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You’ve probably heard of John Wesley.  He was the gifted preacher God used to revive 18th century England.  But there's something about him most people don't know.

When Wesley was a young man, he earned £30 a year.  He figured he needed £28 to live, so he gave the remaining £2 to the poor.  A few years later, his income had risen to £120.  But instead of increasing his lifestyle, he continued living on £28 and gave away £92.  Eventually, Wesley was earning more than £1,400 a year.  But he continued living on around 30 and giving everything else away.

Now why would someone do that?  Was Wesley just extraordinarily disciplined?  Did he have an unusual ability to deny himself what everyone else wanted?  Actually, Wesley would say he gave selfishly because giving brought more joy than money could buy. 
…
We've been in Isaiah over the last several weeks looking at the mysterious Servant of the Lord, that the New Testament reveals to be Jesus.  Well, today we're going to discover something central to His heart: His love for the poor.  And we'll see how sharing that love reveals whether we've truly encountered His grace.

So open your Bibles to Isaiah 58. We're going to read verses 6–10 and then jump forward to Isaiah 61:1–4.  Would you stand with me as we come before God's Word?

[Read Isaiah 58:6–10 and 61:1–3]

This is the Word of the Lord. You may be seated.

Now we mentioned this last week, but Isaiah 61 is the passage Jesus chose when He announced His ministry in Nazareth.  "The Lord has anointed Me to preach good news to the poor."  Jesus was saying, "This is what I'm about. This is the heart of My mission."

And today’s text gives us three reasons why someone who follows Jesus should share His heart.  We should be care for the poor because of what we hope for, what we owe and what we've received.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Outline adapted from Tim Keller https://gospelinlife.com/sermon/good-news-to-the-poor/ (Accessed October 28, 2026)] 


Let’s look first at what we hope for.  We see this in 61:1-2.  The Servant sings:
The Spirit of the Sovereign Lord is upon me,
    for the Lord has anointed me…
    to proclaim that captives will be released
    and prisoners will be freed.
He has sent me to tell those who mourn
    that the time of the Lord’s favor has come (Isaiah 61:1-2) 

Now these words would have leapt off the page to any Jew reading this.  It is an obvious reference to a fascinating law found in Leviticus 25 called the Year of Jubilee.

Every fifty years, debts were forgiven.  This meant anyone who had sold themselves into servitude was released and any land that had been sold was returned to its original family.  It was an extraordinary economic reset.  God was preventing His people from being permanently trapped in poverty.  

Now this is a shocking idea to Canadians because we think in terms of personal property.  But the logic behind this for the Jews was radical: everything belonged to God.  The land wasn’t theirs.  Its use had been gifted to them.
…
That’s huge right?  But it’s nothing compared to what Jesus is saying.  See when He quotes this passage He’s not talking about a year of jubilee.  He’s talking about an ultimate jubilee.  Jesus didn’t come to return things to how they were 50 years ago, He came to re-create heaven and earth back to what it was in the beginning.  

And Jesus set that re-creation in motion 2000 years ago, but it’s an already and a not-yet kingdom.  So there’s a time coming when all poverty, oppression, suffering, disease, and even death will be eradicated.  That's the future God has promised us.

But here's the point: if that's the future Jesus is bringing about, shouldn't His people be living into that future right now?

Like, if Jesus is in the business of eliminating hunger, shouldn't we be feeding hungry people?  If Jesus is in the business of eliminating suffering, shouldn't His people be relieving suffering?  If Jesus is establishing a kingdom of justice, shouldn't we be pursuing justice today?

Of course!  See Jesus put us here to be the light of the world.  So Jesus-followers today are a preview of the kingdom He is bringing.  Wherever we relieve suffering, we're giving the world a glimpse of Jesus and the future God has promised.  And that's the first reason we care for the poor.  It’s because of what we hope for.

But the Singing Servant gives us a second reason we should care for the poor.  And that’s because of what we owe.  And we get this in Isaiah 58:6–7.  There God says:
This is the kind of fasting I want:
Free those who are wrongly imprisoned…
Let the oppressed go free… 
Share your food with the hungry,
    and give shelter to the homeless.
Give clothes to those who need them,
    and do not hide from relatives who need your help. (Isaiah 58:6-7)
Now notice something strange about this passage.  God begins by talking about justice—freeing the oppressed and  wrongly imprisoned.  But then He starts talking about what we'd normally call charity—feeding the hungry, sheltering the homeless, and clothing the naked.  And we tend to think of those as two different things.  Justice is an obligation.  Charity is optional.

But God doesn't make that distinction.  He places them together.  In other words caring for people in need isn't a nice thing to do.  It's part of what justice requires.  And God makes this obvious by sandwiching what we might think of as charity with another statement of obligation: "Do not hide from relatives who need your help."
…
Now there are a bunch of relatives at my house who are always desperately needy.  And sometimes Nikki and I feel like since we feed them every day instead of hiding we should win a medal.  But most people feel it’s not charity to take care of your kids. 

And this is God’s point.  He says, “I own all the land, so everything you’ve got belongs to Me.  And all the people are made in My image, so they’re all part of your family.  And you’ve got an obligation to help.”  That’s what God thinks.
…
Now this is hard for Canadians because we believe that what we have belongs to us.  Like I’ve worked hard, and that’s why I’m where I’m at.  And that’s sort of true.  But like we saw last week, the main factors that have benefited our life are things we had no control over.  Like you could have worked just as hard, but if you were born in a garbage dump in Guatemala you wouldn’t have your degree or your bank account.  So everything we have is a gift from God.

And so, when if we act like what we have is ours it shows that we don’t understand our relationship to God.  I don’t have more because I deserve more, I’ve just been entrusted with more by grace.  And Jesus says:
When someone has been given much, much will be required in return.”  (Luke 12:48)

So it’s a requirement to share what actually belongs to God.  That's the call.  So we have two reasons to care for the poor.  Jesus followers care because of what we hope for – we live into the kingdom Jesus is bringing about.  And we also care because of what we owe.
…
Now, if we stopped here, this would be a sermon about guilt.  "Look at how much you have; feel guilty about that.  And then drop some money in the plate.  Amen.”

And maybe some of you have heard that sermon before, but it’s a terrible one because it totally misses the gospel.  See while God’s commands tell us what we ought to do they don’t give us the desire to do it.  


But that’s what the gospel does.  And this is what we need.  The gospel changes our hearts so we actually want to answer God’s call.  And that’s what explains John Wesley.  He didn’t just believe he ought to be generous.  He loved being generous.  So how does that happen?

Well that brings us to our third reason, and it's the most important one.  It's not about what we hope for or even what we owe.  It's about what we've received.

So go back to Isaiah 58.  Verse 6 starts: “This is the kind of fasting I want.”  Now what's that about?  Well, at the beginning of the chapter, Israel was complaining.  They said:
‘We have fasted before You!... why aren’t You impressed?
We have been very hard on ourselves, and You don’t even notice it!’ (Isaiah 58:3)

Israel felt entitled to God’s help because of how good they’d been.  But God responds, “Yes, you fasted, but while you were doing that you were exploiting your workers and mistreating each other.  You’re missing something here.”

See fasting was supposed to express humility before God, and it was connected to the whole system of sacrifice and atonement.  The point was it was impossible to earn God’s acceptance.  So the people needed forgiveness they didn’t deserve.  They needed grace.  And fasting was supposed to remind them about this.

But look at the contradiction God is exposing.  These people are humbling themselves by fasting while treating the poor as though they’re beneath them.  They’re acknowledging their dependence on God while refusing to help those who depended on them.
…
Now Isaiah doesn’t explicitly say that their failure to care for the poor was because they didn’t understand grace.  But when we read this through the lens of Jesus we begin to understand just how profound this contradiction really is.

See people who have actually received grace they don’t deserve get transformed by this experience, and just naturally begin extending that same grace to the people around them.  They don’t just recognize an obligation to care for the poor, they begin to want to do it.

But how does that happen?  Well, Jesus unpacks this connection a bit further in Matthew 25 where He describes the final judgment.  This is where He welcomes people into His kingdom saying:
‘Come, you who are blessed by My Father…For I was hungry, and you fed Me. I was thirsty, and you gave Me a drink. I was a stranger, and you invited Me into your home.’ (Matthew 25:34-35)

And the people He’s addressing are happy but scratching their heads.  And they say, “Lord, thanks but I don’t remember when I did that.”  And Jesus explains that when they cared for the least of His brothers and sisters, they were caring for Him.  
Jesus identifies Himself with people in need.  And He says, our response to them reveals something about our relationship with Him.
…
Now we need to be careful here.  Jesus isn't saying that we earn salvation by helping poor people.  We don't become Christians by being generous to the poor.  We become generous to the poor because we've become Christians.  Our generosity isn't the cause of our salvation.  It's evidence that we have in fact received grace.

But how does that work?  Well, think about something else Jesus said.  "Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven."  What does it mean to be poor in spirit?  It means recognizing that you're spiritually bankrupt.  

In other words, if you stood before God today, you would have nothing with which to purchase His acceptance.  You couldn't point to your accomplishments and say, "God, I’ve been good.  You owe me."  Even your best deeds have had mixed motivations.  You've never loved God with all your heart and your neighbour as yourself.  You have nothing that obligates God to accept you.  You're spiritually bankrupt.

And for the spiritually bankrupt, their only hope is the free generosity of God.  And if you understand that’s you, then you’re poor in spirit.  
…
Okay, hold onto that and let’s go back to the connection between what we’ve received from God and what we give away.  There's a remarkable passage in 2 Corinthians 8 where Paul encourages the Corinthians to help Christians who are living in poverty.  And he tells them about the Macedonian churches, who despite being poor themselves, were overflowing with generosity.  But not just generosity.

Paul describes them saying , “Though they have been going through hard times they are a radical mixture of not only poverty and generosity, but joy.  And that’s a radical picture.  

And then a few verses later, Paul explains the motivation behind their generosity saying:
"You know the generous grace of our Lord Jesus Christ. Though He was rich, yet for your sakes He became poor, so that by His poverty He could make you rich." (2 Corinthians 8:9)

Do you see what Paul is saying?  Jesus saw us in our depraved spiritual poverty, but rather than turning away, He gave us everything including His own life.  And when you understand that you've received that kind of spiritual generosity, it changes how you see people.

Like now, when you look at someone who is materially poor, it's like looking in a mirror.  That's what I look like before God.  And yet He gave everything to help me.  


And this means you can't look down on someone who's struggling and say, "You got yourself into this mess.  Get yourself out."  Because spiritually speaking that’s not what Jesus said to you.  He said, “You got yourself into this mess, and I’m going to get you out even if it kills Me.”  
…
So recognizing our spiritual poverty softens our hearts toward the materially poor.
…
But that's not our default. I think most of us naturally drift toward something else. You might not think of yourself as spiritually rich. You know you're not perfect. But maybe you're spiritually middle class.  Do we have any spiritually middle class in here?

What do I mean?

Well, imagine standing before God and saying, "I've lived a pretty good life.  I've worked hard.  I've tried to do the right things.  Sure, I've made some mistakes, but overall I've done pretty well.  Like I've paid my spiritual taxes.  I've fulfilled many of my obligations.  So I must have earned some cred with You God.  I’m not a spiritual train-wreck.  I’m spiritually middle-class.
…
So how do you know if that’s you?  Well, the spiritually middle-class don’t look at the poor like the poor in spirit do.  They think the poor should do what they did.  Work harder.  Make better decisions.  Stop getting yourself into trouble.  And they feel that way because they  think that's how they got where they are.

But the gospel says something radically different. You didn't earn your place before God. You received it as a gift.  And people who understand that don’t look at other people primarily through the lens of what they deserve, they look at them through the lens of the grace they’ve received.

People who know they're spiritually poor begin to love the materially poor.  But people who think they're spiritually middle-class struggle with.
…
So let me ask you, when you look at someone who's poor, what do you see?  Someone who needs to work harder and make better decisions?  Or do you see yourself?  Someone completely dependent on the generosity of Jesus.  How you answer that question reveals something about how deeply you've understood the gospel.
…
Now maybe you're sitting here thinking, "Well, I know I'm saved by grace, but I have to admit that I don't have much compassion for the poor."

So what do you do about that?  Well, you don't manufacture guilt.  You don't just try harder to be generous.  Guilt might change your behaviour for a while, but it won't change what you love.


No, if you want your heart to change, you need to look at Jesus.  So think about what He did for you.  In Matthew 25 Jesus tells the other people, "I was naked and you didn't clothe Me."  And they object “When did we see You like that?”  But it was when Jesus was on the cross.  They stripped Him of His clothes and cast lots for His garments.

And Jesus says, "I was thirsty and you gave Me nothing to drink."  And they object again.  But it was on the cross that Jesus cried out, "I thirst."  

Jesus was rejected and suffered the most terrible injustice imaginable.  And He did it for you.  Jesus, who deserved acceptance, received condemnation so that you, who deserved condemnation, could be accepted by grace.  He became poor so that you could become rich.

And here's what I want us to see.  Jesus didn't look at you in your spiritual poverty and say, "You got yourself into this mess.  You can get yourself out."  He didn't say, "You made your choices.  Now live with the consequences."  No. He saw you in your helplessness, and He gave everything to rescue you.  That's how generous Jesus has been to you.

And when you see how much He loves you, something changes. The generosity Jesus has poured out on you begins to overflow onto those around you – even when they don’t deserve it.

And that's what happened to John Wesley.  He didn’t give because it was the right thing to do.  He gave because he’s tasted the extravagant generosity of Jesus and he was growing to look like Him.

So don't leave here this morning resolving to give more money.  Leave here looking at Jesus.  Look at what He's done for you.  Look at how helpless you were.  Look at how generously He's treated you.  And ask Him to give you His heart for the poor.

Because the gospel doesn't merely change what we believe.  It changes what we love.  And that's why Jesus said, "It is more blessed to give than to receive."

