribution, and its relation to poverty 
might be summarized in six points below:

1.	 Prosperity is to be sought, but must be 
shared equitably—not with absolute 
equality.

2.	 Where disparities in prosperity exist, 
voluntary redistribution by the rich to the 
poor is called for.

3.	 Jesus therefore seeks greater equality in 
the distribution of wealth and income, but 
not absolute equality.

4.	 The extent of redistribution from rich to 
poor is flexible, but must be generous.

5.	 The form of redistribution is flexible, but 
should assist to ameliorate the long-term 
poverty of the poor who have to exercise 
personal responsibility in pursuing this 
aim. (This point could be further substan-
tiated by Jesus’ upholding the essence of 
the Mosaic Law).

6.	 Jesus identifies rich and poor in relation to 
the society of His time.

Implications of Jesus’ 
Teachings Today— Identifying 
Material Deprivation

While Jesus’ teachings are addressed to in-
dividuals, the summation of them has a social 
dimension. A reasonable social inference is that 
transposing His teachings to the present suggests 

that prosperity should be shared more equally, 
both between and in all countries of the world. 
That extreme inequalities in the social distribu-
tion of wealth and income are contrary to Jesus’ 
teachings has wide Christian acceptance. For in-
stance, Pope Benedict XVI notes with alarm that 
“the world’s wealth is growing in absolute terms, 
but inequalities are on the increase,” “‘the scandal 
of glaring inequalities’ continues.” He is adamant 
that “economic choices do [should] not cause dis-
parities in wealth to increase in an excessive and 
morally unacceptable manner” (2009, n. 22, 32). 
To mitigate this situation requires that inequality, 
the deprived and the poor be identified. However, 
equity, equality, wealth, riches, deprivation and 
poverty are not natural kinds but socially con-
structed ones, so that various definitions and 
measures of them can be constructed. Neverthe-
less, certain tendencies in wealth distribution and 
inequality seem to be working today against the 
social directions that flow from Jesus’ advocacy.

Bhalla points to “overwhelming evidence 
that intracountry inequality worsened” between 
1960 and 2000 for his 130 country data-set. His 
income Gini coefficients for 1960, 1980 and 2000 
show that intracountry inequality increased with-
in 64 countries, remained constant for 14, and de-
creased for 52 (Bhalla, 2002, pp. 3, 31, 218-223). 
If the population of these countries were taken 
into account, Bhalla’s statement would seem 
valid. The increase in income inequality char-
acterized both underdeveloped and developed 
economies to reach relatively high levels. Thus 
for Namibia, Schiller (2008, p. 71) reports a Gini 
index of 0.743, meaning that 64.5% of income 
went to the top decile. The U. S. income Gini in-
creased consistently from 1969 to reach 0.469 by 
2005 (Wolff, 2009, p. 73; Schiller, 2008, p. 27). 
Wealth disparity shows an even more extreme 
maldistribution in the U. S. The Gini for non-
home wealth was 0.902 in 2004, up from 0.893 in 
1983. Another way of putting this is that in 2004, 
the richest 20% of households owned 92.5% of 
nonhome wealth, up from 91.3% in 1983 (Wolff, 
2007, p. 11). All these measures are subject to 
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methodological and data qualifications, but it is 
likely that intracountry income and wealth in-
equalities for most countries have increased over 
the past 40 years to reach relatively high levels, 
against the advocacy implicit in Jesus’ teachings.

From the Biblical expositions earlier, God and 
Jesus identify material poverty and riches in rela-
tion to the existing distribution of property and 
possessions, or wealth. On this understanding, 
rich and poor are relative correlative terms in the 
Bible, and the terms are often used this way to-
day (e.g., Johnson, 1981, p. 3). Lunn, for instance, 
emphasizes that “wealth needs to be considered 
in relative and not in absolute terms,” and he esti-
mates the size of the U. S. rich at between 5% and 
10% of households (2002, pp. 14, 17-20). In the Bi-
ble, those who are relatively deprived of material 
(and/or spiritual, social, political) self-sufficiency 
are poor. Hoppe points out that in the Bible, “the 
ownership of land, political influence, and social 
status all made a person rich, while the poor were 
those who lacked these,” but even so, “the bibli-
cal view of the poor… centers on their economic 
deprivation” (2004, p. 15). In contemporary par-
lance, economic “poverty is necessarily a relative 
and not an absolute term,” but a “‘relative lack 
of money or material possessions’”(Bolt, 2004, 
pp. 484, 469; original emphasis). Certainly, rich 
and poor enjoyed far fewer social and economic 
benefits in Biblical times than now, and therefore 
were poorer than now absolutely. Neverthelss, 
it seems a reasonable inference from God and 
Jesus’ teachings that the poor in the society of 
the time are to be assisted by greater wealth and 
income. This lends credence to the notion that 
the Biblical view of “poverty is a relative social 
phenomenon,” “always defined in the context of 
a particular society” (Tiemstra, 2004, pp. 70-71).

While the poor are not specified precisely 
in the Bible, they are nevertheless addressed in 
general terms. God and Jesus do not fuss about 
defining the poor or rich, and this seems a per-
fectly sensible thing to do, for intuitively it is 
probably possible to identify those who are poor 
or affluent in relation to the society in which they 

live. Schneider’s common sense approach is that 
“poverty, in essence, is simply not having enough 
material means to afford the food, clothing, and 
shelter to sustain physical life over time.” Not 
having enough can only be defined relative to 
the standards of the time. Affluence, on the other 
hand, “is essentially having more than enough 
for this purpose.” So, “on this conceptual under-
standing, we know poverty and affluence when 
we see them.” Accordingly, “the teachings on 
wealth and poverty in the Bible… do find their 
conceptual… way into our own time and its vast-
ly different circumstances” (Schneider, 2002a, p. 
76). These observations underline that “any claim 
to scientific precision, even in the generic speci-
fications of a poverty standard, is pretentious and 
misplaced” (Schiller, 2008, p. 42). So, while the 
U. S. currently uses an absolute definition of pov-
erty, in Europe poverty is defined relative to the 
median income. Relative poverty is identified in 
relation to the average or median wealth/income 
of the population rather than to a bundle of goods 
necessary to support a minimum standard of liv-
ing (the distinction is discussed further in Wolff, 
2009, pp. 95-96, and Schiller, 2008, pp. 36-39). 
Neither definition can be shown as superior to 
the other. Numerous problems occur in trying to 
define poverty and inequality, with reasonable 
arguments why the indicators might be more or 
less in size than currently reported in any one 
country.

God’s intentions are that everybody be pro-
vided with material sustenance sufficient to en-
able them to participate in the economic, social 
and religious life of their community. This vi-
sion does not fit well with extreme inequality or 
with hierarchical forms of control of property. 
Nor does it comport with the extremely affluent 
(the rich) enjoying lifestyles and objects vastly 
greater or superior to the poor or middle strata 
(as reported, for example, by Frank, 2007), par-
ticularly apparent in less developed countries. 
Numerous examples of extreme disparity exist 
even in First World countries, that Wilkinson and 
Pickett (2009) assess as detrimental to the social, 

Journal.indd   35 11/5/2011   9:30:19 AM



36

physical and mental health of the countries con-
cerned. For the 23 most developed countries (and 
the 50 U.S. states), they report close correlations 
between high inequality, and high rates of mental 
illness (including drug and alcohol addiction), 
teenage birth rates, homicide and imprisonment 
rates, and a range of other social problems. If in-
equalities today are as extreme as reported, those 
at the lower end of the distributions may have dif-
ficulty in leading fulfilling lives.

Within the First World itself, the idea of hav-
ing “sufficient goods for their daily needs” (Van 
Til, 2007, p. 67) has, like poverty, to be defined 
relative to the society in which people live. As 
Wolff points out, “today, indoor plumbing, a 
telephone and electricity are considered basic 
necessities of life, while in 1900 or so this was 
certainly not the case” (2009, p. 95). In the U. S., 
for instance, absolute prosperity has undoubtedly 
increased for everyone over time. The officially-
defined poor in the U. S. today are overwhelm-
ingly richer than their forefathers, and than most 
people in the Third World. This does not detract 
from the likelihood that the presently-defined 
U. S. poor do not have sufficient sustenance to 
participate fully in the lives of their communities 
as they are currently constructed. Deprivation 
manifests itself relatively. It can be accepted that 
among the officially-defined U. S. poor (perhaps 
13% of the population), 80% have air condition-
ing, 75% own one or more motor vehicles, and 
33% have a computer, dishwasher or second car 
(Wilkinson and Pickett, 2009, p. 25; Schiller, 
2008, p. 56; Schneider, 2002a, p. 21). This, nev-
ertheless, does not take away from the likelihood 
that these poor are still not able to function ade-
quately, especially as over 50% are single-parent 
female-headed families (Wolff, 2009, p. 104), 
with 22% of U. S. children reportedly living in 
poverty (Lindsey, 2009, p 11).

Even in the rich U.S., these officially-defined 
poor do not have access to sufficient medical or 
dental assistance, to adequate educational oppor-
tunities, to secure adequately-paying jobs, to de-
cent affordable housing and childcare. They miss 

utility payments, get behind in their rent, are 
subject to eviction, experience periodic food de-
privation, and suffer from greater psychological 
insecurity and ill-health than higher income peo-
ple (Handler and Hasenfeld, 2007, p. 23; Schiller, 
2008, p. 48). Poor children do not appear to be 
looked after adequately (Lindsey, 2009, p. 81). 
That the poor possess air conditioners etc. does 
not overcome their disabilities against function-
ing adequately in their society. Sider calculates 
that a family of four earning below the 2005 pov-
erty line would be unable to afford dental care, 
visits to the doctor, household appliances, paid 
recreation and vacations etc. (2007, p. 24). They 
are likely to live in sub-standard housing in areas 
of poor schools and prevalent crime. Relative to 
the average standard of living in U. S. society as a 
whole, the poor are multi-disadvantaged. This is 
the relevant comparison to ascertaining poverty 
(Gilbert, 2008, p. 209), and it is pertinent also to 
identifying the officially-defined near-poor, for 
movement in and out of poverty is fluid, even 
though the U. S. poverty rate has remained rela-
tively stable since 1969 (Schiller, 2008, p. 50). If 
37 million Americans are “officially” poor, an-
other 57 million are officially defined as “near-
poor,” living in households with incomes be-
tween $20, 000 and $40, 000 for a family of four 
(Edwards, 2007, p. ix). Newman and Chen (2007) 
describe the parlous existence of nine families in 
this near-poor group.

Implications of Jesus’ 
Teachings Today— Addressing 
Material Deprivation

Since prosperity is to be enjoyed by all, ways 
have to be devised to uplift the income/wealth sit-
uations of the deprived to facilitate their greater 
prosperity. How is this assistance to be rendered? 
The Mosaic Law oriented its assistance toward 
maintaining employment for the able-bodied 
poor, although Jesus did not comment directly on 
this form of aid. A reasonable inference, nonethe-
less, is that given Jesus’ support for the essence 
and truth of the Law, an orientation to helping the 
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poor through jobs with adequate support services 
still maintains its relevance. Partly this is because 
(in the U. S.) 52% of officially-defined poor fami-
lies are not in the workforce or are unemployed 
(Wolff, 2009, p. 105). Christian-lead job creation 
for the poor would function more effectively if 
it included appropriate support services, such 
as on-the-job training and education. This is be-
cause one of the reasons for the wide gap between 
rich and poor is the poor’s lack of educational 
qualification (human capital). Targeting jobs 
including educational opportunity may be more 
effective in tackling poverty than just concentrat-
ing on education alone.

Creating jobs for the poor both generates 
wealth, and shares it more equitably. This is not 
to advocate the rich becoming “non-affluent” 
in some form of “non-capitalism” (Schneider, 
2002b, p. 23), but it does mean that “the plight 
of the poor takes priority over the desires of the 
affluent” (Surdyk, 2002, p. 84). The rich can be-
come less affluent in capitalist society, and direct 
their surpluses to helping the poor via work and 
training schemes. These are still insufficient con-
ditions within normative Biblical thought, for 
both rich and poor require changed attitudes that 
can only come by striving to live cooperatively 
with God. Absent this requirement, similar con-
clusions about advantages of redistribution have 
been derived by secular thought millennia after 
the Biblical injunctions. Thus, Wilkinson and 
Pickett argue that the best way of reducing the ills 
of poverty, is “reducing inequality… the best way 
of improving the quality of the social environ-
ment, and so the real quality of life” (2009, p. 29).

Unlike this secular conclusion, depending 
on God in “the biblical tradition assumes that 
the community of faith ought to take action on 
behalf of the poor” (Hoppe, 2004, pp. 171, 173). 
Indeed, communities of faith have been able to 
encourage jobs for the poor. Enough instances 
occur to suggest that the principle can become 
more operational. One First World example is the 
Catholic Church-encouraged, Italian Confcoop 
Federation of Cooperatives, currently providing 

40, 000 jobs. The Spanish Mondragon Coopera-
tive Corporation, started by a Catholic priest, now 
generates jobs for 50, 000 worker-owners. These 
instances, and others more modest (like the two 
highly successful Christian-based U.K. Daily 
Bread Cooperatives), suggest that Christian mod-
eling can open up job opportunities where they 
formerly did not exist. This is not to ignore the 
efforts of conventionally-organized firms, run by 
Christians, offering preferential employment to 
the poor, like ServiceMaster. However, churches 
in the U. S. have taken little interest in “outreach 
related to employment,” with only 1% being 
so involved, according to the Urban Institute 
(Spickard, 2007, p. 131). Christian business fac-
ulty could help fill the gap here, for job creation 
avoids the qualms associated with government-
mediated tax redistribution.

If job creation for the poor were to become an 
explored option for U. S. Christian groups, vari-
ous opportunities arise. One is to assist the poor 
to start their own businesses, early advocated 
by Balkin (1989). This is supported by Novak, 
to construct “a legal and political environment 
in which they [the poor] have access to credit, 
and to better education, so that they can create 
capital” (Schneider, 2002a, p. 218, citing Novak, 
1993, p. 164). Novak points out that neighborly 
assistance via churches etc. following the prin-
ciple of subsidiarity (that decisions be made at the 
lowest level by those affected by them) can be ef-
fective. For instance, he praises Detroit’s Twelfth 
Street Baptist Church in forming a company, 
Reach Inc., seeded with $300, 000 church money, 
buying up houses inhabited by drug dealers, and 
forcing the dealers to evacuate. The properties 
were renovated by local poor people who could 
then purchase them (1993, p. 166). Rich Chris-
tians could make an important contribution to 
providing funds for these purposes. However, 
more than funds are required, and Christian busi-
ness faculty could provide expertise to facilitate 
the enterprise. In this respect, the notion of the 
Christian model of entrepreneurship would have 
a crucial role to play (Goossen, 2004, pp. 49-60).
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A variant of Christians helping make jobs for 
the poor is the Jobs for Life movement, started in 
1996, functioning as connectors between church-
es, the unemployed, and job providers (Spickard, 
2007, pp. 131-132), with Good Samaritan Min-
istries operating similarly. Christian instigators 
of jobs for the poor would have a particular ob-
ligation to ensure that the jobs were secure and 
adequately paid, for at the moment, the 48% of 
officially-defined U. S. poor families who do 
work earn insufficient to raise themselves above 
poverty levels (Wolff, 2009, p. 105). Making job-
creation assets available to the poor is relevant 
because poor households suffer from asset as 
well as income poverty, where their access to 
“wealth-type resources is insufficient to enable 
the household to meet its basic needs for three 
months.” On this measure, 27% of U. S. house-
holds were asset-poor in 2001, barely different 
from the 1984 rate (Wolff, 2009, p. 120). These 
households do not have enough spare wealth to 
direct to entrepreneurial activity.

In light of this situation, faith-based commu-
nities could help create jobs for the poor through 
microfinance encouraging microenterprise. Bet-
ter known in the Third World, this aims “to cater 
to the needs of the poor operating on pure mar-
ket principles.” Making small loans enabling the 
poor to start small businesses has been success-
ful in the Third World, where the rate of default 
is only between 1 and 3% (Balkenhol, 2007, pp. 
4, 5). Microfinance organization in the U. S. did 
not get underway till the early 90s. Before that, 
one form of microfinance was (and is) booming 
in the First World, in the underground, black or 
informal economy (Williams, 2006). But rates of 
loan interest within this sector (given the preva-
lence of loan sharks) are much higher than in the 
economy-wide, and than MDPs (microenterprise 
development programs) charge. One challenge 
MDPs face is to help underground entrepreneurs 
move into the formal economy, although registra-
tion and other bureaucratic requirements hinder 
this transition.

An early attempt to help the poor into the 
formal U. S. economy via microenterprise was 
the (secular) ACCION (using its Latin Ameri-
can experience), started in 1991. According to 
its Web site and other Web material, ACCION 
has made small business loans to 18, 500 poor 
entrepreneurs, averaging $5, 500 each, with a 7% 
default rate. A three-year survey of 849 such en-
trepreneurs showed that their take-home income 
on average had increased by 38%. These borrow-
ers, and ACCION’s estimate of 10 million poor 
who lack access to small business capital, often 
do not qualify for government Small Business 
Administration loans. Accordingly, the trade as-
sociation of U. S. microenterprise programs, the 
Association of Enterprise Opportunity, seeks to 
encourage the growth of non-government and 
government microfinance, of which diverse pro-
grams now exist. Christian enterprises, like Jobs 
for Life, Good Samaritan Ministries and Oppor-
tunity International, seeking help from Christian 
business faculty, have the potential to diversify 
into the U.S. microfinance business, particularly 
as collaborators with existing programs.

Microfinance is not the solution to jobs for the 
poor. As Servon explains, “although microenter-
prise programs will not remove poverty, neither 
will any other single program” (1999, p. 76). 
However, microenterprise is one avenue Chris-
tian groups might help do something about. They 
would also need to explore complementary ways 
of encouraging work for the poor, such as pro-
viding job training, entrepreneurial vision, legal 
help and child care, and assisting in forming other 
types of work organization, like partnerships and 
cooperatives. The challenge is formidable, for 
current recipients of MDPs often report lack of 
ongoing support, that Christian enterprises could 
tackle, even though most MDPs require pre-loan 
training. Despite these difficulties (and long work 
hours), a majority of microentrepreneurs prefer 
self-employment (even to a “good” job), while 
survival rates for U. S. MDP-encouraged busi-
nesses (fewer than 5 employees) may be superior 

Journal.indd   38 11/5/2011   9:30:20 AM



39

a
r

tic
les

to small business in general, low as that is (Sher-
raden et al., 2004, p. 30).

Income generated from microenterprise is 
usually modest, playing a buffer role, so that re-
cipients mostly have to supplement it with a wage 
job, public assistance, and/or family income (un-
derlining another protection against poverty in 
staying married). Nevertheless, most surveyed 
microenterprise operators report enhanced self-
esteem, greater feelings of autonomy, flexibility 
and empowerment, and reduced dependence on 
welfare. Their human capital and economic lit-
eracy increased. Sherraden et al.’s survey of 86 
MDP recipients found that these motivations 
played a major role in attracting the poor to self-
employment, compared with their previous expe-
riences of non-work, low pay, boring tasks, in-
security, and hierarchical control at work (2004, 
p. 63). Even where people just participated in an 
MDP training program, but did not ultimately 
take out a loan to start a business, the positive 
effects of greater self-esteem etc. enhanced their 
wage job employability.

Personal growth seems to be an important 
thread for microenterprise success, for on its 
own, the MDP loan is usually insufficient to start 
a business, so that help from family and friends is 
instrumental. In this matter, Christian organiza-
tions could provide another layer of local support, 
reinforcing the principle of subsidiarity. But they 
could go further, for Sherraden et al.’s survey 
also suggested that “the financial, human, and 
social capital resources of entrepreneurs were 
insufficient” (2004, p. 87). For instance, entre-
preneurs found it difficult to manage the busi-
ness side of their enterprise, in that “marketing, 
management, bookkeeping and finances, pricing, 
and purchasing were especially challenging” 
(Sherraden et al., 2004, p. 137). Perhaps Chris-
tian groups could supplement these services, and 
even provide secondary loans, rather than having 
the microentrepreneurs use up their savings and 
reach their credit card limits, as often happens. 
Collaboration and forming cooperating consortia 
(e.g., providing child care and legal advice) are 

important in assisting MDP success and generat-
ing enhanced local social capital (Servon, 1999, 
pp. 40, 99, 114, 115). Church groups could play 
a part here, even if only by patching up gaps in 
MDPs, but this will help make a greater dent in 
poverty levels.

In Christian belief, all the poor are to be as-
sisted, even though a principle of moral prox-
imity might be accepted (Schneider, 2002a, pp. 
178-182). But God triune’s orientation toward 
helping the poor do not depend on Their making 
judgements about why people are poor. It is not 
only the “deserving poor” who are to be helped. 
The poor are to be assisted, irrespective of why 
they are poor. Laziness, incorrect decisions, poor 
choices and behaviors are recognized in the Bible 
as concomitant causes of poverty, but neverthe-
less these poor are still to be helped. MDPs oper-
ate in similar fashion, according to Servon, “they 
tend to work with individuals as they are, rather 
than trying to reform them” (1999, p. 11). If it is 
the distribution of property and possessions that 
describes poverty in the Bible, was it just adverse 
personal decisions that determined the invariably 
adverse distributions so identified? Certainly 
God was not the cause, for the material prosper-
ity He promised was to be enjoyed by all, He did 
not plan relative deprivation to occur. Various 
causes of the maldistribution are presented in the 
Bible, but the main cause, according to Hoppe, is 
“the avarice and greed of the wealthy lead them 
to unjustly deprive some people [the poor] of 
their essential needs” (2004, p. 171). For Wright, 
“the primary cause is the exploitation of others 
by those whose own selfish interests are served 
by keeping others poor.” (2004, p. 170). If Hoppe 
and Wright’s judgements still apply today, and if 
wealth were distributed more equitably via jobs, 
MDPs are one avenue by which the poor can be 
empowered.

Conclusion
While God and Jesus intend material prosper-

ity to be the common lot of humankind, it does 
not follow from Biblical exposition that prosper-

Journal.indd   39 11/5/2011   9:30:20 AM



40

ity per se is necessarily a sign of God’s blessings. 
The first glaring example of this situation in the 
Bible was the case of monarchical Israel. Israel 
achieved high levels of prosperity but the proph-
ets assailed the rich who exploited and neglected 
the poor. Maldistribution was extreme and the lot 
of the poor was dire. Again, the wealth of the rich 
man in the Parable of the Rich Fool (Lk. 12: 16-
21), and of Lazarus and the Rich Man (Lk. 16:19-
31) show that wealth does not have to be a sign 
of righteousness. As Evans puts it, “wealth or 
poverty in this life is no measure of God’s bless-
ing” (1990, p. 248). To some unknown extent, a 
contemporary example may be the extraordinary 
level of wealth achieved by the U. S. The enor-
mous increases in prosperity in the U. S. over the 
last few hundred years have not been distributed 
equitably. It is difficult to say whether the mal-
distribution of property in monarchical Israel or 
in Jesus’ time was worse or better than in the U. 
S. today. If the U. S. distribution is better than 
ancient Israel’s, or better than its own in the past, 
then God’s common grace may well have been at 
work in achieving this end. Despite gains made, 
the figures still expose the need for God and Je-
sus’ injunctions toward reducing inequality to 
be pursued. Pilgrim expresses it for rich Chris-
tians that they must relinquish their “abundance 
for the sake of the poor and work toward greater 
economic equality in God’s world” (1981, p. 170).

Enhanced prosperity with reduced poverty is 
the aim, which, as Jesus uses the terms, is not 
consistent with high and increasing inequali-
ties. Since “material, economic poverty is an 
outrage,” and “a perversion of the divine will” 
(Hoppe, 2004, pp. 171, 172), God and Jesus want 
all human beings to enjoy prosperity, affluence 
and abundance. Schneider’s expression is that 
“it is a fundamental biblical theme that material 
prosperity (rightly understood) is the condition 
that God envisions for all human beings” (2002a, 
p. 3). Similarly, for Sider, “the one in whose im-
age we are made creates astounding abundance 
and variety,” and “God purposely created hu-
man beings with very little so that they could 

imitate and glorify their Creator by producing 
vast knowledge and wealth” (2007, pp. 64, 65). 
One aspect of “rightly understood” prosperity is 
that all people are to enjoy abundance. A way of 
pursuing this is for the rich to share their wealth 
with the poor, here argued to be helpfully pur-
sued by creating jobs for the poor, although this 
not preclude other forms of assistance, such as fa-
cilitating educational opportunity. But as Pilgrim 
points out, “no one rule applies” governing the 
extent of this sharing (or its form). Instead, Chris-
tians are to use their discretion, for “the needs of 
the poor cry out for help, the exploitation of the 
rich for condemnation” (1981, p. 168).

REFERENCES
Balkenhol, B. (2007). Efficiency and sustainability in 
microfinance, in B. Balkenhol, ed. Microfinance and 
public policy. Basingstoke, U. K.: Palgrave Macmillan, 
3-26.

Balkin, S. (1989). Self-employment for low-income peo-
ple. New York: Praeger.

Bhalla, S. (2002). Imagine there’s no country: poverty, 
inequality, and growth in the era of globalization. Wash-
ington: Institute for International Economics.

Blomberg, C. (2002). Is affluence good? Faith and Eco-
nomics, 40: 11-14.

Bock, D. (1996). Baker exegetical commentary on the 
New Testament: Luke volume 2: 9:51-24:53. Grand Rap-
ids: Baker Books.

Bolt, J. (2004). Christian obligations: ‘the poor you will 
always have with you,’ Journal of Markets and Morality, 
7 (2), 467-493.

Craddock, F. (1990). Luke: interpretation: a Bible com-
mentary for teaching and preaching. Louisville, KY: 
John Knox Press.

Dyck, G., Starke, F., and Dueck, C. (2006). Just what was 
Jesus saying? Two interpretations of the parable of the 
shrewd manager, Journal of Biblical Integration in Busi-
ness, Fall, 111-140.

Edwards, J. (2007). Forward, in K. Newman and V. 
Chen, The missing class: portraits of the near poor in 
America. Boston: Beacon Press, ix-xii.

Journal.indd   40 11/5/2011   9:30:20 AM



41

a
r

tic
les

Evans, C. (1990). New international Biblical commen-
tary: Luke. Peabody, MS: Hendrickson Publishers.

Frank, R. (2007). Richistan. New York: Crown Publish-
ers.

Gilbert, D. (2008). The American class structure in an 
age of growing inequality 7th edn. Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Pine Forge Press.

Goossen, R. (2004). Entrepreneurship and the meaning 
of life, Journal of Biblical Integration in Business, Fall: 
21-74.

Handler, J. and Hasenfeld, Y. (2007). Blame welfare, 
ignore poverty and inequality. New York: Cambridge 
University Press.

Harper, I. and Jones, E. (2008). Treating ‘affluenza’: the 
moral challenge of affluence, in I.

Harper, and S. Gregg, eds. Christian theology and mar-
ket economics. Cheltenham, U.K.: Edward Elgar, 146-
163.

Hendriksen, W. (1978). New Testament commentary: ex-
position of the Gospel according to Luke. Grand Rapids: 
Baker.

Hoppe, L. (2004). There shall be no poor among you. 
Nashville: Abingdon Press.

Ireland, D. (1992). Stewardship and the kingdom of God. 
Leiden: Brill.

Johnson, L. T. (1981). Sharing possessions: mandate and 
symbol of faith. Philadelphia: Fortress Press.

Johnson, L. T. (1991). Sacra Pagina series vol. 3: the 
Gospel of Luke. Collegeville: The Liturgical Press.

Jones, P. (1999). Studying the parables of Jesus. Macon: 
Smith and Helwys.

Just Jr., A. (1997). Concordia commentary: Luke 9:51-
24:53. St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House.

Klay, R. (2002). Godly delight, Christian vocation, and 
moral obligation: a much needed perspective on capital-
ism, Faith and Economics, 40: 6-11.

LaVerdiere, E. (1980). Luke. Dublin: Veritas Publica-
tions.

Lindsey, D. (2009). Child poverty and inequality. Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press.

Lunn, J. (2002). On riches in the Bible and the West to-
day, Faith and Economics, 39: 14-22.

McCloskey, D. (2004). Avarice, prudence, and the bour-
geois virtues, in W. Schweiker and C.

Mathews, eds. Having: property and possession in reli-
gious and social life. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 312-336.

Malina, B. (1987). Wealth and poverty in the New Testa-
ment and its world, Interpretation, 41 (4), 354-367.

Morris, L. (1974). The Gospel according to Luke: an 
introduction and commentary. London: Inter-Varsity 
Press.

Newman, K. and Chen, V. (2007). The missing class: 
portraits of the near poor in America, Boston: Beacon 
Press.

Nolland, J. (1993). Word Biblical commentary volume 
35B: Luke 9:21-18:34. Dallas: Word Books.

Novak, M. (1993). The Catholic ethic and the spirit of 
capitalism. New York: Free Press.

Pilgrim, W. (1981). Good news to the poor. Minneapolis: 
Augsburg Publishing House.

Pope Benedict XVI. (2009). Caritas in veritate encycli-
cal letter. Strathfield: St Pauls Publications.

Ringe, S. (1995). Westminster Bible companion: Luke. 
Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press.

Schiller, B. (2008). The economics of poverty and dis-
crimination 10th edn. Pearson Education: Upper Saddle 
River.

Schneider, J. (2002a). The good of affluence. Eerdmans: 
Grand Rapids.

Schneider, J. (2002b). In defense of delight, Faith and 
Economics, 40: 21-25.

Servon, L. (1999). Bootstrap capital: microenterprises 
and the American poor. Washington: Brookings Institu-
tion Press.

Sherman, D. and Hendricks, W. (1994). Your work mat-
ters to God. Colorado: Navpress.

Sherraden, M., Sanders, C. and Sherraden, M. (2004), 
Kitchen capitalism: microenterprise in low-income 
households. Albany: State University of New York Press.

Journal.indd   41 11/5/2011   9:30:20 AM



42

Shillington, V. G. (1997). Engaging with the parables, in 
V. G. Shillington, ed Jesus and His parables. Edinburgh: 
T. & T. Clark: 1-20.

Sider, J. (1995). Interpreting the parables. Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan.

Sider, R. (2007). Just generosity 2nd edn, Grand Rapids: 
Baker Books.

Snodgrass, K. (2008). Stories with intent: a compre-
hensive guide to the parables of Jesus. Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans.

Spickard, D. (2007). Jobs for life, in J. Edwards, M. 
Crain, and A. Kalleberg, eds Ending poverty in America. 
New York: New Press:131-136.

Stein, R. (1992). The new American commentary Vol. 24: 
Luke, Nashville: Broadman Press.

Surdyk, L. (2002). God’s economy: Teaching students 
key Biblical principles, Journal of Biblical Integration 
in Business, Fall: 69-98.

Tiede, D. (1988). Augsburg commentary on the New 
Testament: Luke. Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing 
House.

Tiemstra, J. (2004). Poverty, government and the mean-
ing of economics, Faith and Economics, 44: 67-77.

Van Til, K. (2007). Less than two dollars a day. Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans.

Wilkinson, R. and Pickett, K. (2009). The spirit level: 
why more equal societies almost always do better. Lon-
don: Allen Lane.

Williams, C. (2006). The hidden enterprise culture. 
Cheltenham: Edward Elgar.

Wolff, E. (2007). Recent trends in household wealth 
in the United States: rising debt and the middle-class 
squeeze. Annandale-on-Hudson: Working Paper No. 
502, The Levy Economics Institute.

Wolff, E. (2009). Poverty and income distribution 2nd 
edn Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell.

Wright, C. (2004). Old Testament ethics for the people of 
God. Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press

About the Authors
Dr. Clive Beed is a retired Senior Lec-
turer in Economics at the University 
of Melbourne, Australia. He is a Fel-
lows at the Centre for Applied Chris-
tian Ethics, Ridley Theological Col-
lege and an Honorary Fellows at Aus-
tralian Catholic University. Email: 
cncbeed@netspace.net.au

Mrs Cara Beed is a retired Lecturer in 
Sociology at the Australian Catholic 
University, Melbourne. She is a Fel-
lows at the Centre for Applied Chris-
tian Ethics, Ridley Theological Col-
lege and an Honorary Fellows at Aus-
tralian Catholic University. Email: 

cncbeed@netspace.net.au

Journal.indd   42 11/5/2011   9:30:20 AM




