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Summmary and conclusions

Hebrew wizsdomoetey and  prophetic literalure emich vor oneder-
standing of God’s revelation concerning material possessions and build
on the principles already articulated in the Torah and historizal hooks,
lob and Eeclesiastes remind us that the reasans some are poor or
rich remain Tocked in the mysteries of God The wisdom and poetic
literature more: generally holds inoa certain tension the twin thenies
al material reward lor righteous living and the uppression prerpreiu-
ated by the unjust rich The book of Psalng infroduces the ““nawdn —
the materially poor and religivusly pious whe reappest agam in the
Prophets, especially Isaiah. The daminamt choost of the Proohets,
however, is that Ged will judge the exploitative tich as par of his
eschatological plan to create & perfectly just society and redezmed
material world. Zechariall 7:10 ensluines a recorting  thome  that
aplly summatizes God's heart in the proghetic liteatore; ‘o ol
appress the widow or the fatherless, the lien or the poor” (Schwantes
1877 84},

Conclusions concerning the entire Old T'estament
and material possessions

“The Hebrew Bible does not automatically suppert one economic or
liberation analysis of poverty’ (Pleins 1994 2807 Neither the anassing
ol riches nor their Iack is seen as & necessary good (or evill, The Pulus-
tricusness promoted by capitalism finds parallels, but the poot are by po
means seen as generally lazy. The relative equality sromoled by social-
i.t_m appears, o, but via individual and Ganilial titles o propery. raol
via state ownership. The prophetic denuncialion of social inustice
central o liberation theology permeates the (Hd Testament, but nol ance
is there a call for violent resistance to fsraels appresao s on these
grounds,

Instead, the Old Testament cuts right across all modemn systems and
idealogies. It clearly presippuses both the right ared tha responsibilite
of those who are able to work 1o provide for their own well-being. Bu
God does not promise that hard work astomatically lzads to malerial
blessing. In the framework of the unique covenranl he arranped with
Isrzel, lie commands obedience 1o the Taral, and il is ‘-\'i.-:hil‘. this
covenantal framework that the vast majorily of Old Testament promises
ol prosperity must be viewed. They are consistently tied 1o the

Promised Land and tu the temple cult and its sacrificial form of
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worship, Laml and worship me e Tew Testmment ace both clearly
ssperitalized”, at feast durieg the church age. However one resalves the
tebates about a possible, litzral Tuluee for Jews o siael during @
millennicm,  the material Dblzssings ol the covenantal anangement
between God and Tsrael are consistently “christilied” in the present age
(see esp. Davies 19740 That s te say they ae fulfilled in Christ in such
a way that believers may not claim these promises inoa literal,
materialistic sense durmg the Chestian era lohin 4:24 denies any role
lor o temple or prece of property that is differont Tone or bolice than any
other Jesus” [ollowers will worship God o spitit and i twldy’
whetever they may be Paul regularly rafers to aur bodies individually.
andd the chereh corporately, as living emples snd saciifices (e g, | Cor
lo P o089 Rom 12:1 20 The psalmist promised the inzek in [srael
an inherdance e the Promised Land (Ps 370000 Jesus quetes this
verse in beatiude fonm Lo bless all of Bis followers with the gift of the
whole carth {Mat 5:5) Celessians 2 1617 and Febrews d:1-11
explain that the Sabbath rest is a shadow of the substance thal ws
come, whicl is Christ, and that Dving as Christans o this age and the
next spiriually fulfills the sabbatical laws (of esp. Cavson 982
Wealll as o sign of God’s blessing and as the reward for one’s labour,
then, are the two major strands of Old Testwnent feachisg that for the
mast parl du s carey over Into the Mew Testanent (see csp. Whealer
eS| 2321270

Fvon within the Cld Testanent econciny, however, material blessmg

was never viewed as an end initsel An abundance of rescurces was o
he shared seith the nations apd partioularly with the needs. The
cimpliazis an property sights clzarly culs in twe dillecent dozetions.

Since 2l theory, should have the opporiunity o oown 7t fzast @

mesekeal plet of ground, none should evar be permittzd fo have oo mach.

The “hewves and the ‘have-nors are interdepandenl. Brucggemsnn
(19750 3551 stms o the key words here as Crespect and r2sirain

sumerons comumands enjoin voluntary gencrosity, while mandatory
taxes and Udlies are inshituted e prevent extremes ol riches @

aoverly [Fom remaining. The institutional norms ol the Jubilas create
a halbway howse between creation and kingdoem ethics bassd on the
value ol mierpersonal refationships ard local communitiss They are
concemed wilh the depersonalization of bath markel [orces and staterun
suciclics (see esp. Schlwer & Clements 1990) Proverbs 3079 offers
ar umusuatly worded expression of this ‘golden mean” We muos: seek
nether poverty nor riches. Those whe have already been hizssed wilh
wealth mngt he generous and compassionata inousing it Interestingly,
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this mediating perspective will recur even more in tie New Testarment
than it dees in the Old.

The key to evaluating any individual church o nation in terms of its
use of material possessions (personally, collectively o mstitationallyy is
how well it takes care of the pour z2nd power less in its midst, that i=, its
cultural equivalents 10 the fatherless, widow amd alien. 1his theme
pervades the Law, the histarical books, wisdom and poetry, and the
prophetic literature. People always take priority over prosperite. Those
in positions of power have no increased privilege, unly increasei
responsibility (Gowan [987: 353). The hew Testament suguests that
governments should promote justice, but it primaeily emphasiocs e
responsibilities of the mdividual and the choreh,

Williamson (1983b) sums up the teaching of the Ol Testarent on
the material world under three headings (hat closely resemble the
points we have just made. First, the lznd and il produce are
good. Dangers arise only when they are used for personal ends
rather than for protection of those in woeble, Mest only i importance

W the promises lo Abram in Genesis 12:1- 3 is the Jubilee principle of

Leviticus 25:23 Land may not be sold in perpetuity: it belongs to God,
but he shares it with us and wants as many ol us as prossitlo 1o banefit
from il. Secand, the widow, crphan and iminigrant are paradigms of the
powerless. There is a partial alignnent of poverly ancd piely bul never
amy direct eguation, Anv system can and should be Judged by whal
bappens to the marginalized Thind, material blessings in the €3
Testament confirm God's covenam to boild g mights nation out of
Israel, who would then share its Taw and itz waaltl with the wotld This
principle of pencrosity and compassion with one's material blessings
petvades the Hebrew Seriptures and applies o everyone — from e
grass-Toats, rural-cominunity level all the way up the social ladder 1o
the king. ™

With the exception of the promise of material blessings lor covenant
obedience or diligent industry, all of the major themes of the Od
Testament leaching on material posscssiong reaprear in one fonn or
another in the New Testamert. Many are applied cven within the Old

Testament to individuals {22, fob) or (o pations (esp. the enemics of

= Mare suczineily ef Creorge (15797 21y ihe Ol Lestament reactions fo BTy VY
‘Human wisdum sees in it [nothicg bt} the consequences of lariness or disorder Taith
secs in it each in tarn, a divine panishment, o scandal, 3 call w diseoves corpin relipions
valugs.” Elliz (19950 4-14) sums up O Testament achmg oo stew mdshp nder the
catepory of (Gad’s gifls — ereption, land and alfspring = tey wehich human resannse shionld
be o manage the gifts under the soversigity of Gind s their ower aed in grakitude G
them withaul pride o sel-determinationg
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Fevael suricundhing heed o seavs thiat make i clear 1har they gre not
limiitesd to lsrael. Christans should therglone Lake tem very seriously
ang look for applicetions even in the changad cultures of modern
soviely that permit those priveiples o be implamentad
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thut erffaveed the woman polentiaily to dvest beesell of any further
a1 owide of the mark.

resources, may uel De o

Conclusions

The good news of the gospel is consistently holistic, aceonding o e
teaching of Jesus, Materia! sestermnue withoul spicitual sebvation proves
Aesningless, but the LHberation that God o Christ weants regilarly
includes a physical ar material dimension to it as well, The only wuy
Ciod s prorle con consstently aboy all of Bis commmands is as the cotie
Christian community werbdwide, apd  any loval expression of i,
mereasingly captures the vision of sharing its resmrees with e needy

mits midst When belicvers realize that others wall care Tor then il
ey unexpecledly hind themselves hnpoverished, ey can then b freed
o pive more generousty in fmes of plenle. A Bl range ol socio-
ceonomic conditions emerges among Jesus and his disciples and tha
people with whom they mingle. Mevertheless, there is g clear eimphasis
m Jesus” ninistey and waching on mectmg the needs ol the cutcasts
and have-nols ol his world. lesus™ opponents are oot the rich per se.
but Kew representatives ol the Tewish Jeadership, many ol shom
happen to e somewhat more wellao-de than e mazses. Jesus i3 not
crucificd for his teaching shoul material possessions. but the contrey-
ersies witl the Jewish leaders that become increasingly podnted icluds

ilzms of stewardship as one prime arena in which they o pol oleass

R
[rind,

It goos too far toosay that one cannet e rich and be a disciple of

Tesus, but what never g
lesus who are nol simulizneous!ly  gencroos in ahnspiving sud in
divesting lheinselves of surplus wealth for the saks of 1hoss in need.

“This free zttitudz to possessions may ba expresszd in a disposal of

prrvate propenty, though this i@ nol mandatory: IU will corzinly find
expressonin an almost reckless generosity, mativated not by a dow
sense of oblization but by 3 wame and unselfish compassion” [France

T3y 18) There is room for the periodic eeleh

ian of God's goed,
material gills, even al times o g lavish extent. But these celebrations
will be the exceplion. not the nome. The covenant maodel that aszones
material reward for picly never reappears in Jesus’ teaching, and s
explicitly contradicted througheur As in Proverbs 30:8-90 lesos s
concerned to modarate extremes Bt the main focus of his wmidstry, the

33 3 4 T
S hchnidt (THET) atresses that e “hastibey o weatth’ i (he sy maliton 15
miependert of any arewy defined hisierical cheumstances
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wrs i the Gospels arg well-le-do followers of
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road o the cross, and his call w disciples o wnmate Sine imesanilar soil
denving sactifice cather than basking i glory, sngge

s e overntching
paradigam of generous givieg, rather than “zodlv matesialisn . for
ome wlee wonld fanlifully T llow ©hrist.

the
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Greek belore ‘ront’, It would be difficult to demcnstrate that the love of
money i the anost Toundational causs of all kinds of evil but it
certainly is arr important one. Sccond. no scripture ever declares samey
a5 the root of all kinds of evil, but rather the iove of, allegiance to or
attachment to money in the [ashion that led Jesus to declae, *You
cannat serve both God and Money” (Mall. 6:24; Luke 16:133.%

Finally we come ta 1 Timothy 6:17-20. Verse 17 obwiously envisions
the possibility of a rich person being a Christian (those who are rich in
this present world® must put their hope “in God'), Paul also readily
acknowledges how wealth can be & blessing, Gad ‘richly provides us
with eversthing for our enjoviment’ (8:17h). Wa tay enjoy the Aeeting
pleasures that wealth can provide for a short time in this life, hut we
dare nol put our st in material possessions. Instead, we must lay up
treasures in heaven [recall Matt, 6:19 and pac.d, ‘as a frm foundation
for the coming age’, In this way, Christians of all seciv-cconmmic
circumsiances ‘may take hold of the life that s traly life’, that is, the
elernal state in the age to come. Apain Paul is challenging
conventional Hellenistic svstemn ol patronape and reciprozity. He is
telling those who have this world's goods not to count on being abl= to
buy the favours of others in return. But one way in which he doss draw
on convention is ta command rich people o be generous benelactors
themselves (6:18). ‘Panl’s desite that the rich use their possessions this
way can scarcely be stated more emphatically’ (L. Jolinsan 1996 2075,
There are Tour terms in verse 18 that all reinforce the same command:
e da good’, Lo be rich in good deeds’, ‘to be genzrous’, and 1o he
‘willing to share” their material possessions.

Summary and conclusions

Right from the owtset of his letter-writing career, Paul is cager o
remember the poor (Galatians) The Thessalonian Christians may have
been more impoverished than many of the Pauline churches, bt that
gives them no right to be idle and depend selely on “welfare’ from
others (1 and 2 Thessalonians). The church at Cormth 15 tm apart by
wealthy house-church leaders who expact their riches to buy them
all the privilepe and mfuvence o did when they were pagins

o the indrect relaienship ol w1 Tim 6610 and 1719 w the Jesas radilion,
seg Dschalnigg (15930 In fact he clains these passages are the purest refections of
lesus’ tzeching on weabk and povesty anywhere in the Mew Testamenl 1777 e
similarities sem far ton close o alhow for thearies of 1he development of 3 clestiel
Hairgrelichiedr, torzipn to the ongmel Tesus ewovement, mie Pasioral Epesiles (69-71)
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(1 Covinthians). Instead Paul ealls o them o give s genergtsly as less
well-loede Belicvers have already done to meet the nesds of the acuiely
pocs in Jerusalem (2 Corinthizns). 1 seems the Carinthizng and others
eventually apree and give gencrously (Romans), Christian Gasdam
should produce liberating refationships and accountability slructures
(Philemgn and Fphesians) Christian workers should he pratefol for
firancial suppoct from fellow believers but not depend on it (Philip-
pianz). And ultimately, the Clristians with material possessions st
recugnize their seduction and aveid their snare by wiving penzious
auantitics of them away (the Pastorals).

Although Paul is not regularly thought of as devaling as nnch
attentionr as fames or Jesus lo the works that Aew froms faih,
particularly in the finencial realm. the detailed survey of this chagter
creates a quite different impression.™ There is no tension on this lopic
hetween Paul and his predecessors. All the prunary Mew Testimneznt
witnesses agree that grace through faith justifies but inevitably produees
eond deeds and works of compassion. pacticularly by means of firanzial
stewardship, especially in the housebold of faith, Wwe MEY peiieive
some increasa in the numbers and influence of well-to-do Christians,
especially those who tay have relaled as patrons to their clispls 21 ane
tine, though many o dovbl remainzd relalively poor. even in Paul's
chisches. But with whatever growing wibanization and standard o
living may be detected with the shilt from Jewish 1o Hellenistic
Christianity, problems associsted witlt weallh and he wealthy also
emerge. Paul may not issue any of Jesus® wide-ranging or radical ealls
te abandon everything, although we bave already argued thal none of
those calls was mtended 10 be normative for all belicvers in the first
rlace, But he does insist that Hellenistic Christians be aqually counter-
cultutal in rejecting the systems of pationage and reciprocity. so
endemic in their culture. And he calls all believers to act as gEnerous
henefaclors repardless of their pel worth and with no thought of any
waterial researd in this [ile. Should they [all inte acute nead, they shioul:d
be able o count on their fellow believers Lo ministar 1o them. aven as
they are expected to give from their surpiug at the mioment. In shae,
Paul commands generosity simply beeause il hanaurs God: the only
gnaranlesd reward awaits inthe Life to come. Paul as much as Jesus
recopizes the danger of mammon as an dol and jis puotentially
damuing ellects. Clirist must ke served rather than money.

ooy ¥ A B ok poe e .
Lo ool uzes the woanl “ponr tniciehar) uniy e fimes and roch frfonsing] only

three b Bt word covnls, of cowse eanpol determing e frvaweney of themes



