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“Throughout the millennia of 

human history, malnourishment 

has been the scourge of mankind. 

Today, obesity disproportionately 

plagues lower-income Americans.” 
 

As noted by the Heritage Foundation report:  

“Relatively few of the 35 million individuals labeled      

as ‘poor’ by the Census Bureau would actually be 

considered impoverished by the typical American.         

As Rector and Sheffield point out, the average poor 

family in America is well-housed, adequately fed, and 

has enough money to pay for essential needs, including 

medical care. According to the government’s own survey 

data, in 2005, the average household defined as poor by 

the government had air conditioning, cable TV, and a 

family car.  For entertainment, the household had two 

color televisions, a DVD player, and a VCR.  If there 

were children in the home (especially boys), the family 

had a game system, such as an Xbox or PlayStation.      

In the kitchen, the household had a microwave, 

refrigerator, and an oven and stove.  Other household 

conveniences included a clothes washer, clothes dryer, 

ceiling fans, a cordless phone, and a coffee maker.”  
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Census: Americans in ‘Poverty’ Typically 

Have Cell Phones, Computers, TVs, DVDs, 

AC, Washers, Dryers and Microwaves 

  

   

(CNSNews.com) - Americans who live in households whose 
income is below the federal “poverty” level typically have cell 
phones (as well as landline phones), computers, televisions, 
video recorders, air conditioning, refrigerators, gas or electric 
stoves, and washers and dryers and microwaves, according to 
a newly released report from the Census Bureau. 

In fact, 80.9 percent of households below the poverty level have 
cell phones, and a healthy majority—58.2 percent—have 
computers. 

Fully 96.1 percent of American households in “poverty” have a 
television to watch, and 83.2 percent of them have a video-
recording device in case they cannot get home in time to watch 
the football game or their favorite television show and they want 
to record it for watching later. 

Refrigerators (97.8 percent), gas or electric stoves (96.6 percent) 
and microwaves (93.2 percent) are standard equipment in the 
homes of Americans in "poverty." 

More than 83 percent have air-conditioning. 

Interestingly, the appliances surveyed by the Census Bureau that 
households in poverty are least likely to own are dish washers 
(44.9 percent) and food freezers (26.2 percent). 

However, most Americans in “poverty” do not need to go to a 
laundromat. According to the Census Bureau, 68.7 percent of 

http://www.census.gov/hhes/well-being/publications/extended-11.html
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households in poverty have a clothes washer and 65.3 percent 
have a clothes dryer. 

The estimates on the percentage of households in poverty that 
have these appliances were derived by the Census Bureau from 
its Survey of Income and Program Participation. The latest report 
on this survey, released this month, published data collected in 
2011. 

Here are the percentages of households below the poverty 
level that the Census Bureau estimates had the following 
appliances: 

Clothes washer: 68.7% 

Clothes dryer: 65.3% 

Dish washer: 44.9% 

Refrigerator: 97.8% 

Food freezer: 26.2% 

Stove: 96.6% 

Microwave: 93.2% 

Air conditioner: 83.4% 

Television: 96.1% 

Video recorder/DVD: 83.2% 

Computer: 58.2% 

Telephone (landline): 54.9% 

Cell phone: 80.9% 
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The story of appliances starts in the second half of the nineteenth century, 

which came to be known as the “Electric Age” due to the proliferation of 

electrical inventions it spawned. In this period, commentators argued that 

slavery would eventually be replaced by the technologies electricity made 

possible. These ideas continued to hold sway long after the abolition of 

slavery. The first domestic appliances in the early twentieth century were 

originally marketed to upper-middle-class households as both liberators of 

women’s time and energy—and —and as replacements for human labor. A 

study of electricity consumption in the 1920s thus described electricity as the 

“‘willing slave’” of any “‘household operation’.” Compliant electrical power 

could replace unruly labor power.  

Appliance ads in the first three decades of the twentieth century are rife with 

references to modernity and efficiency on the one hand and the so-called 

“servant problem” on the other—that is, the shortage of domestic workers. 

The “electrical servants” promoted in appliance ads in this period effectively 

promised to do away with these issues. The slogan for [a typical advertisement 

was] “You shall NOT enslave our WOMEN! Free them! With the 10 BEST 

HOME SERVANTS.” The ad copy then proclaims that the last frontier for 

human rights is that of housewives’ rights. It invokes the end of slavery, and—

this is interesting—the passing of laws limiting the number of hours that 

women can work. And it explicitly positions the brand as a vehicle of 

emancipation. – Electricity Is the Modern Lincoln 
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Table 1.1. Poverty Scale for a Large City in the Roman Empire 
Percent of 
Population 
 

 
Poverty Scale Categories 
 

0.04% 
 

PS 1. Imperial elites: imperial dynasty, 
Roman senatorial families, a few retainers, 
local royalty, a few freedpersons. 
 

1% 
 

PS 2. Regional or provincial elites: 
equestrian families, provincial officials, some 
retainers, some decurial families, some 
freedpersons, some retired military officers. 
 

1.76% 
 

PS 3. Municipal elites: most decurial 
families, wealthy men and women who do 
not hold office, some freedpersons, some 
retainers, some veterans, some merchants. 
 

7% (estimated) 
 

PS 4. Moderate surplus resources: some 
merchants, some traders, some 
freedpersons, some artisans (especially 
those who employ others), and military 
veterans. 
 

22% (estimated) 
 

PS 5. Stable near subsistence level (with 
reasonable hope of remaining above the 
minimum level to sustain life): many 
merchants and traders, regular wage 
earners, artisans, large shop owners, 
freedpersons, some farm families. 
 

40% 
 

PS 6. At subsistence level and often below 
minimum level to sustain life: small farm 
families, laborers (skilled and unskilled), 
artisans (especially those employed by 
others), wage earners, most merchants and 
traders, small shop/tavern owners. 
 

28% 
 

PS 7. Below subsistence level: some farm 
families, unattached widows, orphans, 
beggars, disabled, unskilled day laborers, 
prisoners. 
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Economic Inequality in the Early Roman Empire. In their analysis of 
Roman imperial society, Peter Garnsey and Richard Saller employ the 
poignant phrase, “the Roman system of inequality.” With this phrase 
Garnsey and Saller call our attention to the fact that the Roman Empire 
maintained its domination of the Mediterranean world through judicial 
institutions, legislative systems, property ownership, control of labor, 
and brute force. Like all societies, the empire developed mechanisms for 
maintaining multifaceted inequality, and like all so-called civilized 
societies the empire promoted justifications that made the inequity 
seem normal, or at least inevitable. 

There are three fundamental ideas to keep in mind. First, as economic 
historians point out, the Roman imperial economy was preindustrial. The 
vast majority of people lived in rural areas or in small towns, with only 
about 10 to 15 percent of the population in big cities of ten thousand 
people or more. This means that most of the population worked in 
agriculture (80 to 90 percent) and that large-scale commercial or 
manufacturing activity was rare. 

Second, there was no middle class in the Roman Empire. Because the 
economy was primarily agricultural, wealth was based on the ownership 
of land. Most land was controlled by a small number of wealthy, elite 
families. These families earned rent and produce from the subsistence 
farmers or slaves who actually worked the land. With their wealth and 
status, these families were able to control local and regional 
governance, which allowed them to profit also from taxation and from 
governmental policies. These same families also controlled public 
religion. 

Third, poverty was widespread both in rural and urban areas. 
Interpreters of early Christian literature tend to underestimate the 
overwhelming poverty that characterized the Roman Empire. And when 
we do mention the problem of poverty, we tend to use the undefined 
binary categories of “rich” and “poor” in our descriptions.  
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Greco-Roman Understandings of Wealth and Poverty—Image and Reality 

We are now ready to focus our attention on Greco-Roman perception of and teachings on 
poverty/the poor and wealth/the wealthy. Greco-Roman authors, who themselves were wealthy 
and privileged, approached wealth and, for that matter, poverty in a moralizing and ambiguous 
way.  

Traditionally Greeks used the term “the poor” to describe the working poor (penētes) as 
opposed to the rich (ploūsioi), but distinguished them from the destitute beggars (ptōchoi). 
According to Aristophanes’s play Ploutos, “it is the beggar’s life to live possessed of nothing, but 
the poor man’s life to live frugally and by applying himself to work, with nothing to spare indeed, 
but not really in want.” The key to understanding the poor is to see that they had to work for 
their living, and work represented subservience and dependence and was therefore 
contemptible. Again, they “were all those people who needed to work in shops or in the fields 
and were consequently without the leisure” and self-sufficiency, “characteristic of the rich gentry, 
who were free to give their time to politics, education, and war.” The poor man’s lot was 
measured in a relative, ever-sliding scale depending on his occupation, income, property, family 
situation, etc., whereas a wandering beggar was the one on the margins of a society, “who makes 
[one’s] livelihood by endless entreaties,” having “lost many or all of one’s family and social 
ties.”103  

Defining and understanding poverty in this way, the elite both normalized it as part of the 
natural order of things and perpetuated the binary category of the rich and the poor by collapsing 
the various grades of socioeconomic structure into just two. This blurred a vast social hierarchy 
and inequality and concealed substantial social distance not only between the rich and the poor 
but also between the relatively prosperous (“the middling group”), the less poor, the poorer 
mass, and the extreme poor. The elite’s conceptual tie between social status and poverty, which 
was a product of the old aristocratic contempt for manual labor and trade, naturally led them to 
ascribe negative and servile characteristics to “the poor,” befitting their social status, such as 
“leves, inquinati, improbi, scelerati, etc. terms implying dishonesty.” It was particularly “the urban 
poor and the conditions of urban living that always attract[ed] the attention of writers and the 
fears of the rich,”110 as Cicero’s notorious description of them as sordem urbis et faecem (“the 
poverty-stricken scum of the city”) illustrates. Roman authors typically presented the urban poor 
as the idle mob whose grievances and moral defect (such as laziness) led them to crimes, riots, 
and sedition. They were seen as a threat to social harmony and stability, and could only be 
controlled by satisfying their insatiable cravings for “bread and circuses.”112 These 
characterizations of the poor were certainly behind the reasons why the rich elite had no 
expressed concern, sympathy, or aid for the needs of the poor per se, as opposed to those of the 
populus. 
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While the Roman elite pathologized urban poverty with vices, violence, and disease in their 
political discourses, they idealized the rural poverty of a peasant farmer as that of “the virtuous 
hard-working citizen, who had no time for anything except earning his living on his farm and 
doing his civic duty.” It was a kind of poverty characterized by an idyllic simple life and 
“unwealth,” but not deprivation or destitution.115 This poverty was praised as the paradigm of 
good and honest living with the virtues of frugality and self-sufficiency, far removed from the 
corruption, vulgarity, and ills of urban poverty, on the one hand, and opposed to avarice and 
abuse of wealth, on the other. Thus, poverty in the elite writings often features as a heuristic 
device in the context of proper use of wealth, having nothing to do with the actual experiences 
of the actual poor.117 Construction of this kind of romantic image served to alleviate the elite’s 
disgust and fear about the (urban) poor and helped them to separate the good (deserving) from 
the bad (undeserving) poor in their civic benefaction and euergetism, such as food distributions. 

There was no question that poverty was widespread and ubiquitous in the Roman Empire 
and that the social reality of the poor, whether in cities or countryside, was harsh without any 
public safety net. The rural poor suffered not only by frequent crop failures and debt but also by 
the influx of slave labor purchased by the landed rich; many poor farmers became day laborers 
and tenant farmers.119  

Since the elite did not generally associate moral excellence or virtue (dignitas) with poverty 
or the poor, and since patronal benefaction was a means of enhancing social control and 
submission among those who could reciprocate service, they carefully separated the deserving 
and worthy (i.e., respectable citizens) from the undeserving and unworthy poor in their 
euergetism. Aristotle had emphasized “giving rightly,” that is, a generous person “will give to 
the right people” (i.e., men of virtue); this spirit was captured by Cato’s maxim of bono 
benefacito (“do good to the good”). Cicero urged giving to those who are “worthy” (idonei). 
One should give to the “most deserving” (dignissimi), to “the good” or those “capable of being 
made good,” writes Seneca. If anyone deserved the pity (eleēmosynē; misericordia) of the rich 
elite, it was to be “appropriately given on an exchange basis to men of like character, and not 
to those who are not going to show pity in return.” In this sense, “to give to a beggar is to do 
him an ill service.”125 Indeed, “the true object of pity,” taught Plato, “is not the man who is 
hungry or in some similar needy case, but the man who has sobriety of soul or some other 
virtue, or share in such virtue, and misfortune to boot.” Hence, it was the “fallen” rich who 
experienced a sudden “reversal of fortune” and loss of status that deserved the pity and “good 
deeds” (euergetism) of their peers, not the poor, whether the working poor or the destitute. 
The interests of the rich “lay not in general poverty, which they regarded with indifference, but 
in marginalizing extreme poverty as a form of moral degeneration.”128 

While the Greco-Roman rich and moralists disregarded the poor and poverty in general, 
they were concerned with wealth and the ethics of wealth. Both Plato and Aristotle conceived 
of a good man (a sage) as an aristocratic man who had wealth but also took wealth as a 
functional means—that is, not as an end in itself but as having a value and significance relative 
to achieving virtue. The value of wealth depends upon one’s attitude toward it and its proper 
use toward achieving virtue. Wealth liberates one’s life from manual labor, should lead to the 
pursuit of justice, and makes possible a life dedicated to virtue, not to further accumulation of 
wealth. However, wealth comes with its attendant “faults” and “temptations,” such as avarice, 
miserliness, prodigality, and ambition.130  
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The Cynics radicalized this received thought by positing wealth not as a vehicle but as an 
impediment to virtue, which is necessary to the life of self-sufficiency (autarkeia) and freedom in 
all things; wealth and virtue are mutually exclusive. Hence, they despised wealth and luxury along 
with other social conventions (e.g., marriage) and extolled poverty by urging the complete 
renunciation of material possessions and voluntary adoption of the lifestyle of a beggar (ptōchos). 
This is exemplified by Diogenes of Sinope. According to Pseudo-Crates, true wealth is to be found 
only in poverty, which is necessary to virtue as such (Ps.-Crates 7). Nonetheless, we should 
remember that the “anti-wealth and pro-poverty” stance of Cynics was an affordable choice 
purely for their philosophical pursuit; it was certainly unconventional and “antisocial” but did not 
entail any special concern or care for the plight of the involuntary poor. 

While sharing the Cynic view of self-sufficiency and independence from externals, the Stoics 
placed wealth in the realm of adiaphora, “things morally indifferent,” along with health, honor, 
fame, etc., but did not regard or avoid wealth as an obstruction to virtue. No external things, 
neither poverty nor wealth as such, determine human essence, moral worth, and destiny, and 
therefore none should affect the rational person’s goal of life, passionlessness (apatheia). Virtue 
depends on what one makes of external (material) things such as wealth or poverty (their lack 
thereof) but can accommodate enjoyment of the very things the Stoics regarded as indifferent 
to virtue.135 As long as wealth does not interfere with reason and thus virtue, the sage could 
opt for wealth over poverty and health over illness. Therefore, Stoics could have two sides to 
living out their understanding of and attitude to wealth.  

According to Aristotle, generosity (eleutheriotēs; liberalitas, a Latin equivalent) is a virtue 
worthy of and necessary to the good man and should be motivated not by a selfish cause but by 
the “nobility of giving.” The donor is to give “cheerfully” and “gladly” without pain,140 and “the 
motive of the magnificent man in such giving will be the nobility of action.” Stoics also 
emphasized “cheerful giving”; Seneca exhorted the donors to “give willingly, promptly, and 
without any hesitation” only for the recipients’ enrichment.144 Common to Aristotle, Cicero, and 
Seneca are emphases on right motive in giving—apparent absence of self-interest.  

If generosity was the quintessential virtue of a good man, love of wealth (philargyria, 
philoploutia; avaritia, a Latin equivalent) was the classic vice of Greco-Roman moral philosophy 
across the spectrum. Not surprisingly, the Cynic Diogenes condemned it as a primary source of 
all evils.150 In On Love of Wealth (De cupiditate divitiarum) the Middle Platonist with Cynic-Stoic 
influence Plutarch distinguishes natural (necessary) wealth and nonnatural (superfluous and 
useless) wealth and focuses on the irrational desire to possess great (nonnatural) wealth 
(philargyria, philoploutia, pleonexia). Building on the very classical theme of the inherent danger 
and limit of wealth, Plutarch sees the love of wealth as “mental poverty.”1 

 
 
 
 
 

 
1 Rhee, H. (2012). Loving the Poor, Saving the Rich: Wealth, Poverty, and Early Christian Formation (pp. 

1–49). Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/lvpoorsavrchrhee?ref=Page.p+1&off=2&ctx=1%0a~The+Social%2c+Economic%2c+and+Theological+
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o Early Christianity was 

primarily an urban faith,  

establishing itself in the 

city centers of the Roman 

Empire.  Most of the people 

lived close together in 

crowded tenements.  There 

were few secrets in such a 

setting.  The faith spread as 

neighbors saw the lives of 

the believers close-up,  on a 

daily basis.  They especially 

noted their extraordinary 

forbearance when cheated,  

and their honesty in 

business dealings.  
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oResearcher David Barrett chronicles 

that by the year 300, or nine 

generations after Christ, the world 

was only 10.4% Christian with 

66.4% of these believers Non-whites. 

The scriptures had been translated 

into ten languages. More than 

410,000 individuals, representative 

of one in every 200 believers from the 

time of Christ, had given their all 

dying as martyrs for the faith.    
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    Early Church Congregational Socio-Economic Composition  

 

For the most part early Christians in this period continued to meet in localized 
households of varying sizes whose relatively wealthy hosts or hostesses acted as 
patrons of the particular groups, although it seems that in the early third century 
and on, Christians in some cities also began meeting in “church buildings,” initially 
modified from the private house structures (see chap. 1 and chap. 5). In Asia Minor, 
Ignatius’s letters presuppose the household as the general setting of the meetings 
and internal divisions (Smyrn. 7.1; cf. Magn. 4.1; Eph. 5.2–3). Also reflecting this 
historical reality are descriptions of early forms of worship services in private 
homes of the wealthy elite converts. The wealthy and prominent householders 
provide hospitality to the ascetic, itinerant apostle, function as patrons and 
leaders of the church in the care of widows and nurture of new converts of the 
community (19, 25–26, 30, 34–36, 46, 62, 86, 106–11). 

In Rome, smaller localized communities in the mid-second century are 
illustrated by Justin Martyr’s statement that Christians meet (for worship) not in a 
single house but in multiple homes throughout the city depending on “one’s 
preference and opportunity” (Acts Just. 3.1–3), and one of those places included 
his own place “above the baths of Myrtinus.” 

  
By the third century the Roman community became even more diversified and 

organized. The church order the Apostolic Tradition (attributed to Hippolytus) 
mentions various occupations impermissible and inappropriate for catechumens, 
which indicates the possible presence of those in the community with the 
professions mentioned. Most of them are admittedly socially inferior or 
questionable ones such as gladiators, and astrologers; however, also mentioned 
are high-ranking military and civil officers (those with “the power of the sword” or 
“civil magistrate[s] wearing the purple,” 16.9) and “public official[s] engaged in 
gladiatorial business” (16.6). The size and financial and organizational strength of 
the church is illustrated by bishop Cornelius’s famous statement about the church 
supporting more than fifteen hundred widows and people in need as well as more 
than one hundred forty clergy (Eusebius, HE 6.43.2). 
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The Carthaginian Christian communities in the third century were equally 

impressive in size, socioeconomic diversity, and organizational strength. Tertullian 
addresses his treatises to Christians of “birth and wealth,” particularly women (e.g., 
Idol. 18.3, 9; Cultu fem. 2.9.4–6; Ux. 2.3–4, 8), on their conduct; refers to the 
Christian “women and men of highest rank” (Scap. 3.4; 4.5–6; 5.2; cf. Apol. 37.4) 
and slave owners (Pat. 10.5; Paen. 4.4; De resurrectione carnis 57.12; Marc. 1.23.7); 
and favors Christian marriage between social unequals (Ux. 2.8). The number of 
Christians would have been significant by the mid-third century since Cyprian 
disapprovingly reports that thousands of certificates of forgiveness were dispensed 
to the lapsi every day by the confessors during the Decian persecution (Ep. 20.2.2). 
Presence of the indigent, the working poor, and the wealthy in varying degrees is 
mentioned in the sources, but private homes as their assembly places are hardly 
indicated. On the one hand, the Christian apologists never apologized for the 
(working) poor (pauperes) and the illiterate in the assemblies and took their 
presence in Christian congregations for granted and as a factor that made 
Christianity unique and divine (e.g., Minucius Felix, Oct. 36.3; cf. penētes in 
Tatian, Oratio 32.1). Most of the membership would have come from the 
humiliores (just like the churches of other regions) to whom these working poor 
belonged as craftsmen and laborers; and during the Decian persecution Cyprian 
provided grants for those tradesmen who escaped detection but left behind their 
tools of trade (e.g., Cyprian, Ep. 41.1.2). On the other hand, conspicuous in the 
church, though in all likelihood a small minority, were the honestiores (probably 
provincial elites, such as Cyprian himself, cf. Vita 14; Ep. 8.1) and/or wealthy 
virgins who had their own financial resources (Hab. virg.) and the wealthy lapsi 
who had substantial patrimonies and estates to worry about during the Decian 
persecution (Laps. 6).  

In Alexandria Clement’s and Origen’s works attest to a considerable presence 
of cultured and educated Christians of high society and the internal tensions felt 
between the rich and the poor, as they chastise both the arrogant rich who 
wallow in their luxurious life without any concern for the needy and the flattering 
and servile poor who envy and want favors from the rich and yet pass judgment 
on their spiritual state (e.g., Clement of Alexandria, Quis div. 1; Origen, Prayer 
29.5–6).2 

 
2 Rhee, H. (2012). Loving the Poor, Saving the Rich: Wealth, Poverty, and Early Christian Formation (pp. 

103–106). Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/lvpoorsavrchrhee?ref=Page.p+103&off=1415&ctx=4.1.+~Social+Composition+and+Differences+
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Christian Identity—Denunciation of Avarice and Luxury 

In light of the generally negative tone of early Christian texts about business and commercial 
activities (perceived to be) motivated by unnatural greed, one can easily imagine that they would 
strongly denounce avarice and luxury (cf. chap. 2). This was not at all unique in a Christian circle. 
As mentioned in chapter 1, Greco-Roman and Jewish moralists characteristically condemned the 
twin vices of love of money and luxury. Nonetheless, Christian authors characterized the problem 
of avarice (love of money: pleonexia, philarguria, avaritia, cupiditas) essentially as idolatry (i.e., 
a theological problem even more than a moral problem, though they are usually intertwined; cf. 
Col. 3:5; Tertullian, Idol. 11.1) and thus as something intrinsically antithetical to Christian identity. 
The earliest extant sermon warns that “when we desire to acquire these [worldly] things, we fall 
away from the way of righteousness” (2 Clem. 5.7); and with dominical sayings on the 
impossibility of serving both God and money (cf. Luke 16:13; Matt. 6:24), it goes on to put them 
in an opposing relationship (6.1–5). Polycarp also admonishes the Philippians that unless they 
avoid avarice, they will be “polluted by idolatry, and will be judged as one of the Gentiles, who 
are ignorant of the Lord’s judgment” (Phil. 11.2), and Origen likewise repeats this close link 
between avarice and idolatry (Hom. in Judices 2.3; Hom. in Exodum 8.4). 

In the context of addressing Christian patience in the face of many ills in life, including the 
loss of property, Tertullian frames his argument after the dominical example of indifference 
toward money (Pat. 7.2). The Lord “has set disdain for wealth ahead of the endurance of losses, 
pointing out through His rejection of riches that one should make no account of the loss of them” 
(Pat. 7.3). Tertullian interprets a familiar maxim of “the desire [cupiditas] of money [as] the root 
of all evils” (cf. 1 Tim. 6:10), to mean that desire of money here refers to “the desire for that 
which belongs to another” (concupiscentia alieni) and “even that which seems to be our own 
belongs to another” since God is the owner of all things (Pat. 7.5). Thus, if Christians fret and are 
impatient for their material loss, they “will be found to possess a desire for money, since [they] 
grieve over the loss of that which is not [their] own” (Pat. 7.6). When Christians are unable to 
bear their material loss, they sin against God Himself and behave like pagans by confusing the 
priority of heavenly goods over earthly ones (Pat. 7.7, 11). Just consider to what extent the 
pagans would go in order to pursue wealth: “they engage in lucrative but dangerous commerce 
on the sea; … they unhesitatingly engage in transactions also in the forum, even though there be 
reason to fear loss; they do it, in fine, when they hire themselves out for the games and military 
service or when, in desolate regions, they commit robbery regardless of the wild beasts” (Pat. 
7.12). In contrast, in view of Christian identity, it befits Christians “to give up not our life for 
money but money for our life, either by voluntary charity or by the patient endurance of loss” 
(Pat. 7.13). 

As (pagan) impatience over material loss reveals one’s inordinate desire for and attachment 
to wealth, which was inspired by none other than Satan (Pat. 5.3–4), this idolatrous desire is 
closely associated with the two Latin words, ambitio and gloria, with which Tertullian further 
probes the fundamental problem of human avarice. Reflecting the current use of these terms in 
wider literature, for Tertullian, ambitio is “desire without proper limits,” which manifests itself 
in the immoderate desire for or the unrestrained use of wealth. 
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Tertullian defines ambitio as a vicious cycle of an unending movement with boundless 
desire: from scarcity (of goods/material, not its origin or use) is born the “desire to possess” 
(concupiscentiam … habendi); from this desire to possess comes ambitio, that is, immoderate 
desire (immoderate habendi) (Cultu fem. 1.9.1–2). Then from this unlimited ambitio is born “a 
desire of glory” (gloria), a “grand desire” for magnificence and self-exaltation, which in turn 
does not come from nature or truth but from “a vicious passion [concupiscentia] of the mind” 
(Cultu fem. 1.9.2; 2.9.5). Then, the insatiable desire for wealth (ambitio and cupiditas) and the 
unrestricted desire for self-aggrandizement (gloria) feed upon each other and, along with the 
“want of sufficiency” (insufficientia), result in the “worldly concupiscence” (concupiscentia 
saeculi) of striving for visible honors, dignity, and power of this passing world under God’s 
wrath (Ux. 1.4.6; cf. Cultu fem. 2.3.2; Idol. 18).  

Gloria and ambitio drive and characterize Roman social, political, religious, and intellectual 
life with pursuit of public ostentation, praise, vanity, and “conspicuous consumption” (e.g., Cultu 
fem. 2.9.5; 2.10.1; 2.11.1; Marc. 4.34.17; Apol. 38.3; Pal. 4.6; De anima 52.3; Spec. 25.3).  

If avarice, the acquisitive spirit for earthly goods, confuses and undoes Christian identity 
for lay people, how much more for the leaders, who were apparently so vulnerable to this 
temptation? Even in the Pastoral Letters, one of the repeated qualifications for the leaders was 
that they be “not a lover of money” (1 Tim. 3:3, 8; Titus 1:7; cf. 2 Tim. 3:2). Polycarp, dealing 
with the problem of an avaricious presbyter, Valens, in his letter (Phil. 11.1–4) reiterates this 
same qualification for deacons and presbyters as well as others, including widows (4.3; 5.2; 6.1). 
As the Didache commands the faithful to shun a prophet who demands money (11.12), the 
Ascension of Isaiah decries many elders (presbyters) and shepherds (bishops) who “exchange the 
glory of the robes of the saints for the robes of those who love money” in the “last days” (i.e., 
the current days of the Christian redactor, ca. 100 CE) (24–26). 

 The pre-Constantine protoorthodox church accused sectarian and heterodoxical leaders of 
greed as a way to distinguish them from the “authentic,” “orthodox” Christians (Eusebius, HE 
5.18–19; 7.30–31). For example, Eusebius reports that according to Apollonius, confessors of the 
New Prophecy are impostors (not unlike Peregrinus in Lucian’s account) who, driven by their 
covetousness, “exchanged prison for wealth” and would fail “the test of fruits of prophets” by 
engaging in such activities as lending money, loving ornaments, and gambling (HE 5.18.5–9).  

Avarice, the idolatrous and irrational lust of money or wealth, goes hand in hand with 
luxury (tryphē), an idolatrous and irrational display of one’s wealth. Clement of Alexandria, 
addressing his cultured audience, indulges in describing a “disease” of avarice and outrageous 
and even comical displays of luxury among the refined elites, from clothing, food, vessels, 
crowns, shoes, to jewelries and ornaments (e.g., Paed. 2.3, 8, 11–13). Christians who are 
serious about salvation must understand and settle the first principle in their minds “that all 
that we possess is given to us for use, and use for sufficiency, which one may attain to by a few 
things” (Paed. 2.3.39), whereas those with love of money, “the stronghold of evil,” from that 
greed “take delight in what they have hoarded up” (Paed. 2.3.39). The latter will “never reach 
the kingdom of heaven, sick for the things of the world, and living proudly through luxury” 
(Paed. 2.3.38). 
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 Clement highlights the unnatural and thus degenerate nature of avarice and luxury: “Love of 
wealth displaces a man from the right mode of life, and induces him to cease from feeling shame 
at what is shameful” (Paed. 3.7.37). Luxury deranges all things and disgraces a person; “a 
luxurious niceness seeks everything, attempts everything, forces everything, coerces nature” 
(Paed. 3.3.21). A Christian who lives in luxury (which itself is an oxymoron) commits not only a 
“sin of commission” (avarice, vanity, self-love, and attachment to the world) (cf. Paed. 3.6.34–
36), but also a “sin of omission” by neglecting the commandment of loving one’s neighbor 
(Paed. 2.13.120). “It is monstrous for one to live in luxury, while many are in want. How much 
more glorious is it to do good to many [i.e., giving alms], than to live sumptuously!” says Clement 
(Paed. 2.13.120). The very existence of the needy and the poor (yes, there are many who are in 
want) testifies to the outrage of luxury, especially in its social ramification. God created all things 
for all people; for the rich to hoard and appropriate an undue share of goods and wealth 
beyond what is necessary and useful, is to oppose God’s very creative purpose and intent 
(Paed. 2.13.120). Thus avarice and luxury result in eternally damning consequences in both 
vertical relationship with God and horizontal relationship with humanity. 

Note further how Clement’s argument for common use of property as a principle against 
avarice and luxury is informed by his doctrine of creation: 

God created our race for sharing [koinōnia] beginning by giving out what belonged to God, God’s 
own Word [logos], making it common [koinos] to all humans, and creating all things for all. 
Therefore all things are common [koina].… To say therefore, “I have more than I need, why not 
enjoy?” is neither human nor proper to sharing [koinōnikon].… For I know quite well that God has 
given us the power to use; but only to the limit of that which is necessary; and that God also willed 
that the use be in common. (Paed. 2.13.120, PG [trans. Gonzalez]) 

The purpose of God’s creation of humanity is for sharing, which is demonstrated first by God’s 
sharing of the divine logos. What makes us human is our sharing in this logos; hence, for anyone 
not to share with others what is meant to be shared, i.e., “all things” created, rebels against the 
very koinonia that is a foundation and principle of our creation. Although we are created for a 
higher order than mere material things of the world that are transient, God has made them for 
our use, and all humans are given access to these material things as means of necessary 
sustenance (Strom. 4.13). Thus, our “right” of property is limited by the legitimate use made of 
it—i.e., meeting our needs and the needs of fellow humans—“avoiding all excess and 
inordinate affection” (Strom. 4.13; cf. Quis div. 14, 26).3 

 

 
 

 

 

 
3 Rhee, H. (2012). Loving the Poor, Saving the Rich: Wealth, Poverty, and Early Christian Formation (pp. 

167–171). Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic. 
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o Justin Martyr, An Early Church 

Leader Wrote To Emperor Pius: 

      “We formerly rejoiced in uncleanness 

of life,  but now love only chastity,  

before we used magic arts,  but now 

dedicate ourselves to the true and 

unbegotten God;  before we loved 

money and possessions more than 

anything,  but now we share what we 

have and to everyone who is in need;  

before we hated one another and killed 

one another and would not eat with 

those of another race, but now we have 

come to a common life and pray for our 

enemies and try to win over those who 

hate us without just cause.” 
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   Acts 4:32 - They Shared Everything? 
 
The description of selling one’s goods in Acts 2:45 is expanded in 

Acts 4:34. In both cases the verb tense indicates an ongoing process. 
Whenever a need came to light, those having goods sold them and 
brought the money to provide for the need. As if these descriptions 
were not clear enough, in Acts 5:3–4 the author makes it plain that 
such generosity was not a legal requirement; it was the lie, not the 
failure to give, for which Ananias and Sapphira are condemned. 

What was happening in the Jerusalem church, then, was simply    
that “they shared everything they had” (Acts 4:32). What had been     
an ideal to some of the Greek philosophers has been realized by the 
power of the Spirit in the church. Because they were “one in heart    
and mind” all thought of possessiveness vanished. They shared freely 
with one another. This sharing resulted in powerful evangelism and    
an experience of grace, perhaps indicated by the signs and wonders 
(Acts 4:33). Consequently, they realized the goal of Deuteronomy  
15:4 (“There should be no poor among you”): “There were no needy 
persons among them” (Acts 4:34). Why was that? To hear of a need 
was to search one’s heart to see if one could meet the need. As soon  
as a need was announced those with possessions would instinctively 
want to share (since the Spirit had removed personal possessiveness). 
They shared by bringing the money to the apostles, probably because 
(1) the apostles would know if the need had been met already and (2) 
the apostles would guard the anonymity of the donor. Ananias and 
Sapphira appear as negative examples, trying to fake the impulse of  
the Spirit and by deceit get the apostles to think of them as more Spirit-
filled than they are. But, as someone observed, “in the church in which 
the lame walk liars die.” The same Spirit that is present for signs and 
wonders is also present for judgment. 
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To add to its problems Jerusalem experienced more than one   

severe famine during the 40s. We can read reports of Queen Helena    
of Adiabene sending relief to Judea, as well as rabbinic references to 
famine and poverty in Jerusalem. All of these would conspire to make  
it difficult to maintain the church in Jerusalem. But for early Christians  
it was important that a large Christian presence remain in that city.       
It is no wonder that Paul took up a collection to support this church 
(Romans 15:26; 1 Corinthians 16:1; 2 Corinthians 8–9). 

Acts, of course, is giving us historical precedents, not a pattern to be 
slavishly imitated. It shows what happened when the Spirit was present 
in power, not necessarily how the church must live today. [However] 
Paul in 2 Thessalonians 3:10–15 – i.e. “If anyone will not work, neither 
let him eat” - deals with an abuse of church charity that assumes some 
system of sharing was in place. He tells the abusers they are to “shape 
up or ship out,” but, far from changing the system, he instead turns to 
the church & says, “Never tire of doing what is right” (2 Thessalonians 
3:13). If this were not enough, we discover the same Spirit is poured 
out on Macedonian churches (2 Corinthians 8). They lived in “extreme 
poverty,” but had given themselves so freely to God that they begged 
to be allowed to share with the poor in Jerusalem. The principle, Paul 
argues, true even across continental boundaries, is “that there might  
be economic equality” (2 Corinthians 8:13). This equality due to Spirit-
directed sharing is precisely the situation we observed in practice in 
Jerusalem in Acts.4 

 
 

 
 

 
4 Kaiser, W. C., Jr., Davids, P. H., Bruce, F. F., & Brauch, M. T. (1996). Hard sayings of the Bible (pp. 517–

519). Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity. 
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• “Julian ascended the throne as 

Caesar in 360.  He was the nephew     

of Constantine the Great who 

‘christianized’ the roman world.  

Julian sought to re-establish pagan 

worship in the Empire and was 

thereafter known as ‘the apostate.’  

Julian openly began to persecute 

Christians and he withdrew the 

legal protection granted them by 

Constantine.  He similarly accused 

Christians of seeking to obtain 

followers by bribing the sick. ‘these 

impious galileans,’  he wrote,  ‘give 

themselves to this kind of humanity 

[those sick] as men allure children 

with candy,  so they bring converts 

to their impiety.  Now we can see 

what it is that makes Christians 

such powerful enemies of our gods.  

It is brotherly love which they 

manifest towards strangers and 

towards the sick and the poor.’” 
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• Julian Continued – 

“[Christianity] has been 

especially advanced 

through the loving 

service rendered to 

strangers and through 

their care of the burial 

of the dead.  It is a 

scandal that there is not 

a single Jew who is a 

beggar and that they 

care not only for their 

own poor but for ours as 

well; while those who 

belong to us look in vain 

for the help we should 

render them.” 
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• “Julian had been educated in Athens 

alongside a committed Christian by the 

name of Agaton.  Although as Emperor 

he persecuted Christians,  he invited 

his friend Agaton to serve in his court.  

Julian frequently teased his Christian 

friend.  One day,  in front of a large 

group of wealthy Romans,  Julian 

asked,  ‘Agaton,  how is your carpenter 

of Nazareth?  Is he finding work these 

days?’  Agaton smiled and answered,  

‘He is perhaps taking time away from 

building mansions for the faithful to 

build a coffin for your Empire.’  Less 

than two years later, on June 26, 363,  

Julian lay dying with a Persian arrow 

in his chest.  He had led his troops in an 

attempt to take the ancient Persian 

Empire.  Julian grasped a handful of 

dirt,  red with his own blood.  Flinging 

the dirt Heavenward he uttered his last 

words,  ‘Vicisti Galilaee.’  That is to say,  

‘You have conquered,  Galilean.’” 
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Classical Perspective. Since the elite did not generally 

associate moral excellence or virtue (dignitas) with 

poverty or the poor, and since patronal benefaction was    

a means of enhancing social control and submission 

among those who could reciprocate service, they carefully 

separated the deserving and worthy (respectable citizens) 

from the undeserving and unworthy poor in their charity.  
  

Aristotle had emphasized “giving rightly,” that is,       

a generous person “will give to the right people”      

(men of virtue); this spirit was captured by Cato’s 

maxim of bono benefacito (“do good to the good”). 

Cicero urged giving to those who are “worthy” 

(idonei). One should give to the “most deserving” 

(dignissimi), to “the good” or those “capable of being 

made good,” writes Seneca. If anyone deserved the 

pity (eleēmosynē; misericordia) of the rich elite, it    

was to be “appropriately given on an exchange basis   

to men of like character, and not to those who are not 

going to show pity in return.” In this sense, “to give to 

a beggar is to do him an ill service.” – Loving The Poor, 

Saving The Rich 
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1st Corinthians 11: 27-29 KJV Misinterpreted 
 

The Question of Worthiness.  The term Eucharistia, 

which means thanksgiving, had been replaced with 

Missa, which means the ‘dismissal of the unworthy.’  

Worthiness itself had metamorphized from personal & 

introspective to collective & hierarch determination.   

Proper grammatical reading of these verses is difficult 

from the older versions and translations. The term 

“unworthily” occurs twice – each time as an adverb 

modifying an action verb – eat and drink or eateth     

and drinketh. Contextually, in this sense, the term 

“unworthily” relates to manner of partaking – not of 

the people partaking @ Verses 27 & 29. 

Neglecting to so somberly discern the symbolic 

nature of communion elements is to share guilt in 

the cruel death of His Son – we crucify Christ afresh 

and consume eternal death rather than eternal life.  

None are “worthy” and this is where our thoughts 

should be per our Verse 28 – so that we can partake 

in a “worthy manner.”  
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   Eschatological Dualism and Dualism of Earthly and Heavenly Riches 

The final way that eschatology shaped social and ethical thought on wealth and 
poverty has to do with the eschatological dualism between heavenly and earthly 
riches. The parable of the two cities (Sim. 1.1–11) in Hermas reflects Hermas’s 
concern with the tension between this world and the world to come, a dualism that 
is both temporal and spatial. These conceptual contrasts—between this world and 
the next, between heavenly and earthly riches—underline the dangers of wealth 
and possessions as well as the purpose of wealth. Certainly, in the New Testament, 
the message of “laying up one’s treasure in heaven” stands in tension with “laying 
up one’s treasure on earth” (Matt. 6:19–20), with the former promising eternal 
security and protection. 

 The parable of the rich fool in Luke 12 highlights the imprudence of placing one’s 
security in an abundance of earthly riches as opposed to being “rich toward God” 
(12:21). Hermas’s parable of the two cities, “the author’s clearest articulation of his 
view of the Christian’s place in society” according to Osiek, portrays Christian 
existence as dual residence, one in a foreign country and one in the city of 
eschatological destiny, each governed by a law incompatible with the other.45 
Accumulation of earthly riches in this temporary foreign city through amassing 
fields, buildings, and other properties, is a sure sign of foolishness and double-
mindedness, for the lord of the foreign city will inevitably expel Christians who are 
subject to the law of their own city (Sim. 1.1–4). Since Christians cannot keep the 
law of their own city by retaining their worldly possessions, it is in their best 
interest that they be self-sufficient (autarkeia) and be free and prepared to leave 
the land at any time, and “joyfully conform to the law” of their own city (Sim. 1.5–
6). Once again, these divine commandments articulate the classic (Jewish and) 
Christian acts of charity as a way of converting earthly temporal riches into 
heavenly spiritual riches—since it is God’s intention and purpose for earthly 
wealth. God makes one rich for this reason, i.e., for performing “ministries” or 
“services” (diakoniai), and therefore “it is much better to purchase fields and 
possessions and houses of this kind” (Sim. 1.9). Whereas earthly wealth brings grief 
and fear, heavenly spiritual wealth brings joy; earthly extravagance is unprofitable 
to the believer, but heavenly extravagance is salvific (Sim. 1.10–11). This 
eschatological motif does not renounce material wealth but affirms it as God’s 
gift, relativizes its earthly significance, and channels it to its proper use of 
amassing spiritual wealth through acts of charity/ministry. 
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Symbiotic Relationship Between Wealthy Christians & Worthy Poor. The famous 
parable of the elm and the vine is to be seen in relation to this dualism of earthly 
and heavenly riches. The elm and the vine, representing the rich and the poor, 
bear much fruit only when they are attached to each other and function together, 
not on their own. The shepherd, Hermas’s revelatory guide, takes for granted the 
traditional notion that the rich are deficient in the things of the Lord due to their 
wealth and its attendant problem of distraction, while the poor are rich in 
intercession and praise with effectual power (Sim. 2.5; cf. Mand. 10.3.2). Therefore, 
the rich (should) “unhesitatingly” provide for the needs of the poor and the poor 
intercede for the rich; in this way they “complete” their work, which is “great and 
acceptable to God” (Sim. 2.6). As Osiek notes, this “is a spiritualization of the 
institution of patronage: the obsequium and operae owed by the client to a patron 
takes the form of intercessory prayer.” This mutual partnership between the rich 
and the poor is spiritualized in view toward the end that both “will be enrolled in 
the books of the living” (Sim. 2.9). The thrust of this parable is that “the rich man 
understands about his wealth and works for the poor man by using the gifts of the 
Lord and correctly fulfills his ministry [diakonia]” (Sim. 2.7). Those rich who fulfill 
their God-given ministry/service here and now, and thus secure their heavenly 
riches, are the ones who overcome double-mindedness and therefore survive the 
great tribulation (cf. Mand. 9.2, 4, 6; Sim. 2.7; 8.10.3; 9.24.2; 9.29.2).  

The rich members should “make Christ a partner with [them] in [their] earthly 
possessions, that He also may make [them] a fellow-heir with Him in His heavenly 
kingdom” (13). If they are “lending to God” by giving alms to the poor, “there is 
no ground for any one preferring earthly things to heavenly, nor for considering 
human things before divine” (16). The dualism of heavenly and earthly wealth 
also corresponds to the dualism of soul and body; whereas soul benefits by 
avoiding earthly wealth, body is fed by greed and lust, which pursues temporal 
riches and pleasures (7.5.23). As long as people are bound by corporeal and 
earthly goods, they live their earthly life “incapable of aiming at immortality” 
(7.5.24). No one should put faith in earthly wealth since it makes no one immortal 
(7.27.15). Instead, people should “use their virtue to trample down the 
corruptions of the earth” (7.27.14) and to pursue eternal and celestial goods by 
giving to the blind, the sick, the lame, and the destitute (cf. 6.11.18, 28; 7.27.2), 
which guarantees heavenly reward.5 

 
5 Rhee, H. (2012). Loving the Poor, Saving the Rich: Wealth, Poverty, and Early Christian Formation (pp. 

64–70). Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic. 
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The Deserving versus Undeserving Poor: 

How Do We Deem Who’s Worthy? 

Causes of Poverty Either Agency or Structure. 
Believe it or not Poor can de placed into two different 
categories: The Deserving Poor, and The Undeserving Poor. 
The deserving are those who are in need and are unable to 
work because they are too old, disabled, or too sick. The 
undeserving poor are those who don’t want to work, and 
often it is assumed that all able-bodied unemployed people 
fit into this category. In essence, the deserving poor can be 
thought of as those who cannot be blamed for their poverty; 
their poverty is not due to individual behavior or character 
flaws, but rather from structural or macro forces well 
outside of an individual’s control. Whereas conversely the 
undeserving poor can be thought of as poor people who 
have bad moral character, and do not deserve to be helped. 
Since the idea of the deserving and undeserving poor can be 
linked to our understanding of the causes of poverty, such 
as if it was the result of agency or structure, shouldn’t all 
affected by the forces in society that may have lead to an 
individual’s poverty all receive some sort of financial 
benefit? For example, if your poverty is due to no fault of 
your own – structure – then you are often seen as deserving 
of help.  – Internet Search 

 

 



Page 35 of 54 
 

 

 

 

 

Although, that Brotherhood immersed 

in symbiotic relationship is prioritized   

- second tier – as we encounter the need - 

we are to perform charitable service to 

the involuntary poor of general society. 
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Deuteronomy 15: 4 & Matthew 26: 11 – The Forever Poor? 
 

At first glance there certainly does seem to be an outright conflict here. 
First, we are told that the Lord will so richly bless Israel that there will 
be no poor people in the land. Then provisions are made for the 
eventuality that there should be some poor in the land. Finally, we are 
advised that the poor will always be with us. Which statement is true? 
Or if they are all true, how do we reconcile the discrepancies? 

If Deuteronomy 15:4 is taken in isolation, it certainly does look like   
a flat contradiction of Deuteronomy 15:11. But verse 4 begins with a 
“however.” This introduces a correction or a limitation on what has 
preceded it in Deuteronomy 15:1–3 about the cancellation of debts due 
to loans that have now been paid off. That is, it should not be necessary 
to cancel any debts if the people are fully experiencing the blessing of 
the Lord as he promised in verse four. There was a stated condition, 
however, for the nonexistence of the poor in the land mentioned in 
Deuteronomy 15:5: Israel must “fully obey” and be “careful to follow  
all these commands I am giving you today.” 

But if Israel was to refuse to fully obey (which they did), then the 
eventuality of Deuteronomy 15:7 is provided for, and the general 
assessment of Deuteronomy 15:11 is that “there will always be poor 
people in the land.” 

The situation in these verses is very much like that in 1 John 2:1,       
“I write this to you so that you will not sin.  But if anybody does sin … ” 
Thus, the ideal is set forth while an alternative is also graciously 
provided in the way that poor people must be dealt with in an open, 
generous and magnanimous way.6 

 
 
 

 
6 Kaiser, W. C., Jr., Davids, P. H., Bruce, F. F., & Brauch, M. T. (1996). Hard sayings of the Bible (p. 173). 

Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity. 
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 Give What Is Inside the Dish to the Poor? 
This is a hard saying in the sense that it is not easily understood. Other sayings about giving to 
the poor are hard in the sense that, while their meaning is all too plain, it goes against the grain 
to put them into action. “Sell your possessions and give to the poor” (Lk 12:33) is one of these; 
not even the assurance that this is a way of laying up treasure in heaven makes it altogether 
easy to comply with it. But what are the things “inside the dish” that are to be given? 

This saying comes in a context where Jesus rebukes some religious people for insisting on 
the external forms of religious practice while overlooking the inward and essential realities.    
No amount of ritual washing of the hands or other parts of the body will be of any avail if the 
heart is not pure. Only a foolish person would be careful to wash the outside of a cup or dish 
after use and pay no attention to the inside; the inside generally requires more careful washing 
than the outside. It is even more foolish to pay meticulous heed to external observances when 
inwardly one is “full of greed and wickedness.” What, then, is the point of the immediately 
following exhortation, “But give what is inside the dish to the poor”? How will that make 
“everything … clean for you”? 

If one looks at the Greek text, the first clause of Luke 11:41 could be translated 
differently: “But give to the poor those things that are within your control (or at your 
disposal).” Could this go well with the next clause: “and everything will be clean for you”?     
It might: this would not be the only text in the Bible to imply that giving to the poor is a 
means of ethical purification.  

But could the rendering “give to the poor those things that are within your control” go    
well with what precedes? It might be argued that since Jesus had just mentioned greed as     
one of the things which pollute a person’s inner life, giving, which is the opposite of greed, 
would have a cleansing instead of a polluting effect. Even so, the flow of thought is not smooth. 

Luke’s form of the saying, however, cannot be considered in isolation from the parallel text 
in Matthew 23:25. There too the words come in the course of criticism of those Pharisees who, 
as Jesus says, “clean the outside of the cup and dish, but inside … are full of greed and self-
indulgence.” Then comes his direction: “first clean the inside of the cup and dish, and then the 
outside also will be clean.” First things first, in other words. But the difficulty raised by Luke’s 
form of the saying has disappeared: “first clean the inside” is much more intelligible than “   
give what is inside the dish to the poor.” 

Has Matthew eased a difficult construction which Luke left unchanged, as he found it? That 
is possible. But another possibility is pointed out by some scholars. Whereas Matthew and Luke 
seem at times to use the same Greek translation, there are other times when they use different 
translations of one Aramaic original. Here “clean” and “give to the poor” could be translations 
of two quite similar Aramaic verbs; they could even be alternative translations of one and the 
same Aramaic verb, in two different senses. This could be the explanation of the difference. 7 

 
 

 
7 Kaiser, W. C., Jr., Davids, P. H., Bruce, F. F., & Brauch, M. T. (1996). Hard sayings of the Bible (p. 470). 

Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity. 
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From the birth of modern civilization in 3rd millennia BC, almost every 

major ancient civilization used concept of prisons as a mean to detain 

and remove personal freedoms of incarcerated people. In those early 

periods of history, prisons were most often used as a temporary 

stopgap before sentencing to death or life of slavery.  

The earliest records of prisons come from the 1st millennia BC, located 

on the areas of mighty ancient civilizations of Mesopotamia and Egypt. 

During those times, prisons were almost always stationed in the 

underground dungeons where guilty or suspected criminals spent their 

life either awaiting death sentence, or a command to become slaves 

(often working as galley slaves). Exception from that rule comes from the 

home of modern democracy - Greece. There, prisoners were held in the 

poorly isolated buildings where they could often be visited by their 

friends and family. Primary source of their detention were not dungeons, 

high walls or bars, but simple wooden blocks that were attached to their 

feet. Ancient Roman Empire however continued to use harsher 

methods. Their prisons were built almost exclusively underground, with 

tight and claustrophobic passageways and cells. Prisoners themselves 

were held either in simple cells or chained to the walls, for life or for 

time. As slavery was accepted norm in those days, majority of prisoners 

that were not sentenced to death were sold as slaves or used by the 

Roman government as workforce. One of the most famous uses for the 

slaves in Roman Empire was as "gladiators". In addition to fighting in 

the arena, many slaves were tasked as a support workforce that enabled 

smoother run of the popular gladiator business. The most famous 

Gladiator battleground, the mighty Colosseum Arena in Rome had a 

slave army of 224 slaves that worked daily as a power source of the 

complicated network of 24 elevators that transported gladiators and 

their wild animal opponents from the underground dungeons to the 

arena floor.  – prisonhistory.net 
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       THE HISTORY OF IMPRISONMENT 
 

The original purpose of confining a person within a prison was not to punish them, but 

was a means of keeping the perpetrator of a crime detained until the actual punishment 

could be carried out. This was usually in the form of corporal punishment that was 

intended to cause the guilty person pain, such as being beaten with a whip, or capital 

punishment which used a variety of methods to claim the lives of condemned 

individuals. 

London is known as the birthplace of modern imprisonment. A Philosopher named  

Jeremy Bentham was against the death penalty and thus created a concept for a prison 

that would be used to hold prisoners as a form of punishment. Bentham drew up plans 

for a facility in which prisoners would remain for extended periods of time. His design 

was intended to ensure that the people who were locked up would never know if they 

were being watched by guards or not, which he felt would allow the prison to save some 

money. Since the inmates could not be certain how many guards were present, Bentham 

reasoned, fewer officers would need to be hired to maintain the peace. In the end, this 

prison was never built, but the concept of using prisons themselves as a form of long-

term punishment did catch on. 

By the 19th century, prisons were being built for the sole purpose of housing inmates. 

They were intended to deter people from committing crimes. People who were found 

guilty of various crimes would be sent to these penitentiaries and stripped of their 

personal freedoms. Inmates were often forced to do hard labor while they were 

incarcerated and to live in very harsh conditions. Before long, one of the goals of a 

prison sentence became rehabilitation of inmates. Many people felt that the fear of 

being locked up would be enough to deter an inmate from ever committing another 

crime, but other theories held that policies should be introduced to help reform 

prisoners before they were set free. An opposing viewpoint to the rehabilitative effects 

of imprisonment claims that being incarcerated will actually cause people to become 

more involved with a life of crime, because they become so enveloped in a criminal 

society while living with other inmates. Regardless of these conflicting opinions on 

rehabilitation of criminals, imprisonment continues to be one of the most common 

forms of punishment around the world.  – Crime Museum 

 

 

https://www.crimemuseum.org/crime-library/imprisonment/jeremy-bentham/
https://www.crimemuseum.org/crime-library/execution/the-death-penalty/
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Gill's Exposition of the Entire Bible 

Remember them that are in bonds,.... Not for criminal 
actions, or for debt, though such should be remembered, 
and pity showed them, especially the latter; but such as 
are in bonds for the sake of Christ, and the Gospel. This 
has been often the lot of God's people, who should be 
remembered, by praying for them, sending comfortable 
letters to them, personally visiting them, and relieving 
them under their distresses: 

as bound with them; as if it were so, as if in the same 
condition, and circumstances; by sympathizing with them; 
by considering themselves liable to the same bonds; by 
dealing with them as it would be desirable to be dealt with 
in the same case: and 

them which suffer adversity; outward afflictions of body, 
distress for want of temporal mercies, food and raiment, 
and persecution by enemies; or spiritual adversity, as the 
prevailings of corruptions, and particularly unbelief, the 
hidings of God's face, and the temptations of Satan. 

As being yourselves also in the body; as if in their bodies, 
enduring the same things; or as being afflicted in the body 
with diseases, necessities, and persecutions; or as being 
in the body, the church, of which these afflicted ones are a 
part, and therefore should have a fellow feeling with them; 
or rather as being in this world, in the flesh, or in a body 
and state subject to the like adversities, temporal and 
spiritual. 

https://biblehub.com/commentaries/gill/hebrews/13.htm
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Expositor's Greek Testament 
 

Hebrews 13:3. μιμνήσκεσθε (Hebrews 2:6) τῶν δεσμίων (Hebrews 

10:34), “Be mindful of those in bonds” (Matthew 25:36). This also they 

had already done (Hebrews 10:34). The motive now urged is contained in 

the words ὡς συνδεδεμένοι, “as having been bound with them,” as 

fellow-prisoners. The ὡς ἐν σώματι of the next clause might invite the 

interpretation, “for we also are bound as well as they,” and colour might be 

given to this by the Epistle to Diognetus, chap. 6. χριστιανοὶ κατέχονται 

μὲν ὡς ἐν φρουρᾷ τῷ κόσμῳ; but more likely the expression is merely a 

strong way of saying that all the members of Christ’s body suffer with 

each, 1 Corinthians 12:26. τῶν κακουχουμένων, “the maltreated,” 

cf. Hebrews 11:37; you must be mindful of these “as being yourselves 

also in the body,” i.e., not emancipated spirits, and therefore liable to 

similar ill-usage and capable of sympathy. [A striking illustration of the 

manner in which the early Christians obeyed these admonitions may be 

found in the Apology of Aristides: ξένον ἐὰν ἴδωσιν, ὑπὸ στέγην 

εἰσάγουσι καὶ χαίρουσιν ἐπʼ αὐτῷ ὡς ἐπὶ ἀδελφῷ ἀληθινῷ· οὐ     

γὰρ κατὰ σάρκα ἀδελφοὺς ἑαυτοὺς καλοῦσιν, ἀλλὰ κατὰ ψυχήν. 

The Syriac Apology adds “If they hear that any of their number is 

imprisoned or oppressed for the name of their Messiah, all of them 

provide for his needs”. Accordingly in the Martyrdom of Perpetua we read 

that two deacons were appointed to visit her and relieve the severity of 

her imprisonment.] It is interesting to find that Philo claims for Moses 

a φιλαδεφία towards strangers, enjoining sympathy, ὡς ἐν διαιρετοῖς 

μέρεσιν ἕν ζῶον, as being all one living creature though in diverse parts; 

and in De Spec. Legg. 30 he has ὡς ἐν τοῖς ἑτέρων σώμασιν αὐτοὶ 

κακούμενοι. Westcott gives from early Christian documents a collection 

of interesting prayers for those suffering imprisonment. 

 

https://biblehub.com/commentaries/egt/hebrews/13.htm
https://biblehub.com/hebrews/13-3.htm
https://biblehub.com/hebrews/2-6.htm
https://biblehub.com/hebrews/10-34.htm
https://biblehub.com/hebrews/10-34.htm
https://biblehub.com/matthew/25-36.htm
https://biblehub.com/hebrews/10-34.htm
https://biblehub.com/1_corinthians/12-26.htm
https://biblehub.com/hebrews/11-37.htm
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Verse 35 

For I was hungry, and ye gave me to eat; I was thirsty 
and ye gave me to drink; I was a stranger, and ye took 
me in; naked, and ye clothed me: I was sick, and ye 
visited me; I was in prison, and ye came unto me. 

This makes one's relationship to Christ the all-important 
consideration; and as he pointed out a moment later, that 
relationship turns altogether upon the treatment of his disciples. 
Just as in the case of Saul of Tarsus his persecution of the church 
amounted to his persecution of Christ (Acts 22:7), so, in all ages, 
treatment of the Lord's followers shall be the basis of determining 
one's relationship to their Head, which is Christ. What is done to 
Christ's followers is done to him. What is done to his church is 
done to him. Those who think they find in these words of 
Jesus an excuse for making Christianity a mere matter of 
social charity, should look again. It is not the treatment of all 
the wretched and unfortunate of earth that shall make up the 
burden of the Christian's duty, but  the treatment of "these 
my brethren," as Christ expressed it, that determines destiny 
(see Matthew 25:40). 

Verse 37 

https://www.studylight.org/study-desk.html?q1=ac+22:7&t1=eng_nas&sr=1
https://www.studylight.org/study-desk.html?q1=mt+25:40&t1=eng_nas&sr=1
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Then shall the righteous answer him saying, Lord, 
when saw we thee hungry and fed thee? or athirst, 
and gave thee drink? And when saw we thee a 
stranger, and took thee in? or naked, and clothed 
thee? And when saw we thee sick or in prison, and 
came unto thee? 

The surprise of the righteous is itself surprising. The element of 
surprise applies to both the saved and the unsaved, but the 
principle is stated with crystal clarity. "What we do to his, we do to 
him!" What an awful warning this contains for those who set at 
naught the Lord's followers, who deny, or neglect them! The Lord 
is in the least of his followers. Their needs, their rights, and 
their requirements are the Lord's. To deny them is to deny 
him. In view of this, the principal part of every congregation’s 
budget should be on command for the alleviation, not of the 
wicked world's abounding woes, but for the legitimate needs 
and requirements of God's people.  

Verse 40 

And the King shall answer and say unto them, Verily I 
say unto you, Inasmuch as ye did it unto one of these 
my brethren, even these least, ye did it unto me. 

No thoughtful person can conclude that Jesus equated salvation 
with benevolence in the usual sense. It is not mere charity, but 
help of Christ's followers that is highlighted here. In the final 
essence, what men do to his church, they do to him. To neglect, 
flout, or dishonor the church is to do the same to Christ who is the 
head of the church. On the other hand, those who support and 
provide for the church and extend their concern and constant aid 
upon behalf of her poor and needy, do the same for Christ 
whose body is the church. 



Page 50 of 54 
 

 

 

 

 

 

The “least of these” is a phrase that originates from Matthew 25:31–46, where Jesus speaks of 

those in need. Verses 35–40 read, 

 

“Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by my Father, inherit the 

kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world. For I was hungry and you gave me food, I 

was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you clothed 

me, I was sick and you visited me, I was in prison and you came to me.’ Then the righteous will answer 

him, saying, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you drink? And when 

did we see you a stranger and welcome you, or naked and clothe you? And when did we see you sick or 

in prison and visit you?’ And the King will answer them, ‘Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of 

the least of these my brothers, you did it to me.’” 

 

The “least of these” refers to those in a variety of needy situations. They include the hungry, 

thirsty, impoverished, sick, and imprisoned. In this context, Jesus is speaking to those on His 

right, that is, the righteous. The needy are called Christ’s “brothers”; thus, the reference is 

to the righteous helping fellow disciples. Jesus said that those who cared for such individuals 

were not merely serving other people. They were serving Him. 

 

In the same passage, the opposite is also noted. The narrative concludes with Jesus condemning 

those who saw believers in need and yet did not help. He says, 

 

“For I was hungry and you gave me no food, I was thirsty and you gave me no drink, I was a stranger and 

you did not welcome me, naked and you did not clothe me, sick and in prison and you did not visit me.’ 

Then they also will answer, saying, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked 

or sick or in prison, and did not minister to you?’ Then he will answer them, saying, ‘Truly, I say to you, 

as you did not do it to one of the least of these, you did not do it to me.’” 

 

Jesus connected service to the needy with eternal rewards and punishments. Those 

whose lives are marked by apathy toward the needy show they have not been 

transformed by the grace of Jesus Christ. 
 

God has always shown a special concern for the poor and needy (Psalm 35:10). It should come 

as no surprise that He expects His followers to do the same, especially toward those of the family 

of God (Galatians 6:10). What is surprising about the “least of these” is that our service is 

ultimately not to the poor, but to Christ Himself. 

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Matt%2025.31%E2%80%9346
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Ps%2035.10
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Gal%206.10
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There is linkage between putting 

aside the least of commands and 

putting aside the least of brethren. 

Therefore, anyone who sets aside one of the least of these commands and teaches 
others accordingly will be called least in the kingdom of heaven …” (Matthew 5:19) 
 

What are the “least of these commands?” Jesus rounds out this 
context with a call to have a righteousness that “surpasses that of  
the Pharisees and teachers of the law” (Matthew 5:20); so whatever 
He was saying about setting aside the “least of these commands” 
probably had something to do with the skewed way that the Pharisees 
and teachers of the law read and applied Scripture. Their practice and 
Jesus’ condemnation of it serve as a warning for all of us who want to 
read and apply Scripture correctly. 

In Matthew 23:23-24, Jesus speaks directly to the kinds of commands 
and principles that the Pharisees set aside. In that passage, He said, 
you give a tenth of all the spices that you have, but “you have 
neglected the more important matters of the law – justice, mercy, and 
faithfulness.” So, the kinds of commands that the Pharisees set aside 
were not the “least” of the commands at all, rather they set aside the 
“more important matters of the law.” This makes me think that Jesus’ 
comment about the “least of these commands” was directed more 
toward the Pharisees assessment of the commands they were setting 
aside rather than to the reality of the relative importance of those 
commands. 

To be concerned about justice for those who can’t find it on their own, 
to be quick to show mercy because we know we need such mercy 
ourselves, and to be faithful even when it is costly … these are 
weighty matters. May we never major in rituals while minoring in 
these weighty matters of love.  – Reaching Beyond Ourselves 
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