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Jesus and Wealth
Understanding 'Rich' and 'Poor' in the Teaching of Jesus. The teaching on wealth and possessions attributed to Jesus in the Gospels is best approached via an understanding of the essential social features of the pre-industrial, agrarian society in which Jesus lived. This shows great similarity to the agrarian and industrialising agrarian societies of the two-thirds world today, particularly in massive wealth differentiation between the elite and the mass of the population, in the limitation of the majority of population to a subsistence diet, and in the absence of a large and influential middle class such as is characteristic of industrialised nations. The agrarian society of antiquity manifested the essential social bifurcation typical of all agrarian societies between a narrow governing class (numbering less than 1% of the population: 'the few' [Gk. hoi oligoi], 'the notables', 'the rich', 'the powerful') and the large mass of small tenant farmers, labourers and artisans ('the many' [Gk. hoi polloi], 'the people', 'the poor'). Most people lived in rural villages and were engaged in agricultural production. Pressing socio-economic problems, including overpopulation, land shortage and land exhaustion led to a meagre (subsistence) diet, and sometimes worse, for some 90% of the population. 

In neither Jewish history nor the Graeco-Roman period were longstanding structural problems of peasant debt and land accumulation by the rich, which arose because of the tightness of economic resources, ever solved. Smallholders, whose land-lots had often been divided down to subsistence parcels through inheritance over the generations, tended to lose their frequently mortgaged land to larger landholders through the problem of too many mouths to feed, especially when the crux moment of a bad harvest came. The elite asserted absolute control of all economic resources through a strong military machine, financed by rents and taxation, and were much given to conquest. The governing class was supported by a small but well-rewarded administrative 'retainer' class numbering less than 5% of the population.  Petty officials, estate stewards, and lower military officers ensured the operation of the machinery of taxation and the collection of rents, and were required to give absolute loyalty to the governing class. High taxation, usually from a half to two thirds of all agricultural production, kept most of the population at subsistence level, and led also to the marginalisation of a degraded 'underclass'. These losers in the socio-eonomic competition usually numbered between 5% and 10% of the population; their diet fell below subsistence level, and their lives were in consequence often brutal and short.

The Judgement of the Rich in Jewish Tradition. Uniquely in the ancient world, the Mosaic covenant of the Hebrew Bible offered full preservation of a free peasantry through laws which prohibited the charging of interest on debt and permanent loss of land, required the release of debt in the Sabbath year, and prohibited the unreasonable pursuit of debt (Exodus 22.25; 23.6–12; Leviticus 25; Deuteronomy 15.1–18; 23.19–20; 24.6, 10–15, 17–22).  Both the Israelite prophets of the eighth century BC and post-exilic figures such as Ezra and Nehemiah had sought to maintain the mutual social covenant at the heart of Israelite religion. Nonetheless, an oppressive super-rich class is evident in Palestine from the third century BC in the activities of such figures as the murderous and rapacious Joseph son of Tobiah (Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews 12.4.1-5 §§154–185), who exacted a very heavy burden of taxation on behalf of Greek overlords. Moderate Jewish leadership was displaced, and the mass of the population progressively impoverished.

The development of large estates by the rich at the expense of smallholders, reduced to landless tenants paying high taxes and rents, or labourers eking out an existence on pitiful wages, cut clean across the essential Jewish tenet that the land and its fruits belonged to God, and were to be justly distributed. The Jewish wealth-elite, by transgressing the divine sanction that protected the free peasantry, placed itself outside the divine covenant. There remained for it only judgement and terrible punishment when God, through his Messiah, re-established justice in Israel, returning the land to the poor. Thus sections of 1 Enoch dating from the second to first centuries BC protest keenly against the luxuriously living, land-robbing governing class (91–92; 95.7; 96.3–8; 97.8–11; 98.1–2; 99.11–15; 100.6–7; 107). In the apocalyptic vision of God's great coming judgement, these powerful rulers confess that 'our souls are satiated with unrighteous mammon  [cf. Luke 16.9, 11; on this Aramaic term see further below] which could not save us from being cast into fiery She'ol' (63.10). The pious and upright poor, who 'love God' and 'have loved neither gold nor silver, nor all the good things that are in the world, but have given over their bodies to suffering', receive from God eternal reward (108.8-15).

Jesus and the Poor. Most of Jesus' followers were drawn from amongst those who struggled to eke out a subsistence diet; hence he instructed them to pray each day to receive a 'daily ration of bread' sufficient for survival (Gk. arton… epiousion, Matthew 6.11; Luke 11.3). He was remembered for his striking willingness to dine with prostitutes (Luke 5.27-32), those brutalised women of the Jewish underclass who had only their bodies to sell to gain bread. Prostitution was the common fate of the women of the ancient world's underclass; Herodotus even wrote that the lower class women of Lydia earned money for their dowries by prostitution (Hist. 1.93).

Jesus' teaching was framed in language which reflected the essential social bifurcation between unjust rich and struggling poor in ancient agrarian society. He promised the Kingdom of God to the poor and hungry of the present age; against the well-fed rich, who were responsible for the plight of the poor, he pronounced woes (Luke 6.20-26). Matthew is often accused of 'ethicising' Jesus' promise that the poor will inherit the land when God's kingdom comes, for he confirms this inheritance to the 'poor in spirit' and 'meek' (Matthew 5.3-5). Indeed, Jesus did not press his concern for the poor to the point of political rebellion. Though an immensely popular figure, he refused to stir the masses to violent revolt; nor would he speak against the payment of Roman taxes (Mark 12.13-17). The poor must in humility accept their lot, embracing the present suffering and sharing amongst themselves. Their heavenly Father is able to provide for all their needs (Matthew 6.25-34), perhaps through the generosity of pious patrons.

 The Poverty of the Disciple. In Jesus' teaching property (Aramaic mammon) is virtually demonised because of its potential to draw the soul away from the exclusive worship of which only God is worthy: 'You cannot serve God and mammon' (Luke 16.13; Matthew 6.24). The 'deceitfulness of wealth' (Mark 4.19) may choke Jesus' word of repentance. Those he chose for the spiritual calling of teaching, healing and wielding authority over the demonic world were to renounce property. Such disciples were to give up all that they had, selling their possessions and giving away the proceeds to the poor  (Luke 12.32-34, 14.33). They left all to follow him (Mark 1.16-20, 2.13-17; Luke 5.1-11). Like Jesus on his preaching tours, their connections with the ordinary world were in effect to be severed (Matthew 8.19-22; Luke 9.57-62). During peripatetic mission they were to travel without purse, money or provisions (Mark 6.8-9; Matthew 10.9-10; Luke 9.3-4, 10.4, cf. 22.35-36).


This ideal of renunciation has deep roots in forms of piety that had developed during the era of the Jewish people's impoverishment. In order to avoid calamity in the coming judgement the faithful must fully embrace the suffering of the present evil age. Indeed, the coming of God's Kingdom would be hastened by such perfect obedience, explored in close-knit conventicles of teachers and students (disciples) which arose within the ordinary mass of the population, such as that led by Jesus (the son of a worker in wood and stone, Mark 6.3). Within such circles were generated, perhaps as early as the late third century BC, ideals of celibacy and of the renunciation of property. The social context in which these ideas developed is observable in the fragmentary work 4Q Instruction from the Dead Sea Scrolls, dating from c. 200 BC. Both teacher and student are reduced to subsistence level or worse. Nonetheless, despite such dire circumstances, to taint the soul by avoiding the consequences of economic deprivation through any dishonest act in a matter of property (theft, breach of trust concerning a deposit, etc.) remains unacceptable and immoral, and is to be avoided at all costs. Indeed, heightened consciousness concerning the woes caused by economic injustice means that dishonesty in money matters is presented as the nemesis of existence. God's coming judgement upon present economic dislocation meant that the faithful must be scrupulous to keep far from their souls any stain of dishonest dealings in property (cf. Acts 5.1-11). The student's economic poverty may seem to render problematic his desire perfectly to know and obey God's Law: ‘You are poor. Do not say: I am poor, I cannot become wise... ’ The teacher who commented ‘You have taken a wife in your poverty…’ could easily advise that time be made for study, leading to perfect obedience, by restraint in procreating children (which meant less time would be needed for garnering wages) or even celibacy (cf. Matthew 19.10-12). This work recasts the fifth commandment (Exodus 20.12; Deuteronomy 5.16) in order to stress that limited material means do not excuse the support of parents in their old age: ‘Honour your father in your poverty, and your mother in your low estate…’ (4Q416 frag. 2, col. III, lines 12–13, 15–16, 20). Similar thinking is expressed in Jesus' refusal to allow the legal fictions of the Pharisees to circumvent material care for parents and other social obligations, sullying the human heart (Mark 7.1-16, cf. Luke 16.10-15).

Supporters of Jesus who retained property. Jesus allowed those not called to wield spiritual authority to retain private property. Such supporters were to be generous and unostentatious in their almsgiving, and to lend willingly to those who asked (Matthew 5.42; 6.2-4). Implicit in the Gospel narratives are local supporters who offered hospitality to Jesus and his travelling party, and whose houses often became the venue for teaching. Such local figures of good standing (Matthew 10.11, cf. Mark 6.10) also hosted those disciples sent out by Jesus in pairs (Mark 6.7; Luke 10.1) to preach, heal and exorcise demons. 

Jesus and the Rich. According to Luke (who has sometimes been suspected of heightening associations with the elite in both his Gospel and Acts), Jesus was supported on his own preaching tours by the patronage of women of means, who comprised part of his travelling party. These included Joanna the wife of Chuza, senior steward of the estates of Herod Antipas, ruler of Galilee (Luke 8.1–3). Jesus demanded that those with wealth generously assist the destitute and undernourished. Thus his parable of the rich fool (Luke 12.16-21, cf. Gospel of Thomas 63) laments the greed of a farmer who selfishly hoards surplus grain and other goods, looking forward to a life of easy luxury. In the parable of the rich man and Lazarus (Luke 16.19-31), an owner of great estates has indulged himself in the fine garments and rich feasting of the elite. However, despite the strictures of the Law and the Prophets, he has ignored the needs and appeals of a poor sick man who has languished at his gate. He is condemned to unmitigated torment, while awaiting resurrection and final judgement, in a fiery corner of the place of the dead (cf. 1 Enoch 21-22).

Jesus' parable of the labourers in the vineyard (Matthew 20.1-15) reflects both the dire circumstances of the age and the kind of behaviour Jesus expected of the wealthy. The generous vineyard owner assists labourers who have walked the rural roads but found no work. He knows the plight of the wandering poor and seeks out as many as possible, visiting the local marketplace repeatedly during the day to hire them as workers. He rewards each at evening with a full day's wage so that they will be able to buy enough food to feed both themselves and their families on their return. The parable illustrates both the gracious character of God, who seeks out the undeserving, and the generosity which those who repent and receive his mercy must display (cf. Matthew 18.21-35 on forgiveness of debts).

Jesus welcomed the rich who were prepared to be generous with their wealth. He accepted invitations to dine with the wealthy, urging them to provide for the poor who could not reciprocate their generosity (Luke 14.1-12). He could also seek out contact with the wealthy, as in the case of the immoral senior tax-collector Zacchaeus (Luke 19.1-10). When Zacchaeus repents of his wickedness, determining to distribute half his wealth to the poor and make restitution fourfold to those whom he has defrauded, Jesus declares that salvation has come to his house. Jesus accepted the gift of a costly tunic, woven, like that worn by the high priest, in one piece (John 19.23-24, cf. Josephus, Antiquities 3.7.4 §161). He defended the wealthy Mary of Jerusalem's anointing of him as royal Messiah with costly perfumed oil (Mark 14.3-9) at Bethany. This village was probably the poorhouse of Jerusalem (Gk. Bethania = Aramaic Beth 'anya = 'house of the poor'), where the destitute who accumulated in and around the city gathered to receive alms, and where poor pilgrims who had made the arduous journey from Galilee could be intercepted and offered aid. Jesus made it his place to stay when visiting Jerusalem, demonstrating his identification with the poor and proximity to those wealthy who cared for them.

On the road to Jerusalem, Jesus commanded a wealthy man to sell all that he had, distribute to the poor, and follow him (Mark 10.17-29). He intended that the man should become his student; but he also had in view the good of the man's soul and the pressing needs of the poor. Jesus demonstrated in the Temple against the avarice of the established religious hierarchy, protesting against the Jewish Temple tax (additional to Roman taxation) and the expense of the sacrificial offerings by overturning the tables of the moneychangers and driving out the expensive sacrificial beasts sold only by the Temple monopoly (Mark 11.12-18; John 2.12-22). Some have argued that this action caused his execution. The sharing which characterised the life of the early community of Jesus' post-Easter followers (Acts 2.42-47, 4.32-5.11, 6.1-6) is an important index of his social concern.
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