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Sermon 06-23/24-2018 

God and the Poor - Rev. Markus Wegenast 

Deuteronomy 15:1-11 

 
Every seventh year you shall grant a remission of debts. 2 And this is the manner of the remission: every creditor 

shall remit the claim that is held against a neighbor, not exacting it of a neighbor who is a member of the 

community, because the LORD’s remission has been proclaimed. 3 Of a foreigner you may exact it, but you must 

remit your claim on whatever any member of your community owes you. 4 There will, however, be no one in need 

among you, because the LORD is sure to bless you in the land that the LORD your God is giving you as a possession 

to occupy, 5 if only you will obey the LORD your God by diligently observing this entire commandment that I 

command you today. 6 When the LORD your God has blessed you, as he promised you, you will lend to many nations, 

but you will not borrow; you will rule over many nations, but they will not rule over you. 

7 If there is among you anyone in need, a member of your community in any of your towns within the land that 

the LORD your God is giving you, do not be hard-hearted or tight-fisted toward your needy neighbor. 8 You should 

rather open your hand, willingly lending enough to meet the need, whatever it may be. 9 Be careful that you do not 

entertain a mean thought, thinking, “The seventh year, the year of remission, is near,” and therefore view your 

needy neighbor with hostility and give nothing; your neighbor might cry to the LORD against you, and you would 

incur guilt. 10 Give liberally and be ungrudging when you do so, for on this account the LORD your God will bless 

you in all your work and in all that you undertake. 11 Since there will never cease to be some in need on the earth, I 

therefore command you, “Open your hand to the poor and needy neighbor in your land.” 

 

1) God’s Care for the Poor 

Why do you think God is passionate about poor people? Why do you think God is 

so interested in commanding to help the poor?  

It’s probably not a coincidence that many of the world’s religions express an 

interest of their deity/deities in caring for the poor. Personally I believe that the 

God of Israel is active in all cultures of the world. Care for the poor may be one of 

the values that God implanted throughout his creation. I don’t want to be polemic 

against other religions but I feel I owe it to you to point out that we find something 

very unique in the scripture passage from Deuteronomy that we just heard.  

It was formally written down probably not until the 7th century BC but we 

hear in it an old concern of God that distinguishes Israel a bit from its ancient 

neighbors. Most religions of the Near East had a deep concern for the welfare and 

justice of people but it was often administered in accordance with a person’s rank 

and importance.1 We don’t hear anything about that in today’s Bible passage. On 

the contrary: Israel’s God focused on a person’s need – not the person’s 

importance. Pretty remarkable, isn’t it? 

This is not a coincidence. OT scholars say there is no doubt that this concern 

of God is rooted in the story of Israel. Remember how that story started? God 

revealed himself to Moses in a burning bush, telling him that he heard the cry of 

his people. They were enslaved in Egypt, in a way: they were the “poor” and 

needed rescue - not because they deserved it, but because God had mercy on them.  

This is how God first introduced himself to his people. It shouldn’t surprise 

us at all then that he wants his people to exhibit the same behavior towards the 

poor among them.  

What does that look like - practically? How do you care for the poor among 

you? Well, God tells them… 

                                                           
1 Ernest Wright, The Interpreter’s Bible, Abingdon 1953, p.427. 
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2) The Sabbath Year (SY) 
Before we get into God’s instruction on how to care for the poor, we have to 

realize one thing: Most of us are shaped by the capitalist environment in which we 

grew up – no matter how critical some of us may be toward capitalism, we can’t 

help but hearing God’s instructions on fighting poverty with our capitalistic ears, 

and that may be very, very challenging. Are you excited now? 

 

Yes, you heard that right earlier. God tells Israel: In order to fight poverty and take 

care of the poor you have to cancel all debt every 7 years! It was called the Sabbath 

Year. 

How is that for a divine strategy? Throughout the ages there has been debate 

if the text might suggest that debt-payments should maybe only be suspended for a 

year instead of completely forgiven once the SY occurs but it’s probably an 

unlikely interpretation.  

Israel was probably indeed instructed to completely cancel all debt every 7 

years. And those years were probably fixed years (otherwise Verse 9 would make 

no sense).2 It’s not that whenever someone would take out a loan or borrow money 

the clock would start ticking until the 7th year, no. That 7th year was most likely a 

fixed year on Israel’s calendar. 

Yes, that meant, that if you took out a loan in year 6 you could count on your 

complete debt being forgiven one year later! How is that for our modern 

capitalistic ears?! That’s a tough pill to swallow – but not only for us: the Sabbath 

year was also a tough pill to swallow for the Israelites.  

It was unpopular, of course it was. Who wants to lose all their loaned money 

just because of timing? That’s why there is the explicit admonition not to be 

strategic about the SY. Because isn’t that tempting? Imagine you are an Israelite 

who has money and you are able to lend some money to a less fortunate person. 

Wouldn’t you hesitate doing that close to an upcoming SY?  
 

9 Be careful that you do not entertain a mean thought, thinking, “The seventh year, the year of 

remission, is near,” and therefore view your needy neighbor with hostility and give nothing; 

your neighbor might cry to the LORD against you, and you would incur guilt. 

 

God did not want his people to stop being generous and willing to help the poor 

because the SY was near. And that of course meant that the SY was hard to deal 

with for those who had money. I would assume they had some provision to avoid 

abuse of this system (…) but we don’t know anything about that.  

What we do know is that the SY wasn’t meant to be popular, it was meant to 

offer a solution for people getting stuck and trapped in poverty. It was meant to 

give people a way out of poverty and that would eventually be good for the whole 

society.  
By the way, other cultures in the ancient near east had very similar rules of canceling 

debt after a certain amount of time. [I.e. Code of Hammurabi has it happen after 3.5 years.] 

                                                           
2 Vgl. David Payne, Deuteronomy, p. 93. 
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3) The Sabbath Year and the 21st Century! 
But I feel we need to leave the ancient Near East behind us. We should move on to 

contemporary Wisconsin and ask ourselves the question: How does all this apply 

to us and our world? 

 

In 2016 13.3% of all people in Wisconsin received food stamps. 709,000 people! 

43% of them were children. 304,000 children! – Do you remember these stats? We 

looked at them in early February when poverty was our theme for worship also. 

 

Do you think as Christians we should apply the SY to fight poverty in Wisconsin? 

It’s actually not unheard of that it has been applied (…). 

 

What do you make out of this almost prophetic sounding Verse 11 of our reading? 
11 Since there will never cease to be some in need on the earth, I therefore command you, 

“Open your hand to the poor and needy neighbor in your land.” 

 

There’s no doubt that God expects that a society without poverty is possible, but is 

the SY the way to go today? 

 

Here is what one OT scholar poignantly wrote: 

“In our world the structures and laws regarding debts and relating to poverty are 

very different, and a year of release would not be practical; but the principal 

expressed in verse 11 is of permanent validity. Within the Christian family … our 

obligations have not changed in the sight of God.”3 

 

There’s probably a place to apply this statement politically and in terms of entire 

nations forgiving the debt of poorer countries (Though the SY law applies strictly 

to inner-Israelite affairs…). But I think it is important for us to see us personally in 

the expectations and hopes of God for us when it comes to dealing with poverty.  

 

I know it is such a cliché to work on eliminating and eradicating poverty. It’s been 

tried for so long, unsuccessfully. But that doesn’t mean that it isn’t a noble goal to 

pursue. In fact, our scripture passage makes the same suggestion: 

 
4 There will, however, be no one in need among you,… 5 if only you will obey the LORD your 

God by diligently observing this entire commandment that I command you today.  

 

Meaning: If we followed God’s commandments we wouldn’t have any poor – but 

since it is a characteristic of us humans not to follow God’s commands we do 

always have them, see V.11.  

                                                           
3 David Payne, Deuteronomy, p. 94. 
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And so it should remain our goal to pursuing the ideal of fighting, yes, eradicating 

poverty because it is possible if we trust God!  

 

It is also possible that you feel at a loss right now. Do you struggle to see how you 

fit into all of this? If you doubt that this passage actually has to say something into 

your current life situation, I want to dare bringing it to a very simplistic summary: 

 

Don’t harden your heart toward the poor that God puts into your life path. Maybe 

you are not called to lend money, maybe you are not even called to give small 

amounts of money. Maybe you are called to lend your expertise and show someone 

how to get out of debt. Maybe you are called to show someone how to take care of 

issues that keep bringing that person into bad situations. Maybe you are called to 

just give a helping hand. 

 

Do not harden your heart against the poor, consider the smallest and greatest things 

you can do for them. We will probably always have them, but that doesn’t mean 

we can’t be always involved in efforts to fight poverty. 

 

According to God’s Word, such efforts do not go unnoticed by him who is able to 

bless all people and can do abundantly far more than any single one of us can 

imagine. Care for the poor in your life and this way obey God’s law. 

Amen. 


