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“Open Your Hand” GPPC 5-8-16 

Deut. 15:7-8, 10-11, 2 Thess. 3:6-13, Matt. 25:31-40 

 We’re honored to have Nancy Rhodes, Vice President of Finance 

and Administration for Bread for the World, here this morning. And 

after I preach, the congregation will have an opportunity to write brief 

letters to our elected representatives to advocate for adequate food for 

the hungry.  

In the interest of time, I’m going to shorten my sermon. I know a 

short sermon is upsetting to you. There’ll probably be a mountain of 

irate emails and letters, possibly a sit-in conducted outside the church 

office all demanding a longer sermon. So I promise to preach a really 

long one sometime to make it up to you.  

 Mark Twain said, “It ain't what you don't know that gets you into 

trouble. It's what you know for sure that just ain't so.” And when it 

comes to 2 Thessalonians 3:6-13, ain’t that the truth?  

 Thessalonica was a Greek city that had been controlled by the 

Romans for centuries. It was a port city, politically important, and 
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cosmopolitan. Folks in town worshiped many different gods; Christ was 

just one possibility among many possibilities. 

The Second Letter to the Thessalonians was originally written to a 

church that was undergoing persecution. We don’t know all the details, 

but we know the persecution was intense, so intense that it caused some 

of the Christians to begin thinking about the end of time and the return 

of Christ in judgment, mercy, and glory. And, unfortunately that 

thinking led some of the Christians in the wrong direction.  

The writer (either Paul, or more likely a student of his) says, “Keep 

away from believers who are living in idleness and not according to the 

tradition they received from us.” Apparently some of the Christians have 

come to think, “Hey, Jesus is coming back soon to end our persecution 

and bring in the reign of God. Let’s punch out and quit work early.” So 

the writer says they are “living in idleness,” or maybe it’s better 

translated “living disruptively” or “living in a disorderly fashion.” 

Instead of being fruitful, sharing and working to build up the 

community, some members of the church have become “mere 

busybodies” who mind everybody else’s business without taking care of 
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their own. So the writer says, “Anybody unwilling to work should not 

eat.”  

And here is where we need to be very careful. As one Bible scholar 

says, “In the wrong hands, this text can easily become a club used to 

beat those who are out of work, especially the long-term unemployed.” 

(Carl R. Holladay in Preaching The New Common Lectionary, Year C, After Pentecost, 246.) 

There was a time in the not so distant past when a person in our 

country could graduate from high school and immediately go find work 

in a factory or mill that paid enough to have a modest place to live and 

food enough to feed the family. The spouse did not have to work outside 

the home to pay bills. Unfortunately, those decent-paying, blue-collar 

jobs have largely disappeared to be replaced by low-skilled jobs that do 

not pay a living wage or living wage jobs that require more training and 

skills. Our economy is such that even with both spouses working, 

middle-class and poor families have fallen more and more behind. And 

the situation in developing nations is even more dire with millions of 

people unnecessarily dying of starvation and disease.  
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Then there’s the phenomenon of U.S. families that have gotten 

caught in generations of poverty. Government assistance has not been 

able to help them break out. Some would argue that government’s 

assistance has led to “dependency.” Certainly some government 

programs have been more successful than others. But cutting food aid at 

home or abroad is not a constructive policy. And we need elected leaders 

from both parties to bring the best minds together to find constructive 

ways to help people get out of poverty. Yes, faith communities and 

nonprofits must be a part of the solution, but the needs are too great for 

them to do it alone. Government has the ability and the moral 

responsibility to do its part as well.  

So we need to be careful not to beat up on people who cannot find 

work or who are unable to work or whose paychecks do not pay enough 

to cover the necessities of life, including food. The text does not say we 

should starve present-day jobless people and their families to force them 

work. Instead, it’s a text that encourages self-discipline in the Christian 

community. Unless we’re unable, each of us needs to be doing 

something productive with our lives, something that not only shapes us 
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as individuals but benefits the community and world around us. Even in 

retirement, we’re to be busy with our bodies “doing what is right,” 

instead of “mere busybodies,” who mind everybody’s business but our 

own. Be careful how we interpret 2 Thessalonians.  

So we turn to the reading from Deuteronomy for some guidance on 

“doing what is right.” As Marilynne Robinson’s summarizes, “The law 

of Moses puts liberation theology to shame in its passionate loyalty to 

the poor.” (Marilynne Robinson, When I was a Child I Read Books, 102.) Here God 

says, “If there’s anybody in need. Don’t be hard-hearted and tight-fisted 

(literally shut-fisted) toward your needy neighbor. Instead, you should 

open your hand. Lend enough to meet the need, whatever it is. Give 

liberally and be ungrudging. So the Lord will bless you in all your work 

and all you do. Because there will always be needy people, therefore I 

command you, ‘Open your hand to the poor and needy neighbor in your 

land.’”  

Notice there’s no talk about “the deserving poor” here. There’s 

nothing about parceling out assistance with tweezers and an eyedropper 

either. Instead, we’re commanded to be generous to the poor. And we’re 
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not even allowed to be grumpy about it! I’m really challenged by this 

scripture. Aren’t you? And it’s not an unusual passage in the Bible 

either.  

Many years ago evangelical Christian Jim Wallis went away to 

seminary near Chicago. While there he and his seminary buddies 

decided to find “every verse in the Bible that dealt with the poor.” He 

says, “We found several thousand verses in the Bible on the poor and 

God’s response to injustice. We found it to be the second most 

prominent theme in the…Old Testament… [and] One of every sixteen 

verses in the New Testament is about the poor or the subject of 

money…” The group got an old Bible and cut out every single one of 

these thousands of verses; the Bible was disintegrating in their hands. 

Wallis would stand in pulpits and remind congregations of our tendency 

to skip the biblical texts that challenge us. And he would hold the Bible 

up and say, “Brothers and sisters, this is our American Bible; it is full of 

holes.” But, says Wallis, when we “discover the forgotten poor… [we 

begin] to put our Bibles back together.” (Jim Wallis, God’s Politics, 212-214.)  
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We might also say we begin to put our faith back together. The 

divorce proceedings between Christian spirituality and mission/justice 

are cancelled. And a renewed, integrated happy marriage of personal 

piety and corporate mercy is begun. The amazing joy of it is all is that in 

the process not only will we be instruments of God’s peace, God’s 

shalom in the world, but Jesus says when we care for people in need we 

will unknowingly be caring for him. As Mother Teresa put it, “In the 

poor we meet Jesus in his most distressing disguises.” (Shane Claiborne, The 

Irresistible Revolution, 51.)  

So this Sunday we come into the sanctuary to worship God not 

only with the hymns we sing, the scripture we read, the prayers we offer, 

and the money we bring but also with our advocacy and commitment to 

stamp out hunger in our country and around the world. Like the prophets 

of old, we’re called and empowered to speak God’s truth to power that 

the hungry children of God, our brothers and sisters, might be fed. 

“Open your hand to the poor,” says God. “Open your hand.” Amen. 
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