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“Poverty and Riches” 
 
The Word of the Lord from 2 Corinthians 8: “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, 

that though He was rich, yet for your sake He became poor, so that you by His poverty might become 
rich.”  

 
This is the Word of the Lord. 
 
Grace to you and peace from God the Father and our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen 
 

I. Three Examples 
“It is written,” concludes our epistle lesson. “It is written, ‘Whoever gathered much had nothing 

left over, and whoever gathered little had no lack.’” Where is it written? In Exodus 16:18. Moses had led 
the people of Israel out of Egypt, and they followed the Lord in a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of fire 
by night. Early on into their journey, they began to grumble that they had no food. Of themselves, it was 
true that they did not, but this was no cause for alarm: the ten plagues and the crossing of the Red Sea 
all testified that they were under the Lord’s miraculous care. Nevertheless, they began to grumble 
against Moses and against the Lord: theirs was not just a poverty of food, but a poverty of spirit and of 
faith. 

 
How did the Lord respond to the grumbling doubt? He fed them. He sent quail that covered the 

camp; and in the morning, when the dew lifted, manna could be found all over the ground. The people 
went out and gathered enough for the day, as He instructed. Each received enough for the day. Though 
the people grumbled against the Lord, He freely gave them daily bread. 

 
Thus we have some help in teaching us about what we have and how we are to give. 
 
We have more. In the middle of our Gospel lesson is a woman who has been ill for twelve years 

with a discharge of blood. She’s suffered many medical treatments and spent every last penny doing so. 
She’s only gotten worse. She has nothing left to give, and she knows it. She is well aware of her poverty; 
and when she encounters Jesus, she doesn’t go face-to-face and ask for help—she has nothing with 
which to bargain, and physicians have always wanted to negotiate up to now. Yet she still believes that 
Jesus can heal her, so she sneaks up behind Him in the crowd and touches His robe. She’s healed 
immediately, but Jesus won’t let her get away without the better news: He finds her in the pressing 
crowd to tell her that He is not looking for some payment. He has healed her knowingly—and freely. She 
need not fear that He find out that she snatched some power away from Him. He knows, and He has 
come so that she can be healed. She can go in peace. 

 
Then there are the Macedonians of our epistle: “in a severe test of affliction, their abundance of 

joy and their extreme poverty…overflowed in a wealth of generosity.” The Macedonians had little going 
for them in the eyes of the world. They were persecuted for their faith and poverty-stricken for the most 
part. There was lots of room for anger, doubt, and a selfish desire to look out only for themselves; but 
by the grace of God, none of these sins became their idols. The affliction of the world could not rob 
them of the joy of being the Lord’s, and their poverty would not prevent them from sharing what they 



had with others. Why? Because they knew the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, which St. Paul proclaimed 
to the Corinthians in our text: “though He was rich, yet for your sake He became poor, so that you by His 
poverty might become rich.” The Lord had acted as He had for Israel in the wilderness and the woman 
with the discharge of blood. He’d given freely. He—the LORD—had given sacrificially. On the cross, Jesus 
had become the poorest of all, because on the cross He was forsaken by His Father in heaven. He 
suffered a poverty of righteousness and His Father’s favor—He suffered hell on the cross. But because 
He has done so, your sins are forgiven. You are rich in the grace of God. You are set free from sin—
including those sins of anger, doubt and selfishness. That’s what the Macedonians knew. That’s what 
made them rich, despite their poverty. That is why they acted the way they did, because the Lord freely 
gave to them. 

 
II. Seven Points 

God gives us daily bread. He gives us our possessions, everything that we have; and for this, we 
rightly give thanks to God. There is always, as you well know, the temptation to turn the things we 
have—or don’t have—into idols; so this epistle gives us opportunity to reflect on the things that we 
have, whether money, possessions, time, talent, whatever. 

 
So we start with this: first, everything you have is gift of God. You brought nothing into this 

world, just as you will take nothing out of it. As the Lord freely gave you life, He has freely given you the 
things that you have. 

 
Second, God gives you things to use in service to others. Remember that He created you to be a 

servant, and it is your sin that tempts you to ignore others and look only to your own interests. Because 
you are His servant, He gives you things with which to serve. Not only does He give you things to serve 
with, but He also gives you people to serve—children. Ailing parents. The neighbor in need. The 
unemployed friend. You are the Lord’s instrument to serve those around you, even as they are His 
instrument to take care of you. 

 
Let’s approach this second point from another angle, lest we miss the full joy of this service: as 

you are God’s instrument to serve others, you are also God’s instrument against the devil. In the end, 
the devil simply likes evil because it is not what God desires. The devil likes orphans, sickness, worry and 
hunger. He likes chaos and panic. But he’s a beaten foe. The Lord counters in part with you. The devil 
likes orphans, so the Lord puts you there to care for your kids. Satan likes sickness, so the Lord puts you 
there to give of your time to help the aged and ailing. The devil likes worry and hunger, so the Lord 
appoints you as His instrument to give to those who are in need. The devil especially hates the Word 
and the Sacraments, so the Lord uses you to give offerings and keep the lights on at Good Shepherd. You 
are the Lord’s instrument for good in the vocations you have, where you are; and in the vocations you 
have where you are, you are His instrument to combat evil, too. 

 
So: God gives you what you have to use in service to others. Third, we note that St. Paul calls 

this service an “act of grace:” it is not that serving others merits grace for you or gives forgiveness to 
them. Rather, you graciously give because you’ve already been graciously given to. In part, this means 
you have daily bread to share because God has given you daily bread to share—otherwise, you wouldn’t 
have any. But more than that, He has been gracious to you for Jesus’ sake. He has taken away your sin 
and doesn’t  hold it against you. Because He has been gracious to you, so you can be gracious to others. 
In our text, Paul  doesn’t frame this as a law to accuse you of sin, but as a joy that you are set free to do. 
This is not something you “have to do,” but something you “get to do,” a “what you were created to 



do.” If the Lord has made you to be a servant and given you things to serve with, why wouldn’t you? The 
answer is in our fourth point. 

 
The fourth point is that the problem, of course, is sin. The devil, the world and your flesh want 

the things you have to become your god, to replace the true God who gives the things. Or, conversely, 
these foes want the things that you don’t have to become must-have idols, rather than the God who 
provides. In times of plenty, you’ll be tempted to greed, to use the things that you have only for 
yourself—let others look after themselves. At that point, you’ve become a slave to things: they have 
become your god that you will not give up in order to live as God would have you live. In times of want, 
anxiety surges as you’re tempted to regard your dwindling savings as a god, rather than the Lord who 
provides daily bread. It is a difficult time to trust, and you’d rather not be like the Israelites in the 
wilderness who had just enough food for each day. But it is better than having an idol, and the Lord did 
provide them with food for each day. 

 
An example of this is the rich young ruler who comes to Jesus in Mark 10. He’s a good man by 

the world’s standards; and as he tells Jesus, he’s been working hard at keeping the commandments so 
that he might inherit eternal life. Jesus gives one more command: “You lack one thing: go, sell all that 
you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me” (Mark 
10:21). Jesus is not saying that the man will earn eternal life by selling all of his possessions: eternal life 
is far too priceless for us to earn, yet freely given us for Jesus’ sake. But Jesus is gently telling the man 
that his possessions have become an idol. You just don’t give idols away—you cling to them. That is their 
power. The fact that the man won’t part with his riches indicates that they’ve become a god. As long as 
the man clings to his idol, he isn’t clinging to Christ. 

 
So also it is for you: the Lord warns you against idols, possessions included. He doesn’t demand 

that you sell everything you have, but He would not have you trust in things that cannot raise you from 
the dead. Savings and planning for the future are not bad: some Christians have stated that savings, 
investments and insurance policies are wrong because they convey doubt that the Lord will provide in 
the future; but the Lord may well provide in the future by means of these things. Wealth is not, in itself, 
bad—though it is so difficult to remain wealthy and repentant of sin at the same time.  

 
Where you fall prey to what you have and treat it is an idol that you would not part with, you 

repent because you know it cannot save you; and then, joyful in the forgiveness of Christ, you’re set free 
to give and serve. Where you worry about what you lack and treat it as an idol that you must have, you 
repent because you know it cannot save you; and then, joyful in the forgiveness of Christ, you await the 
Lord’s provision. 

 
So, fifth, remember how this text frames the discussion: it is not “You must give for the Lord to 

love you.” It is not, “You must give so that you don’t keep what will become your idol.” Rather, it’s “God 
has given you all that you have to use in service, and He’s set you free from the sin that would keep you 
from doing so. Why would you not be serving others with a portion, in proportion, to what He has given 
you?” Such service is a healthy part of the Christian’s life. 

 
St. Paul puts it in terms of fairness near the end of our text: “I do not mean that others should 

be eased and you burdened, but that as a matter of fairness your abundance at the present time should 
supply their need, so that their abundance may supply your need, that there may be fairness.” If you 
have two coats and your neighbor has none, give him a coat. The time may come when the Lord uses 



him to return the favor. Always remember that the things that we have are part of the Lord’s plan to 
provide—for us and for others.  

 
Sixth, then, this also requires some wisdom and discernment along the way: if the Lord speaks of 

fairness in this sense, sinners will be tempted to think in terms of unfairness and inequality. Think, for 
instance, of the cult leaders who demand that their followers give them all that they have, or the 
televangelist who regularly calls for donations to keep the mansion landscaping in good shape. That’s 
greed, not fairness, and you’ll find it on a smaller scale, too. There will be people, for instance, who stop 
by church and give a long story to explain why they need money: some of the stories seem to make 
sense, and some of them don’t. There will be some who are truly in need, and some who are simply 
trying to take advantage. It is good to help those in need. But when someone is trying to take advantage 
out of greed, it’s not so good: it encourages them to continue in their sin. Discernment is a good thing. 

 
But, finally and ultimately, you always remember and always rejoice in this: you’re not saved by 

your giving. You’re not saved because you’ve given enough, because you can never be sure that you’ve 
given enough. You’re not saved because you haven’t taken from others, because sometimes taking from 
others is necessary and part of God’s plan. You’re not saved because of your great discernment in giving: 
you will, at times, waste money and support people and causes that you shouldn’t. The Lord gives you 
what you have and calls you to be a good steward, but your conduct is not your saving grace. 

 
This is, and this you always keep before you: “you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that 

though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that you by his poverty might become rich.” 
Jesus became poor for you: not just the poverty of a manger for a first bed and humble life, but the 
poverty of the cross. Though He was rich in righteousness and holiness from eternity, He became sin on 
the cross so that you might be forgiven. By Holy Baptism, He has washed away the sin that made you so 
poor in spirit as to be lost. By His Word and Supper, He continues to pour out the riches of His grace 
upon you. It is because He has done this that heaven is yours. It is because He has done this, that you 
are set free to serve those around you. 

 
Because, because He has done this, you are forgiven for all of your sins. 
 
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 


