

5

Part 3: The Social Context of the New Testament



A. Economics and Social Class

 (
“Imagine a society in which the gulf between the upper class and all others was so wide that their members had virtually nothing in common. Imagine that 
you were forbidden by law
 to marry someone of another class, and upward mobility was frowned upon. Imagine a legal system that always favored the upper class. Imagine a society in which, with very few exceptions, your status at birth determined the course of your future life. While we may be able to think of examples of this kind of separation in American society, it is nothing like the chasm between those at the top and those at the bottom in Roman society that existed at all times in every place” (Jeffers, 181)
)




· Huge gap between those of high status and the many with a lower or low status

· Different Classes:
· Senatorial (600 families)
· Equestrian 
· Decurions

· The equivalent to what we would consider the middle class = 7%
· artisans, merchants, military veterans.
· Relatively poor by modern standards, but may have had some surplus of wealth.

· The rest of the population (70-90%) “survived at or below the subsistence level” (Hubbard, 144). 

· Status depended on many things:
· slave and free. 
· wealth (not just wealth)
· education
· citizenship
· patron/client
· ethnicity (Roman/Latin?)
· male
· married 

· Poor/low classes were looked down upon;





· Patrons, Clients, and Benefaction (Hubbard, 146-48)




B. Social Class of Early Christians

a. Poor Christians

· Most Christians were poor.
· 2 Reasons.
1. Most people were poor, so the church simply reflected the economic situation of society

2. There was an emphasis on reaching out to poor people in Jesus’ ministry.

· New Testament

· gospel reached mainly those of the lower classes, though not all. 

· Luke

· Luke 1 (Zacharias, male priest, doubts and is rebuked; Mary and Elizabeth believe and are blessed)

· Luke 2 – humble birth

· Luke 3:10-14

· Luke 4: “preach to the poor” (Nazareth Manifesto, 4:16-19)

· Luke 4: healings

· Luke 5 (vv. 1-11); leper (vv. 12-16); parlytic (vv. 17-26)


· Luke 6 (Beatitudes): 6:20-26 Poor vs. Rich


· Luke 7:11-17 (Widow’s only son)


· Luke 8:1-3



· Some Christians were slaves or former slaves.

· Luke? (doctors were often slaves; Col 4:14; Philem 22)
· Tertius? (scribes were often slaves; Rom 16:22)
· Ampliatus (Rom 16:8) – common slave name. 


· Most Christians probably lived at the subsistence level, just trying to make ends meet. 








b. Wealthy Christians

· Luke – Acts 





· Classification:
· No one from the Senatorial or Equestrian class
· 2 were probably decurions (Dionysius; Acts 17:34 and Erastus; Rom 16:23)


· A few moderately wealthy Christians

· Gaius (1 Cor 1:14; Rom 16:23 “host to me and to the whole church”). 

· Erastus (Rom 16:23). City treasurer in Corinth, a fairly well off city.


· Priscilla and Aquilla (Acts 18:2ff; Rom 16:3ff; 1 Cor 16:19). 


· Phoebe (Rom 16:1-2). Called a “helper” (prostatis) to many, including Paul. 

· Mark (Acts 12:12; Col 4:10; Philem 24). 

· Lydia (Acts 16:14-15). 

· Other examples


· There was actually a good number of wealthy believers in the early church



c. Paul and the Jerusalem collection

· “It is true that Paul’s primary mission was to spread the message of the death and resurrection of the Messiah. It is equally true, however, that along with being a missionary and a theologian, Paul was a relief worker trying to make a difference in one corner of a poverty-stricken world, Jerusalem” (Hubbard, 157)

· Acts 11:27-30. Paul’s famine relief in Jerusalem

· Gal 2:10

· Continuing problem of poverty among the poor saints in Jerusalem.
· famine (Acts 11:27-30)
· persecution (Acts 8:1-3)

· A dominant focus of Paul’s 2nd missionary journey 



· 1 Cor 16:1-4 (Corinth and churches of Galatia)



· 2 Cor 8-9 (Philippi, Berea, Thess, and Corinth)



· Rom 15:26 (Corinth, neighboring cities)



· Acts 20:4 mentions the delegates who would accompany him (Derbe, Lystra, Berea, Thess, and Ephesus, plus Corinth and Achaia.



· “The scale of this endeavor was massive, by ancient standards, and clearly took a great deal of planning and effort on the part of Paul and his companions. I think it would be fair to call it a ‘dominant concern’” (Hubbard, 156). 




d. Summary
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