
In the Hebrew Bible, the Lord built generosity to the poor into the 
social system of the Israelites. Central to this notion of provision for 
the poor was the understanding that the Israelites knew what it 
meant to be vulnerable in a land that was not their home. Just after 
their departure from Egypt, the Lord’s instructions included the  
following reminder: “You shall not wrong a sojourner or oppress 
him, for you were sojourners in the land of Egypt” (Exod. 22:21 
ESV). Also included were instructions about lending and borrowing 
(Exod. 22:22–27) and provision for the poor out of one’s territorial 

wealth (Deut. 15:1–18).  

These provisions were wrapped up in the Lord’s mitzvoth 
(instructions) to the Israelites that they were to love their neighbors 
as themselves (Lev. 19:18). Culturally, we are far removed from the 
Israelites, whose laws and customs may seem foreign to us. Theo-
logically, however, the Lord’s instructions to them ought to remind 
us that God has always cared about how we use our resources.    
Fidelity with our possessions is inextricably linked to the love of 
God and care of neighbor. From the Lord’s instructions to the Isra-
elites during their period of wilderness wandering, we can glean  
several truths.  

First, the Lord viewed Himself as the ultimate owner of all their be-
longings: “The land shall not be sold in perpetuity, for the land is 
mine. For you are strangers and sojourners with me” (Lev. 25:23 
ESV). The psalmist also acknowledges, “The earth is the LORD’s 
and the fullness thereof, the world and those who dwell there-
in” (Ps. 24:1 ESV). Everything the Israelites received—land,       
descendants, and blessing—ultimately belonged to God.  

As Calvin T. Partain reminds us, substance is more than money. It 
includes every material thing we have, and all these things are a 

“trust” from God. The ways the Israelites were to use their re-
sources included being trustworthy with the trust they received from 
God. This meant their substance was ultimately not about them. 
Rather, it was about God and about how God wanted them to use 
it. Likewise, what we have belongs to God, and when we feel God 
prompting us to use it for the good of someone else, we are to 
obey. As Paul wrote to the Ephesians, we are to work with our own 
hands so that we may have something to share with those in need 
(Eph. 4:28). This is part of loving God and loving our neighbor.  
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Second, the Israelites were always instructed to remember their roots 
and not to grow prideful about what they had. Remembering that they 
were slaves in Egypt was a way for them to be compassionate toward 
the down-and-out among them. Continuing to recall the wilderness 
journey reminded them that the Lord had supplied everything they 
needed during the lean years (Deut. 8:1–20). As Partain notes,      
prosperous times can prove dangerous because we can develop proud 
hearts. We may forget God; we may decide to take credit for our 
prosperity; and we may turn to other gods.   

Lastly, our substance is not the most important thing. The most important 
aspect of life with God is now, as it has always been, commitment to 
God. The most important commandment given to the Israelites is 
called The Great Shema: “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the 
LORD is one. You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart 
and with all your soul and with all your might” (Deut. 6:4–5 ESV). In 
Hebrew shema is an imperative that means “listen,” “obey,” or “hear.” 
Obedience to the command to love God above all would enable the 
Israelites finally to lay claim to the promises made centuries earlier to 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (Gen. 12:1–3; 15:1–6; 17:1–8).  

These blessings were merely the result of obedience to God, and    
obedience to God is always placed above all else. Having wealth is not 
the most important thing. Similarly, Jesus offers the following             
counsel: “Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth 
and rust destroy and where thieves break in and steal, but lay up for 
yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys 
and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure 
is, your heart will be also” (Matt. 6:19–21 ESV). People cannot serve 
God and money (Matt. 6:24), and the love of money is a root of many 
kinds of evil (1 Tim. 6:10). As Partain says, “The world’s system is 
based on getting; God’s system is based on giving.”1 God has given us 
the most important thing—He has given us Himself. And when we 
love God as we should, we will know how to use what God has given 
us. 

Going Deeper 

1. Read Exodus 22; Leviticus 19; and Deuteronomy 15. Meditate on 
all the instructions God gave about how the Israelites were to treat 
others and use their substance. What correlations can you draw      
between God’s instructions to them and how we are to use what we 
have?    

2. What “treasures” have you stored up that you need to relinquish 
(mentally) to God? What possessions do you “own” that hinder your 
love for God?  
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