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Introduction

We continue to be amazed by how God has used When 
Helping Hurts! It has been a wake-up call to us as much as we 
hope it has been to all of you who have read it. 

Poverty is about so much more than a lack of money. People 
who are poor are people. Just like each of us, what they need 
most of all are life-giving relationships that enable them  to 
experience restoration with God, self, others, and the rest of 
creation.

We praise God for how many of you have embraced this 
profoundly important truth, but we’re learning something else 
together. When we try to take the next step, we run into a big 
problem: many Christians in the United States don’t have 
relationships with people who are poor.
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Like many of you, I’m a middle-class American. Our lives 
don’t often naturally intersect with people living in poverty. 
It’s easy for us to pursue friendships with people who can do 
something for us, but Christians have a higher calling. Being 
friends with people who are poor isn’t part of the American 
dream. It is part of the Kingdom of God! 

True friendship is a two-way street. Jesus never told a parable 
about a soup kitchen. Rather, he told a parable about a great 
banquet (Luke 14:15-24). The goal of God’s Kingdom is not for 
us to serve a meal to the poor. The goal of God’s Kingdom is for 
us to share a table with the poor. 

So, how can you form loving 
relationships with materially poor 
people?
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1 Be intentional.

That’s right. You won’t experience relationships with materially 
poor people unless you pursue them!

We often live, work, and worship mostly alongside people like 
ourselves. In the U.S., our culture has become increasingly 
divided across socioeconomic lines.

If we are going to develop life-giving relationships with 
materially poor people, we have to find opportunities and 
avenues to “share a table” with them. We are called to be 
intentional because Jesus, our King, is intentional in nurturing 
relationships with us. He is creating a new community, the 
church, across all social and economic divisions. 
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How can you be more intentional?

Volunteer with ministries and organizations 
embedded among the materially poor.

Though we may not all live in economically 
diverse neighborhoods, such places are never 
far from us. 

In many low-income zip codes there are 
churches and organizations that have been 
ministering for decades. Discover what God is 
already doing through them and become part 
of it!

Participate in community activities through 
local schools and recreation leagues. 

Children’s activities present a rare opportunity 
for people from various backgrounds to come 
together. 

Get involved selling tickets, helping in the 
dugout, or working the concession stand. You 
may find yourself among people from other 
income brackets.
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2 Be humble.

When an affluent person walks into an materially poor 
community, we stick out. It’s easy to think of ourselves as those 
who are the “fixed” trying to serve the “broken.” The truth is, we 
are all broken in one way or another.

When we step into a materially poor community, it’s easy 
to be overwhelmed by the needs we see around us. We see 
homeless men and women living under the overpass. We see 
buildings in need of repair. These needs can cause us to slip 
back into an attitude of “doing” and “fixing.” 

Materially poor people don’t need us to be their heroes. A hero 
mentality assumes we (the materially affluent) are strong and 
they (the materially poor) are weak. The truth is we are both 
weak and need Christ to restore us!
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Consider Paul’s command to the Corinthian church in 1 
Corinthians 1:26–31: 

For consider your calling, brothers: not 
many of you were wise according to worldly 
standards, not many were powerful, not many 
were of noble birth. But God chose what is 
foolish in the world to shame the wise; God 
chose what is weak in the world to shame the 
strong; God chose what is low and despised 
in the world, even things that are not, to 
bring to nothing things that are, so that no 
human being might boast in the presence 
of God. And because of him you are in Christ 
Jesus, who became to us wisdom from 
God, righteousness and sanctification and 
redemption, so that, as it is written, “Let the 
one who boasts, boast in the Lord.”

We have much to learn from those that we seek to serve. 
Maintaining a 1 Corinthians 1 attitude toward others requires 
that we proactively look for and respect the assets God has 
graciously placed in every community, instead of focusing only 
on needs. 

As we see others’ gifts and abilities, we start to view them as 
God does. It challenges our sense of superiority, reveals our 
own poverty of being, and lays the basis for mutually beneficial 
relationships.
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How can you cultivate humility?

Repent of our hero mentality. 

We are all broken and need Jesus to fix us. 
Christ is the hero of the story! We need to 
repent of trying to take His place in the story.

Ask questions rather providing answers. 

When you ask a materially poor person a 
sincere question and value their thoughts and 
opinions, you are empowering them. 

What are their dreams? What gifts and abilities 
has God given them? What do they see when 
they look at their own community?
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3 Be empowering.

Often, the temptation is to do things to or for the poor instead 
of doing things with the poor. We must interact with them 
in a way that acknowledges their God-given gifts, skills, and 
desires. We empower people by treating them as contributors 
and not merely as consumers.

When we view people as contributors, we treat them as 
people who have something to give. Unfortunately, we often 
treat materially poor people as receivers instead. We build 
houses for them, we give clothes to them, or we prepare 
food for them. We often look right past their own skills as 
craftsmen, designers, or chefs. 

Many Christians assume that material poverty is simply 
the result of poor personal choices. We assume a person’s 
individual behavior is the only obstacle to their success 
and ignore other factors, such as abusive and exploitive 
relationships, personal trauma, oppressive systems, and 
spiritual forces. People living in poverty are often swimming 
upstream against a variety of issues that are outside of their 
control.

Every person bears God’s image. They have unique gifts and 
skills to offer. Our attitudes and interactions need to reinforce 
their dignity.
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How can we empower materially 
poor people?

Treat them as contributors. 

Empowerment means looking for people’s 
gifts rather than for their needs. You don’t 
prepare a meal for a contributor. You invite 
them to pick the menu and assist with the 
preparation. You pay a contributor for doing 
odd jobs around your house. You do things 
with a contributor while you do things for a 
consumer. 

Advocate on their behalf. 

Be an ally of the poor! Empowerment may 
mean serving as a reference for an ex-felon 
seeking work or asking their landlord for an 
extension to pay their rent. Empowerment 
may mean attending a city council meeting to 
support improved public transportation.
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Conclusion

The Bible commands Christians to speak up for the materially 
poor (Prov. 31:8-9), to perform acts of kindness toward them 
(1 John 3:17), and to invite them into our homes (Luke 14:12-14). 
We are called to be friends with those on the margins.

The Bible also assumes that we will fall short in our 
relationships with each other—just as we do in our relationship 
with Him. We will need to try, learn, and ask for forgiveness in 
our relationships with materially poor people. 

When Helping Hurts is just the beginning of a much-needed 
conversation. If God’s desire is to restore our relationships to 
Himself, ourselves, each other, and the rest of creation, how 
do we as Christians reorient our lives around the priorities and 
practices of God’s Kingdom? 



How can you take the next step?

Make a plan.

The first step could be as simple as writing 
down a plan to live out this call in your own 
community. We’ve included an Action Plan 
template in this ebook to help you do this.

Go deeper.

Recently, we launched Are You a Good 
Neighbor? —an online course designed to help 
you know and love people who are poor in 
your community. Learn more and register for 
this course at areyouagoodneighbor.org.



Action Plan

I, _______________________, hereby commit to take the following 
steps to love people who are poor:

I will take steps to BE INTENTIONAL by:

1.

2.

3.

I will take steps to BE HUMBLE by:

1.

2.

3.

I will take steps to BE EMPOWERING by:

1.

2.

3.






