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 October 12-13, 2019
Pastor Ellis White
For the City: Remember the Poor
Nehemiah 5:1-13
Welcome to Chapel Hill. My name is Ellis White and I am the Pastor of Weekend Services here. We’ve been journeying through a book in the Bible named Nehemiah over the last few weeks and it is all about the story of God’s people rebuilding the wall of the city of Jerusalem. This Saturday I came to the church for a meeting and saw about 60 men (and at least one woman) working hard to prepare our campus to be used for ministry. And some of them were literally rebuilding the wall—or at least the fence! If you missed out, then keep your ears peeled for another opportunity coming up in the spring. 

In ancient times, and even today, one of the biggest benefits of a wall is security; it keeps the people and things inside the wall safe from intruders. Well, 10 days ago, I was on a retreat with several pastors from our denomination, and on the final morning we arrived at our meeting room to find it locked for security. We sent for help but it was slow in arriving, so our senior pastor here at Chapel Hill, the beloved Rev. Dr. Mark Toone, ever the model of patience, took matters into his own hands.

Watch video here
For what it’s worth, I did have permission from Pastor Mark to show you that video! Over the last six weekends we have been casting a vision of what it might look like for us as a church to be For The City. So often the church is known for what it is against, what if we were known for what we are for? One of the ways we have been inviting you to participate in this is to begin praying for your city. I wanted to highlight a couple of opportunities to do this. 

First, every Wednesday, a group of us are joining together at 6:30 pm to pray in the Prayer Chapel. I would love you to join us.

Second, this Friday and Saturday, we have a group of local churches coming together to pray for Gig Harbor for 24 hours. So often the church is known for its divisions and this is an opportunity to display its unity. I’ll be leading worship at 7:00 pm on Friday to kick off the event, and you can sign up to pray for an hour with other churches by visiting praygigharbor.com

Over the last few weeks you have heard Pastor Mark challenge us to turn our hearts outward and begin to notice our city and the people that live in it. Today, we’re going to consider one particular group of people who are present in every city: the poor. If God’s people are to be For The City, they must be for the poor. 

I had a former pastor who told me a story of a friend of his who lived in a suburban, white, upper-middle class community, who was so convicted of how easy it was to forget the poor, that he got the phrase “remember the poor” tattooed around his arm. 

It can be easy to forget the poor when many of us live the lives that we live. And this is not a new phenomenon: in the course of building the walls of Jerusalem 2,400 years ago, the people of God forgot the poor. Let me read to you from Nehemiah 5. It will appear on the screens for you to follow along.

Now there arose a great outcry of the people and of their wives against their Jewish brothers. For there were those who said, “With our sons and our daughters, we are many. So let us get grain, that we may eat and keep alive.” There were also those who said, “We are mortgaging our fields, our vineyards, and our houses to get grain because of the famine.” And there were those who said, “We have borrowed money for the king’s tax on our fields and our vineyards. Now our flesh is as the flesh of our brothers, our children are as their children. Yet we are forcing our sons and our daughters to be slaves, and some of our daughters have already been enslaved, but it is not in our power to help it, for other men have our fields and our vineyards.” (Nehemiah 5:1–5 ESV)

1. Remember

I want to make three points from the passage today regarding how we can be For The City by being for the poor. The first of those is “remember;” to be For The City, we must remember the poor.

I grew up in a small, white, upper-middle-class town in England. We had a beautiful home, two cars, plenty of food and money to spend on entertainment and vacations. Sure, we had financial difficulties, but I never knew what it was to be poor. Then aged 18, I got the chance to visit a town in rural, western Kenya which had been affected by the HIV/AIDS epidemic. It was there that for the first time I began to realize the reality of the divide between rich and poor in our world. And I know the same is true for many of our kids when they go to Mexico it is the first time they really notice this divide. We live in an isolated community with respect to the poor. We must work hard to remember the poor.

Nehemiah and the people of God had been so occupied with building the wall that they had neglected to remember the poor. A famine had hit the land and, as always happens, it hit the poor the hardest. Most of the poor relied on their own crops for food, and when the famine hit, they had no other food source. So, they borrowed money by mortgaging their fields, vineyards and houses, and with that money, bought food. But the famine continued. And more than this, the men of the poor were so busy rebuilding the wall that they didn’t have time to work for other sources of food. And so, when they couldn’t repay their loans, the poor started selling themselves into debt slavery. 

Throughout all of this, the rich didn’t even seem to notice. So a cry began to rise up from the poor: “We have big families, and we need food just to survive.” (Neh 5:2 MSG) They were saying, “Hello! Don’t you see us! Don’t you see that we’re helping you out with this wall and we don’t even have enough to eat? Don’t you see we’re up to our eyeballs in debt and we’re having to sell ourselves into debt slavery to pay it off? Don’t you see us?”

Church, it can be so easy for us to go about our lives and forget the poor. I know I am entirely guilty of this, and I’m sorry. We must remember the poor. Jesus remembered the poor. It would have been easy for him to just accept dinner invites to the houses of the rich and powerful. But Jesus made it his practice to spend time with the poor. And this was a practice that carried over into the early church. The early church leaders told Paul he must do one thing: “Remember the poor.” (Galatians 5:2). 

And yet, today, for many of us, if we’re honest, we struggle to remember the poor. If we are to be a church that is For The City, we must remember the poor.

Nehemiah neglected to remember the poor, until he heard their outcry. Listen to what happens to Nehemiah next: 

“I was very angry when I heard their outcry and these words. I took counsel with myself…” (Nehemiah 5:6–7a ESV)

Nehemiah responds to their outcry in an emotional way. He was angry. And honestly, I think this is a holy and righteous response. When we see the injustice of our world; when we see the divide between those who have and those who don’t have; when we recognize the reality of sin that prevents people from experiencing the goodness of God… the natural response is anger. 

But… when we feel angry, we should not respond in a sinful way, as it is so easy to do. I believe Nehemiah gives us an example of how to respond righteously to anger in our passage. Do you notice how Nehemiah writes:
“I was very angry when I heard their outcry and these words. I took counsel with myself…” (Nehemiah 5:6–7a ESV)

Nehemiah is angry about the injustices that the poor are under, but he doesn’t immediately spring into action. First, he pauses and takes counsel with himself. Or, put another way, he thinks it over.

2. Reflect

This the second point I want to make about how we can be for the poor in our city. We must take time to “reflect.” Remember the man who had “remember the poor” tattooed around his arm? Well, what I didn’t tell you was that over time, because of the placement of the letters, the final letter began to disappear, and it now reads “remember the poo.” Sometimes the realities of life can prevent us from actually doing more than just remembering. I know I choose to ignore the poor even after I remember them because I’m often too busy, or I believe that what I can do won’t really help, or I’m scared for the safety of my family, or I’m just not sure what to do. 

I’m thankful for the example my parents set me growing up. I remember walking through Oxford and London with my dad when I was younger, and every time he passed a homeless person he would stop and give them money. As I grew older I asked him: “Dad, why do you do that? How do you know they aren’t going to waste that money?” His response still challenges me to this day. He told me, “Jesus says, ‘Give to the one who asks you.’ (Matthew 5:42 NIV) Jesus has commanded me to do it, and so I do it. I don’t ask questions, I just do what Jesus has asked me to do.” 

I remember at my dad’s funeral a few years ago when we went to the pub afterwards and took some time to share some memories of him. One person stood up and shared about a time him and his wife were in real financial difficulty. They were unable to pay their mortgage and didn’t know how they were going to put food on the table. And he shared about how my dad came over one night with an envelope that contained the money they needed to get them through the next month. 

I remember asking my dad on another occasion how he felt so free to give money in the way that he did? Especially during seasons of our life where he was unemployed, and we had no money and yet he was still generous. He told me: “You can’t out-give God. God has given us so much, and will continue to give us all we need, that we can be freely generous without fear.”

When Nehemiah took time to reflect, I wonder if he reflected on the same thing. He reflected on the fact that God had just set his people free from slavery in exile to the Persian empire. That God had turned the heart of the king such that God’s people could return home. That God had provided for the rebuilding of the wall. That God has protected them from the attacks of those who were opposed. That God had given them so much.

And then I wonder if Nehemiah began to reflect upon what God had given him personally: he was rich by comparison to others. He had no need. He was not experiencing hardship during the famine but had plenty to eat. In fact, we find out, he was even benefitting from the famine by loaning money to the poor and charging interest. 

I wonder if, when we remember the poor, we need to take time to reflect upon what God has given us. You see we too, were once slaves. Not slaves to an earthly master, but to our sin. And while we were still slaves, God gave his only son that we might become his children. Jesus took our place as a slave, so that we might take his place as a child of God. 

And it isn’t just in salvation that God has been generous to us. God has provided for us materially as well; we are here today because of God’s provision of food and clothing and shelter. And for many of us, God has provided an abundance.

If we would take time to reflect, we would recognize that we serve a God who has given us so much, and that we have so much to give to others. We would realize, as my dad said, “You can’t out-give God.” For us to be for the poor in the city, we must reflect on the generosity of God. As Nehemiah reflected on these things, I believe his anger subsided, and he realized that he needed to repent. First, remember, second reflect, third, repent. 

3. Repent

After taking time to reflect, Nehemiah called all the people together in a large assembly and charged the nobles and officials with injustice against the poor. He accused them of charging interest on loans to their Jewish brothers and sisters, which was illegal according to their law. And he pointed out the irony of allowing their own brothers and sisters to become slaves when God had just freed them from slavery to the Persians. Finally, Nehemiah acknowledged his own guilt in this; he too was part of the problem by charging interest on loans to his own people. 

After charging the people with their wrongdoing, Nehemiah called the people to repent, saying:

“Return to them this very day their fields, their vineyards, their olive orchards, and their houses, and the percentage of money, grain, wine, and oil that you have been exacting from them.” Then they said, “We will restore these and require nothing from them. We will do as you say.” And I called the priests and made them swear to do as they had promised. I also shook out the fold of my garment and said, “So may God shake out every man from his house and from his labor who does not keep this promise. So may he be shaken out and emptied.” And all the assembly said “Amen” and praised the LORD. And the people did as they had promised.” (Nehemiah 5:11–13 ESV)

We must repent of our part in the injustices against the poor, and repentance is more than just being sorry. Repentance literally means making a U-turn; turning away from being part of the problem of poverty and taking action to be part of the solution. And it will cost us something. Nehemiah called the people to return all that they had taken from the poor, to great personal cost.

I’m thankful that Chapel Hill is a church that takes seriously the needs of the poor in our community; we want to be part of the solution, not part of the problem. And I want to invite those of you who are feeling the need to repent and respond in a practical way to consider participating with Chapel Hill in one of three ways.

I. Deacons Fund

First, we have a financial assistance ministry here that annually gives away $90,000 to those in need of mortgage/rent payments, bill payments, gas and groceries. And more than 90% of the people we serve are from outside our church. Even though we may not see the poor in Gig Harbor; they are there are our financial assistance ministry sees them every single day.

A few years ago I got to spend several weeks working in the financial assistance office (we call it Titus Ministries) and I remember the first day I was in there we had a family of people from another county (a grandmother, mother/father and four kids) come to the church. They were living in a motel and needed some help with food and accommodation. It was such a joy to be able to give them another week of accommodation and some money for food to keep them going until they got paid. 

On the flip side, later on that day we had a young mom come in that we had helped the previous month with a bill. Sadly, she had just lost her baby and she wanted us to have all the baby clothing and toys because she needed them out of the house. She knew that because we had helped her last month, we would be able to give those clothes and toys to someone who really needed it. 

The men and women who serve in that office are incredible people who serve on the front line of responding to the needs of the poor. One way you can participate with Chapel Hill is to give to the fund that they use to distribute to those in need. We call it the Deacons Fund and when you give you can check that box on our giving envelope. This is separate from our General Fund and of course we would love you to continue your normal contributions to the rest of our ministry, but our Deacons Fund is running a little low at this time and they could use some help.

II. Ethical Shopping

The second way you could practically repent is to consider how you shop. So much of the divide between rich and poor in this world is based upon unfair trade between richer nations and poorer nations. Many of the goods that we purchase—food and clothing in particular—come from producers who are not receiving a fair wage for their work. You can help by paying attention to the products you purchase on a regular basis. Look for the Fair Trade certification when purchasing food. Pay attention to the ethical policies of clothing retailers. Or even consider purchasing clothing from a thrift store. 

And you can participate with Chapel Hill in this too. On November 15-17, Chapel Hill will be hosting a fair-trade marketplace called Festival of Hope. Everything available for sale has been ethically sourced and those who produce it have been paid a fair wage. It would be a great place to consider doing your Christmas shopping. 

III. Compassion Kit

The third way you could practically repent is to be prepared to bless a homeless person when you see them. And one way you can do this is to build a compassion kit with your family. This is something we have done as a group at Chapel Hill; in fact, we had a group do it last weekend. But it is also something you can do with your own family at home. 

A compassion kit is a gallon Ziploc bag containing certain products that you can hand directly to a person asking for money on the street. You make one for each of your family vehicles, keep it somewhere accessible and then roll the window down and pass it out when you see someone. It is a very simple thing to do, and a great way to get your kids involved with serving the poor. We had some instruction sheets explaining how to put one together available from ushers on the way out and I would encourage you to grab one.

Conclusion

We serve a God who has given us so much. And we have so much to give. If we are to be a church that is For The City, I believe we can learn from Nehemiah and (1) Remember the poor, (2) Reflect upon the generosity of our God, (3) Repent of our share in the problem and be a part of the solution. 

At this time, I’m going to invite our ushers to come forward as we are going to close with an offering. As you already heard you can give during this time to the Deacons Fund, which goes directly to those in need, but I would be remiss if I didn’t tell you that 10% of all that is given to the General Fund goes towards local and global outreach which includes partners like The Rescue Mission, The Northwest Furniture Bank, World Relief, and many others. If you want to give you can give in the plate, or online.

And if you are new, as Pastor Megan mentioned earlier, we would like to give on your behalf to an organization of your choice doing awesome work to help the poor in our community. If you would like us to make a gift in your name, just text hello to the number 253.851.7779.

Let’s pray.

What can you do to reach out to the homeless?

Take one reusable, resealable plastic bag (like Ziploc) for each of your family vehicles.

With your family, fill the bags with some of the items below. 

As you pack the bags, pray that God would restore the brokenness that is at the root of homelessness; poverty of resources, poverty of relationships, and spiritual poverty. 

Pray that these bags of grace would communicate God’s love for those who receive them.

Talk with your kids about how God loves all people—even people who are different from us. 

Pray that God would also heal our own areas of poverty as we serve others. 

Suggested items (pick a few):

· White athletic socks (helps prevent foot fungus)

· Hotel-sized toiletries: shampoo, conditioner, lotion, bar soap

· Razors and shaving cream

· Soft breakfast bars

· Water bottle

· Small gift cards to grocery stores or fast food

· A note of encouragement and scripture
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