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Abstract 

There was no new consensus or old consensus during the twentieth century 
regarding social status in Paul's assemblies. A comparison of the work of 
Adolf Deissmann with publications from the late twentieth century suggests 
instead a shift from an industrial capitalist interpretation of society focused 
on 'class' to a consumer capitalist interpretation of society focused on 'social 
status'. Social status defined in this way is inappropriate for the description 
of the Roman empire, so this argument focuses instead on measuring eco-
nomic resources. Rather than using the vague binary categories of rich/poor, 
a poverty scale is proposed with seven categories ranging from 'below 
subsistence level' to 'imperial elites'. Using this scale, an examination of ex-
plicit references to economic resources in the undisputed Pauline letters 
leads to the conclusion that there is no evidence for any wealthy saints in 
the Pauline assemblies. On the contrary, most of the saints can be described 
as poor; that is, living near or below the level of subsistence. 

Poverty is rarely discussed in the study of Paul's assemblies. This should 
make us suspicious since economic historians tell us that most of the Roman 
empire's inhabitants were poor.1 In this article I suggest that the conflict 
between Marxism and capitalism has played a crucial role in creating this 
gap in our interpretation. I also propose a model for measuring poverty in 
Paul's assemblies as a first step in reevaluating the social description of the 
Pauline assemblies.2 

1. Economic historians also tell us that poverty has been the condition of most 
people throughout history. 

2. An early version of this study was presented in the Paul and Politics group at 
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A New Consensus? 

For over two decades scholars have claimed that a new consensus began 
to emerge in the late 1970s regarding the social status of Paul's assemblies.3 

Descriptions of the alleged new consensus tell us that for most of the 
twentieth century scholars thought that Paul's assemblies were composed 
of the poor and marginalized inhabitants of the Roman empire. Adolf 
Deissmann is normally cited as the most influential example of the alleged 
old view, with Karl Kautsky4 often mentioned as an unconvincing Marxist 
variant. Descriptions of the new consensus then go on to point out that 
publications in the 1970s began to characterize Paul's assemblies as a 
cross-section of society rather than as a movement of the marginalized. 
Abraham Malherbe was one of the first to make this observation. 

This consensus, if it is not premature to speak of one, is quite different from 
the one represented by Adolf Deissmann, which has held sway since the 
beginning of the century. The more recent scholarship has shown that the 
social status of early Christians may be higher than Deissmann had sup-
posed.5 

In 1983, Wayne Meeks summarized the old view this way: 

The notion of early Christianity as a proletarian movement was equally con-
genial, though for quite different reasons, to Marxist historians and to those 
bourgeois writers who tended to romanticize poverty. 

Of particular importance in shaping this century's common view of Paul 
and his congregations was the opinion of Adolf Deissmann, professor of 

the 2002 Annual Meeting of the Society of Biblical Literature, and the ensuing dis-
cussion was most helpful in developing the analysis. I also thank Philip Clart, Richard 
Horsley, H. W. Pleket and L. Michael White for corrections and suggestions on various 
facets of the argument. They should not, of course, be held accountable for the problems 
and conclusions that remain. 

3. When I use the term 'consensus', I do not mean to imply that all scholars agreed 
on the issue at hand. Consensus refers to a majority opinion that finds validation within 
the discipline. 

4. Karl Kautsky, Foundations of Christianity (New York: Russell & Russell, 
1953). 

5. Abraham J. Malherbe, Social Aspects of Early Christianity (Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press, 2nd enlarged edn, 1983), p. 31. The first edition was published in 1977. 
Malherbe goes on to describe disagreements between Kautsky and Deissmann on pp. 
31 -32. A longer description of Kautsky's position and Ernst Troeltsch's rebuttal can be 
found in the same volume on pp. 9-10. 
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New Testament at Heidelberg, then at Berlin... Until recently most scholars 
who troubled to ask Deissmann's question [about the social setting of Paul's 
assemblies] at all ignored the ambiguities of the evidence that Deissmann 
had at least mentioned. The prevailing viewpoint has been that the constitu-
ency of early Christianity, the Pauline congregations included, came from 
the poor and dispossessed of the Roman provinces.6 

According to Meeks, this older view was now outdated: 'The "emerging 
consensus" that Malherbe reports seems to be valid: a Pauline congregation 
generally reflected a fair cross-section of urban society. '7 Similar judgments 
can be found in the work of E.A. Judge, Gerd Theissen and others.8 

One problem with this portrait of the history of interpretation is that it is 
factually wrong. It is an inaccurate description of Deissmann's position. 
Deissmann actually agreed with Judge, Theissen, Malherbe and Meeks 
that Paul's assemblies included a cross-section of society. Deissmann 
described the Pauline congregations as follows: 

The people whose souls were moved by the mission of Paul and his faithful 
companions were—the overwhelming majority at least—men and women 
from the middle and lower classes... On the other hand, Paul mentions by 
name certain fairly well-to-do Christians. Those who possessed rooms so 
large that 'house churches' could assemble there for edification...cannot 
have been poor... It is noteworthy that several women whose names are 
honourably mentioned in connection with Paul's missionary labours, appear 
to have been possessed of means.. .9 

So my first point is this: there was no new consensus or old consensus 
about the social status of Paul's assemblies. There was simply a twentieth-
century consensus that the members of these assemblies represented a 
cross-section of society, coming mostly from the middle and lower sectors 
of society, with some members from the higher sectors.10 

6. Wayne Meeks, The First Urban Christians (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1983), pp. 51-52. 

7. Meeks, First Urban Christians, p. 73. 
8. For bibliography and a long survey of these developments, see Bengt Holmberg, 

Sociology and the New Testament: An Appraisal (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1990), 
pp. 21-76. 

9. Adolf Deissmann, Paul: A Study in Social and Religious History (New York: 
Harper & Brothers, 1957 [2nd edn, 1925]), pp. 241-43. 

10. There were, of course, disagreements among specialists on some details. 
Deissmann accepted the accounts in Acts uncritically and argued that the Macedonian 
assemblies even included some upper-class women at the beginning {Paul, pp. 243-
44). E.A. Judge, often cited as a harbinger of the new consensus, thought the cross-
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If that is the case, then why do so many specialists think something 
changed in the 1970s? Let us compare the work of Deissmann, Theissen 
and Meeks in search of an explanation. 

The Early Twentieth Century: Poverty is not Important 

One reason scholars have misunderstood Deissmann is that they have not 
considered carefully what he meant by the 'lower strata' of society.11 When 
Deissmann used that term in the plural, he meant the entire population of 
the empire except the small ruling elite. Deissmann asserted that Roman 
imperial society had three strata: upper, middle and lower.12 The upper 
stratum, according to Deissmann, was composed of the highly educated 
elite who made up a minute fraction of the population. They had power, 
wealth and culture on their side.13 Below this ruling elite was the vast 
majority of the people, divided into a middle stratum and a lower stratum. 
These were composed mostly of poor workers and their families, who had 
little education. So when Deissmann described Paul ' s assemblies as coming 
from the lower strata, he meant that these assemblies contained a cross-
section of society. Only members of the ruling elite were not present. 

Another reason why scholars have misunderstood Deissmann is that 

section did not include members of the Roman aristocracy or the lowest strata, but that 
the congregations were dominated by wealthy patrons and their households {The Social 
Pattern of Christian Groups in the First Century [London: Tyndale Press, 1960], pp. 
49-61). Meeks also argued that the cross-section did not included the highest or lowest 
strata of society {First Urban Christians, pp. 72-73). Theissen tried to affirm the posi-
tions of both Deissmann and Judge by emphasizing the mixture of strata in the congre-
gations, but it is difficult to determine his precise definitions of these strata {Social 
Setting, p. 69). 

11. English translations on these topics usually translate both Schicht (used by 
capitalist interpreters like Deissmann) and Klasse (used by Marxist interpreters like 
Kautsky) as 'class'. This practice tends to obscure the early twentieth-century arguments 
in Germany about religion, economy and society. In this article I translate the former as 
'stratum' and the latter as 'class'. 

12. The threefold division characterized Deissmann's early work. By the fourth 
edition oí Licht vom Osten (1923) Deissmann shifted his terminology to the plurals 
'lower classes' and 'upper classes'. In spite of this lower degree of precision, the struc-
ture of his thinking remained mostly the same {Light from the Ancient East: The New 
Testament Illustrated by Recently Discovered Texts of the Graeco-Roman World 
[translation of 4th edn [1923]; Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1965], pp. 7-8 n. 1). 

13. Adolf Deissmann, Das Urchristentum und die unteren Schichten (Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2nd edn, 1908), p. 17; and Light, p. 7. 
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they have not taken into account Deissmann's social and political agenda. 
It is seldom recognized that Deissmann's major statement on the social 
status of the early assemblies was written for the 1908 meeting of a 
politically oriented Lutheran organization called the Evangelisch-sozialer 
Kongress (ESK).14 The ESK had been established in 1890 in an effort to 
get Lutherans of various political leanings to cooperate in a twofold 
struggle: to stave off the dramatic advances of the Marxist Social Demo-
cratic Party in Germany and to develop a Protestant ethic in the face of 
rapidly expanding industrial capitalism.15 Industrialization of German 
manufacturing during the nineteenth century had created tremendous 
difficulties for workers. As a result, the influence of the Social Democratic 
Party was growing in the working class; in 1890 it became the most 
broadly based party with 19.7% of the Reichstag vote.16 The SDP's leading 
theoretician was none other than Karl Kautsky.17 

The inauguration of the ESK in 1890 was an attempt to present a united 
Lutheran front in the face of the growing threat of Marxism. Georg Stöcker 
led the right-leaning Protestants and Adolf von Harnack the left-leaning 
ones, but within six years Stöcker had been marginalized. Stöcker left the 
congress in 1896, which was thereafter controlled by the left wing of the 
alliance. From 1903 until 1911, Harnack served as president of the Evan-
gelical-Socials.18 

So it is not surprising that Harnack chaired the session when Deissmann 

14. The relationships among churches, church agencies, political parties, labor 
unions and the government were much too complex to narrate here. For the general 
setting, see Eric Dorn Brose, Christian Labor and the Politics of Frustration in Imperial 
Germany (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1985). Deissmann 
addressed some of these issues in Urchristentum und die unteren Schichten (Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2nd edn, 1908), pp. 5-10. For a brief description of the 
Evangelical-Socials, see Ernst Wolf, 'Evangelisch-sozial', RGG3, II, pp. 793-95. 

15. For a thorough discussion of the early years of the congress, see Ellen 
Strathmann-von Soosten, 'Der Evangelisch-soziale Kongress von 1890 bis 1904: Eine 
historisch-systematische Studie zum Verhältnis von christlicher Ethik und industrieller 
Gesellschaft' (PhD dissertation, Philipps-Universität Marburg, 1987). 

16. Klaus Erich Pollmann, 'Weltanschauungskampf an zwei Fronten: Der Sozial-
protestantismus 1890-1914', in Jochen-Christoph Kaiser and Wilfried Loth (eds.), 
Soziale Reform im Kaiserreich: Protestantismus, Katholizismus und Sozialpolitik 
(Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1997), p. 57. 

17. Brose, Christian Labor, p. 336. 
18. Kurt Nowak, 'Sozialpolitik als Kulturauftrag: Adolf von Harnack und der 

Evangelisch-soziale Kongress', in Kaiser and Loth (eds.), Soziale Reform, pp. 80-84. 

© The Continuum Publishing Group Ltd 2004. 



328 Journal for the Study of the New Testament 26.3 (2004) 

addressed the nineteenth ESK on the morning of 10 June 1908. Approxi-
mately 740 men and women were in attendance19 as Deissmann held forth 
on the theme 'Early Christianity and the Lower Strata'. Deissmann began 
by disparaging the views of Kautsky and Kalthoff that made Jesus out to 
be a socialist revolutionary of the Palestinian proletariat. According to 
Deissmann, these Marxists were right that Jesus and Paul came from the 
masses. The Marxists were wrong, however, in suggesting that early 
Christianity was a political movement of the proletariat. 'First of all it 
must be strongly emphasized again that early Christianity was a religious 
movement of the lower strata. It was neither an ideological movement nor 
a proletarian emancipation movement with a communist bias.'20 According 
to Deissmann, all great movements are characterized not so much by 
superior intellectual achievement as by resonance with the mind of the 
Volk ('people'). Both Jesus and Paul came from the lower strata and thus 
were completely volfatiimlich ('of the people'). 

The movement started by these two great leaders from the lower strata 
did not radically restructure society, according to Deissmann. Rather, 
Christianity's connection to the Volk allowed it to discover the individual 
soul within the masses,21 and to value the individual so much that the 
whole of society could function in a healthy manner without changing 
social relationships.22 Therefore, the Evangelical-Socials should take their 
inspiration from Jesus and Paul in setting the following strategy: 

To live in contact with the masses, to understand the masses...then to 
discover the individual in the masses, to save the individual from the danger 
of mass existence, to elevate the individual above the masses, to nurture the 

19. Wilhelm Schneemelcher (ed.), Die Verhandlungen des neunzehnten Evan-
gelisch-sozialen Kongresses (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1908), I, pp. 121-
29. 

20. Deissmann, Urchristentum, p. 36 (my translation). 
21. ' Situated in the masses and sympathizing with the masses, primitive Christianity 

discovered the individual in the masses and gave to the individual soul a value and 
responsibilities that were previously unknown' (Deissmann, Urchristentum, φ. 37 [my 
translation]). 

22. ' Our portrait shows the gospel very closely connected to the ancient lower strata. 
It is thereby enriched regarding (early Christianity's) characteristic trait: existing among 
the masses, early Christianity discovered the individuals in the masses, and sanctified 
and incorporated (them) into a living organism' (Deissmann, Urchristentum, p. 40 [my 
translation]). 
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masses through the elevation of the individual, and thereby to safeguard the 
natural foundation of our great social institutions: state, society and church.23 

There were seven formal responses to Deissmann's lecture. These 
responses indicate a certain amount of disagreement regarding the way in 
which the social description of early Christianity might provide a modern 
political strategy for uniting a nation that was experiencing the social, 
political and economic turmoil of industrial capitalism. The respondents 
agreed that Scripture provides some sort of guide for modern political 
positions, and they agreed that the early assemblies came, by and large, 
from the masses. One important disagreement, however, was whether 
Jesus and Paul themselves actually came from the lower strata. Hermann 
von Soden argued that Jesus and Paul were actually from a higher social 
stratum because they both had above-average education. According to 
Soden, the genius of the gospel is not that it is rooted in the Volk; rather, 
the gospel message is valid for everyone because it transcends all social 
distinctions.24 Georg Hollmann and Friedrich Naumann also defended the 
ability of academics to elevate the masses,25 while Harnack chose to 
elaborate instead on the relationship between the gospel and social status. 
According to Harnack, 

Where religion, the Christian religion, is accepted—even by the lowliest 
servant—it elevates the person above his or her station from the inside, 
without alienating the person from his or her station... This was no different 
in early Christianity. People who came from the proletariat and who by 
occupation belonged to the proletariat were led into the heights through the 
Christian movement and were elevated as individuals and as selves above 
their station, while remaining true to it [i.e. to their station].26 

Only two respondents suggested that society required fundamental 
restructuring. Arthur Titius observed that both ancient Christian escha-
tology and modern socialism offered people a vision of changed social 
relationships, and he appealed to the Evangelical-Socials to return to their 
roots by discussing poverty again so that Christianity might regain a hearing 
with the masses.27 This idea bothered Harnack so much that he used part 
of his formal response to Deissmann's lecture to correct Titius's response. 

23. Deissmann, Urchristentum, p. 42 (my translation). 
24. Schneemelcher, Verhandlungen, pp. 28-31. 
25. Schneemelcher, Verhandlungen, pp. 33-34, 36-41. 
26. Schneemelcher, Verhandlungen, pp. 34-35 (my translation). 
27. Schneemelcher, Verhandlungen, pp. 32-33. 
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According to Harnack, Utopian ideas about a better society were not the 
answer. More important than the future was the present, and the most 
idealistic institution of the present is the church. There one finds 'repent-
ance and faith, victory over the fear of death, and the promise of recon-
ciliation and peace'.28 

The final respondent was more assertive in his appeal for social change. 
Johannes Herz decried the arid abstractions offered to the lower strata by 
the small, educated upper stratum of German theologians. If the church was 
to survive, declared Herz, Christianity would have to look for leaders from 
the lower strata and listen to them.29 Harnack could not overlook this chal-
lenge. Since Harnack had already made his formal response earlier, as 
chair of the session he granted himself the right to respond briefly to Herz. 

[C]ertainly we must turn back from all utopias to reality, as we have already 
done. There is, however, one reality that is more ideal than any utopia or pale 
ideal one may devise. That is trust and love, which one should demand as a 
basis for interaction with all classes. From this springs so very much more 
happiness and joyful security than from any other state that can be devised 
and achieved.30 

In the prevailing views at the congress, then, we see that the social 
description of Paul's assemblies was intertwined with a determined effort 
to deny a need for structural change in German society. These elite theo-
logians assumed that first-century Mediterranean societies were similar in 
most crucial aspects to early twentieth-century German society, so that 
social analysis of the early assemblies could provide support for a contem-
porary political agenda. Most of them maintained that the gospel could 
transform the lower classes without disrupting the status quo because the 
gospel brought inner enlightenment and peace to individuals. Deissmann 
thought this was possible because the gospel in its pure form came from 
the Volk and thus it could renew the Volk from within. Harnack and others 
countered that the masses needed help from the educated elite in order to 
understand the gospel. The dissenting voices that called for more attention 
to poverty and social inequalities were dismissed. Social stratification was 
not a problem, they were told, and poverty was not important. The churches 

28. Schneemelcher, Verhandlungen, p. 34 (my translation). 
29. Schneemelcher, Verhandlungen, pp. 42-44. The end of Herz's response is the 

only place where the proceedings indicate that there was verbal disagreement voiced by 
some in the crowd while others applauded vigorously. 

30. Schneemelcher, Verhandlungen, pp. 44 (my translation). 
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simply needed to do a better job of caring for the souls of individuals in 
order to win back the hearts and minds of the German working class. 

The Late Twentieth Century: Poverty Disappears 

If we compare the so-called new consensus with the work of Deissmann, 
there are at least five important developments in the study of the social 
setting of Pauline assemblies. I illustrate late twentieth-century trends pri-
marily through the work of Gerd Theissen and Wayne Meeks. As the two 
most influential scholars of the so-called new consensus, they provide 
insight into the character of the work that has been validated in Pauline 
studies in recent decades. In other words, my primary goal here is not the 
evaluation of particular monographs. Rather, these works help us focus 
our attention on the trajectory of the discipline by highlighting five trends 
in the late twentieth-century secondary literature on the social setting of 
the Pauline assemblies. 

1. No overt politicalagenda. The early twentieth-century literature contains 
overt claims about the significance of academic studies for the life of con-
temporary churches and for the health of society, while the writings of the 
so-called new consensus present little or no argument for social engage-
ment. The social description of early Christianity is presented instead as 
historical analysis that helps people understand the origins of a great 
movement that eventually transformed its society and the world.31 To 
some extent, this cultivated detachment was probably part of the effort to 
separate religious studies in general—and New Testament studies in 
particular—from theology, and to establish them as full-fledged academic 
disciplines in the Western academy. The non-confessional study of religion 
has found more acceptance in the academy over the course of the last 
quarter-century and so we now have more luxury to question this alleged 
neutrality. Are our conclusions about poverty, society and religion in the 
first century simply interesting topics? Or are there other less obvious 
agendas at work? How does our social description of Pauline assemblies 
relate to our own social locations? 

31. Gerd Theissen, The Social Setting of Pauline Christianity: Essays on Corinth 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1982), pp. 27, 108-10, 176; Meeks, First Urban 
Christians, pp. 78, 191-92. 
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2. Disappearance of the topic of poverty. Deissmann recognized wide-
spread poverty in the Roman empire but he did not see the amelioration of 
poverty as an important aspect of life in the Pauline assemblies. Deissmann 
noted that Paul did not want the Lord's Supper to be marked by inequalities, 
and that the collection for the Jerusalem assemblies was deeply moving, 
but maintained that Paul and his assemblies were focused on riches in 
Christ, not on material poverty.32 On the other hand, writers of the so-
called new consensus have tended to define poverty out of existence. 
Theissen did this with the unsupported assertion that poverty was not a 
problem in the Roman imperial cities outside of Palestine, and therefore it 
was not a problem in Paul's assemblies.33 Meeks was more careful, but 
implied that most people in the cities of Paul shared in the prosperity of 
the Roman era.34 

3. Moderate expansion of the focus on the individual Deissmann 
attributed the genius of early Christianity to two outstanding individuals, 
Jesus and Paul, as did other mainstream commentators of the early twentieth 
century. The so-called new consensus has improved on this by expanding 
analysis to examine prominent individuals in Paul's assemblies as well. 
This, however, is still a fraction of the members in the congregations and 
there has been a tendency among recent commentators to confuse the 
known leaders with the whole congregations. Meeks recognized this prob-
lem when he noted in the conclusion of The First Urban Christians, 'In 
chapter 2 above we tried to sketch a profile of the social level of the typical 
convert to Pauline Christianity and of the mix of levels in the group. The 
former turned out to be in effect the profile of the most prominent 
members.'35 Most of the representatives of the so-called new consensus 
have not been so exact as Meeks. 

32. Deissmann, Paul, pp. 242-44. 
33. Gerd Theissen, Social Setting, p. 36: 'While Palestine was caught in a tightening 

economic squeeze in the first century, the urban Mediterranean world was experiencing 
an economic boom. It was not necessary to belong to the very uppermost classes in order 
to achieve a certain degree of prosperity.' 

34. 'In the century and a quarter of relative peace and of imperial support for urban-
ization that followed Octavian's victory at Actium, the cities of Asia enjoyed greater 
prosperity than they had ever known before, [new paragraph] The cities where we know 
of Pauline communities in Asia all participated in that general prosperity; all were 
centers of trade' (Meeks, First Urban Christians, pp. 43-44). 

3 5. Meeks, First Urban Christians, p. 191. 
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4. The primary category of analysis has become the social status of 
individuals. This category takes us close to the heart of the problem. 
Because Meeks defined his terms carefully, we can pinpoint the problem 
with 'social status' precisely. Meeks defined social status as a phenomenon 
composed of several variables such as 'ethnic origins, ordo, citizenship, 
personal liberty, wealth, occupation, age, sex, and public offices or 
honors'.36 We might also add other variables to this but there is no need to 
complicate matters here.37 The important point is that Meeks demonstrated 
the complexity of the concept of ' status '. 

Unfortunately, this concept of social status is actually unmeasurable for 
at least three reasons.38 One reason is that social status is defined by ten 
variables, and these variables are not defined in relationship to each other, 
so there is actually no way to measure someone's social status. Do we 
arrive at someone's social status by averaging out the ten variables? Or 
does one need to score above average in at least half of them in order to 
have high status? Are some of the variables weighted more heavily than 
others, and, if so, which ones are more important and how much more 
important are they? The deficiency of this category is clear if we consider 
the example of Paul's social status. We know at least seven of these 
variables for him so it should work well, but the results are discouraging: 
we still do not know Paul's social status because the concept itself is ill-
defined. 

The second reason that social status is an unmeasurable concept is that 
we have no idea what a normal social-status profile would look like in the 
Roman empire because we have no comparable data. We lack this infor-
mation for members of synagogues, for members of associations, and for 
the general urban populace. So even if we knew the 'social status' of 
Pauline saints, it would still not be clear where that placed them within 
society. We have no one with whom to compare the Pauline leaders. 

A third reason: we are lucky if we know even one of these variables 
about anyone in Paul's assemblies. For example, the only thing we know 
about the Mary mentioned in Rom. 16.6 is that she was female, which is 

36. Meeks, First Urban Christians, pp. 53-55. 
37. Other important variables might include patron-client relationships, marital 

status, family lineage (noble or common) and socialization into elite etiquette. 
38. For a broader critique, see G. Schöllgen, 'Was wissen wir über die Sozial-

struktur der Paulinischen Gemeinden? Kritische Anmerkungen zu einem neuen Buch 
von W.A. Meeks', NTS 34 (1988), pp. 71-82. My focus here is particularly on 
economic issues. 
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not nearly enough evidence to inform discussions about her social status. 
Unfortunately, we know even less about the majority of the Pauline saints 
than we do about Mary. 

So 'social status' is indeed a complex concept, and laying out ten vari-
ables within it gives the concept the appearance of sophistication. When it 
is actually applied to Paul's assemblies, however, what we end up with is 
actually an 'impressionistic sketch', as Meeks rightly noted.39 That sketch 
is based on very little information, and it is fraught with arbitrary conjec-
tures that are gradually elevated to the status of conclusions.40 

There is also a more sinister problem with the concept of social status, 
and this is why I stated above that social status gets us close to the heart 
of the problem: our preoccupation with 'social status' is the very mecha-
nism by which we have ignored poverty and economic issues. At first this 
seems counterintuitive since a social history of the first-century assemblies 
ought to help us understand the economic situation of those assemblies 
better. The way social analysis is practiced in the so-called new consensus, 
however, actually draws our attention away from poverty. Since poverty is 
only one factor in social status, financial issues are mentioned in the sec-
ondary literature but then dissolve into discussions of individual social 
status. For example, one can see this process occur within a single para-
graph of Theissen's work. The topic is the Lord's Supper and the problem 
of hungry saints described in 1 Cor. 11.17-34. Theissen's theoretical 
framework quickly diverted attention from this economic issue toward 
social and psychological issues. 

The core of the problem was that the wealthier Christians made it plain to 
all just how much the rest were dependent on them, dependent on the 
generosity of those who were better off. Differences in menu are a relatively 
timeless symbol oí status and wealth, and those not so well off came face to 
face with their own social inferiority at the a most basic level. It is made 
plain to them that they stand on the lower rungs of the social ladder. This in 
turn elicits a feeling of rejection which threatens the sense of community.41 

If you note the words I have italicized, you see poverty disappear right 
before your eyes, within the space of four sentences. The first sentence 
suggests that the central issue is economic victimization of the poor, but 

39. Meeks, First Urban Christians, p. 72. 
40. Justin J. Meggitt, Paul, Poverty and Survival (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1998), 

pp. 100-101. 
41. Theissen, Social Setting, p. 160. 
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by the final sentence our attention has been redirected toward questions of 
status and feelings of rejection that might threaten the assembly.42 

This suggests that there is an unacknowledged bias lurking in our use of 
the concept of social status. The bias is this: we refuse to engage in eco-
nomic analysis. That is why Kautsky and other Marxist interpretations are 
not given any credence in New Testament studies.43 The discipline does 
not validate economic inquiry. 

5. No discussion of oppression or class conflict. Deissmann's allusions to 
class domination may not be extensive or convincing, but at least oppres-
sion, injustice, and poverty were still on the radar screen. In the so-called 
new consensus, we see no analysis of exploitation. The subject for analysis 
has become restricted to a question of personal identity and how individuals 
cope with personal disadvantages. There is, however, no discussion of the 
sources of these disadvantages. Among the unanswered questions are the 
following. Where does this social status system come from, within which 
individuals move up and down? Why are most people poor? Why are 
some people enslaved and others not? Why are women's roles more 
restricted? Who enforces this system of social stratification? 

42. Theissen described Paul's response to this situation as an effort to promote 
'love-patriarchalism' in the congregations. 'This love-patriarchalism allows social 
inequities to continue but transfuses them with a spirit of concern, of respect, and of 
personal solicitude' {Social Setting, p. 139). It is no coincidence that Theissen's 
description of Paul's approach—allowing inequity to continue while softening its 
effects—sounds a lot like the approach of the ESK. There is, in fact, a direct connection 
between Theissen's proposal and the congress. Theissen developed the concept of love-
patriarchalism on the basis of the work of Ernst Troeltsch (cf. David Horrell, The Social 
Ethos of the Corinthian Correspondence: Interests and Ideology from 1 Corinthians to 
1 Clement [Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1996], pp. 126-30), who was also active in the 
congress. Troeltsch made a major address to the ESK in 1904 on the topic of'Die christ-
liche Ethik und die heutige Gesellschaft' ('The Christian Ethic and Contemporary 
Society'), in Verhandlungen des fünfzehnten Evangelisch-sozialen Kongresses 
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1904), pp. 9-43. When Harnack decided in 
1910 that he would resign as president of the congress, he tried unsuccessfully to 
persuade Troeltsch to take over the position of leadership (Nowak, 'Sozialpolitik', pp. 
90-91). 

43. A rebuttal of Kautsky made it into Appendix XI of the fourth edition oí Licht 
vom Osten. The so-called new consensus notes that there is something to be learned 
from Marxist interpreters but it does not take them seriously (e.g., Meeks, First Urban 
Christians, p. 3). 
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To summarize my critique, then, all mainstream interpreters in the twentieth 
century agreed that Paul's assemblies were comprised of a cross-section 
of society. The early twentieth-century and late twentieth-century inter-
preters differed in their assumptions about what Roman imperial society 
was like. A comparison of Deissmann with representatives of the so-called 
new consensus suggests that the significant change of the 1970s had two 
features: the rejection of analysis of social conflict, coupled with an exclu-
sive focus on the social status of individuals. All of them, however, avoided 
the topic of poverty, Deissmann with romanticized notions of the Volk, 
and the new consensus with the concept of individual social status. 

In other words, the shift everyone has noticed between Deissmann and 
the new consensus looks to me like a shift within the discipline from one 
capitalist orientation to another: from Deissmann's perspective of bour-
geois industrial capitalism of the early twentieth century, to the new con-
sensus perspective of bourgeois consumer capitalism in the late twentieth 
century.44 At both ends of the century, the dominant interpretations of 
Paul's assemblies fit comfortably with their respective contemporary, 
dominant, Western ideologies. As a result, the discipline of Pauline studies 
in the early twenty-first century appears to have no interest in why people 
were poor or how the Pauline assemblies dealt with economic injustice. 
Instead of remembering the poor, we prefer to discuss upwardly mobile 
individuals and how they coped with the personal challenges of negotiating 
their ambivalent social status. 

If we are to move forward, we need to recognize the powerful influence 
the ideological battle between Marxism and capitalism has had on Pauline 
scholarship during the twentieth century. Perhaps what has passed in 
Pauline studies for 'mainstream interpretation' or 'majority opinion' or 'a 
consensus among scholars' regarding social setting should now be more 
precisely labeled as 'capitalist criticism', a hitherto unacknowledged 
method in New Testament studies. After all, why should the burden of self-
disclosure fall only on the shoulders of Marxist critics? 

I do not intend to censor either Marxist or capitalist analysis of the early 
assemblies; I am, however, pleading for more truth in packaging. I also 

44. Robin Scroggs suspected as much in 1980: 'Finally (and here I am perhaps out 
of place) is there any relation between the "new consensus" and the change in our 
society from the more "revolutionary" period of the I960's to the more "conventional" 
1970's? Is there a need today to find a more "respectable" (i.e., middle-class) origin for 
the church?' ('The Sociological Interpretation of the New Testament: The Present State 
ofResearch',AOT26 [1980], p. 171). 
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hope that we can move beyond the capitalism/Marxism argument with 
discipline and creativity. This will take a good deal of work because we 
are thoroughly indoctrinated into the terms of the argument and because 
most of us who work in New Testament Studies live our own economic 
lives with capitalist commitments. 

Poverty in Cities of the Roman Empire 

One problem that plagued the twentieth-century social description of 
Paul's assemblies was that scholars rarely explained the models that 
informed their thinking regarding how social stratification worked or the 
role poverty played in those models.45 As I suggested above, I do not 
think that we have yet laid out convincing models for social status or for 
the connections between economy, society and religion. These are exceed-
ingly difficult issues, and the scope of this article does not include such an 
ambitious project. My goal here is more modest (but difficult nonetheless): 
to propose a scale for measuring poverty in the cities of the Roman empire 
that will be useful in describing the economic resources of Paul's congre-
gations. 

My rationale for developing a poverty scale is threefold. First, even if it 
is impossible to measure social status as currently defined, we can at least 
attempt to measure financial resources. Since this involves only one vari-
able of 'social status', it should be both easier to measure and a bit more 
precise.46 Second, all scholars recognize that financial means was the most 
important variable in status. Any other liability in social status could 
usually be overcome by wealth, at least within a couple of generations. 
Third, a poverty scale encourages us to stop ignoring the silent majority of 
the inhabitants of the Roman empire when we reconstruct Roman imperial 
society. 

Three provisos are also in order. By measuring poverty, I do not assume 
that production of material goods is the fundamental human activity that 
determines all other spheres of culture and society. Whether that is the 
case or not is immaterial to the argument. I do not think that economy 
explains everything, but it does explain some things, and thus it is curious 
that the topic has been so studiously avoided in mainstream Pauline studies. 
Second, I do not claim that status is the same thing as wealth (or lack of 

45. In this sense, Meeks's effort to provide an overt model of social stratification 
was a significant advance in research on this topic. 

46. Schöllgen, 'Was wissen wir?', pp. 78-79. 
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wealth). Poverty was probably the most important variable in social 
status—no matter how status is defined—but financial means was not the 
only factor. Thus, I am not attempting a complete social description of the 
Pauline assemblies. I am only attempting to assess poverty in those assem-
blies. I hope that this will lead to better definitions of 'social status', or 
perhaps even to new ways of discussing relationships of exploitation in 
the first century. Third, this poverty scale operates at a high level of general-
ization because it deals with the whole empire. Since it is an abstraction, 
we need to remind ourselves continually that it de-emphasizes the specific 
variations that always occur from region to region, town to town, locale to 
locale, family to family. It should help us evaluate data, but it should also 
be tested critically against specific data. 

To the best of my knowledge, the construction of such a poverty scale 
has not yet been attempted in Roman studies. There is, however, general 
agreement among economic historians of the Roman empire about poverty, 
and the agreement is closer to the assertions of Deissmann than the asser-
tions of the so-called new consensus: most people who lived under Roman 
imperialism were poor, even those in the cities.47 The crucial scholar in 
this general agreement is Moses Finley. During the 1950s and 1960s, 
Finley changed the focus of debates regarding the economy of the Roman 
empire. While earlier debates were dominated by modernists like 
Rostovtzeff, who described the Roman economy as dynamic and similar 
in kind to modern economies, Finley and his colleagues succeeded in 
demonstrating that the ancient economy was qualitatively different from 
modern economies. The ancient economy was agrarian and relatively static. 
It allowed for little growth or entrepreneurial initiative because the 
organization and use of resources was acquisitive rather than productive. 
Hence, there was no unified market for the commercial exploitation of the 
empire nor any middle class to undertake such activities.48 So most 

47. For example, Thomas Pekáry, Die Wirtschaft der griechisch-römischen Antike 
(Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner, 1976), pp. 108-11; Peter Garnsey, Food and Society in 
Classical Antiquity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), pp. 32-33; CR. 
Whittaker, 'The Poor in the City of Rome', in Land, City, and Trade in the Roman 
Empire (Variorum Collected Studies, CS 408; Aldershot: Ashgate, 1993), art. VII, pp. 
301-33. 

48. M.L Finley, Ancient Economy, esp. pp. 123-76. Finley's exposition is often at 
odds with M. Rostovtzeff s portrait of the ancient economy as an early form of capital-
ism {The Social and Economic History of the Hellenistic World [3 vols.; Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1941], and The Social and Economic History of the Roman Empire [2 
vols.; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2nd rev. edn, 1957]). 
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inhabitants of the empire were born into poverty, and their only chance to 
escape it was the tomb.49 

Justin Meggitt has provided the most substantial application of this 
understanding of the Roman economy to Pauline studies.50 In the process, 
Meggitt attempted the first systematic description of the economic life of 
Paul's assemblies, and as such it provides an important precedent for my 
poverty scale. Meggitt's study is cast as a corrective to the tendency of the 
so�called new consensus to describe Paul's assemblies as containing a 
significant number of relatively wealthy leaders. For this corrective pur-
pose, Meggitt described Roman society in binary terms: wide�scale desti-
tution, and a small super�wealthy elite.51 This strategy on the part of 
Meggitt allowed him to sharpen the issues and drive home the point that 
Pauline studies has isolated itself from developments in the study of eco-
nomic history.52 

My goals are somewhat different. Meggitt's study accomplished a neces-
sary polemical task and brought a wealth of data into the discussion. What 
is needed at this point is a poverty scale with more than two categories. 
The problem with the binary terminology of rich and poor is that the term 
'the poor' has to cover at least 90% of the population with little or no 

49. Since the publication of Finley's The Ancient Economy in 1973 there has been 
considerable debate about the growth of trade under Roman hegemony (see especially 
Keith Hopkins, 'Taxes and Trade in the Roman Empire [200 B.C.�A.D. 400]', JRS 70 
[ 1980], pp. 101 �25) and the viability of markets in the agrarian economy (for entry into 
the discussion, see Peter Temin, Ά Market Economy in the Early Roman Empire', JRS 

91 [2001 ], pp. 169�81 ), but his general description of the Roman economy has withstood 
over a quarter century of critique. 'His [Finley's] overall framework has remained intact: 
gross disparities in wealth, the importance of political power and social status, and the 
limitations of financial systems, are not in dispute. However, most commentators are 
more positive about the level and nature of economic activity that took place within 
this framework' (Kevin Greene, 'Technological Innovation and Economic Progress in 
the Ancient World: M.I. Finley Re�considered', Economic History Review 53 [2000], 
p. 52). H.W. Pleket provides a detailed and nuanced analysis of these and many other 
issues in his 'Wirtschaft', in Friedrich Vittinghoff (ed.), Handbuch der europäischen 
Wirtschafts- und Sozialgeschichte. I. Europäische Wirstchafts- und Sozialgeschichte in 
der römischen Kaiserzeit (Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1990), pp. 25-160. 

50. Meggitt, Paul. 
51. Meggitt, Paul, esp. pp. 1 -7. 
52. Note the stringent critique of this strategy in Dale B. Martin, 'Review Essay: 

Justin J. Meggitt, Paul, Poverty and Survival', JSNTS4 (2001), pp. 51-64. Martin's 
critique is excessive, but the usefulness of Meggitt's binary approach does break down 
at points (e.g., Paul, p. 99). 
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differentiation among them.53 To make matters worse, New Testament 
scholars rarely define what they mean by 'rich' and 'poor', and thereby 
introduce a good deal of confusion into the discussion. So, I have developed 
a scale with seven categories for thinking about poverty in the Roman 
empire (see fig. 1). I emphasize again that this is only an economic scale 
and not an attempt to measure social status. 

In order to keep these categories in perspective, four observations are 
fundamental. 

1. The top three categories of the poverty scale (PS 1-3) together com-
prised a very small percentage of the population, totaling approximately 
1.23% of the inhabitants of the Roman empire.54 The total imperial popu-
lation is normally estimated at 50-60 million inhabitants, so in a population 
of 55 million about 677,100 men, women and children can be calculated 
to have been part of these three super-wealthy categories.55 

Our interests, however, lie in the description of the larger cities where 
the Pauline assemblies took root, and not in smaller towns, villages or 
farmlands where most of the population lived. What percentage of the 
super-wealthy would have lived in these larger cities? Again, precise 
figures are unavailable, but we can estimate in broad terms that super-
wealthy families made up a little less than 3% of the population in a larger 
city (defined as an urban area with 10,000 or more inhabitants56). The 
calculations are as follows. We can assume that all of the senatorial and 
equestrian families (roughly PS 1-2) were connected to these larger cities, 
even if these families also had country estates. So the crucial problem is 
how to determine what percentage of the 172,850 decurions57 and their 
families (roughly PS3) lived in cities with more than 10,000 inhabitants 
and how many lived in smaller cities and towns. 

5 3. Discussions of Justin Meggitt's book have highlighted this issue as well. Along 
with Martin's 'Review', see also Gerd Theissen, 'The Social Structure of Pauline Com-
munities: Some Critical Remarks on J.J. Meggitt, Paul, Poverty and Survival', JSNT 
84 (2001), pp. 65-84; and Justin J. Meggitt, 'Response to Martin and Theissen', JSNT 
84 (2001), pp. 85-94. 

54. See Appendix for the calculations that lead to the conclusions in this paragraph. 
55. Finley, Ancient Economy, p. 30. Géza Alföldy allowed for 50-80 million inhabi-

tants, The Social History of Rome (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 
2nd rev. edn, 1988), p. 98. Since the figure 50-60 million is more widely accepted, this 
article assumes 55 million as the empire's population for the purposes of calculation. 

56. Pieket, 'Wirtschaft', p. 146. 
57. For the calculations that lead to this number of decurions, see the Appendix 

below. 
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PSI Imperial elites 

PS2 Regional or provincial 
elites 

PS3 Municipal elites 

PS4 Moderate surplus resources 

PS5 Stable near subsistence 
level (with reasonable hope 
of remaining above the 
minimum level to sustain 
life) 

PS6 At subsistence level (and 
often below minimum level 
to sustain life) 

PS7 Below subsistence level 

imperial dynasty, Roman senatorial 
families, a few retainers, local royalty, 
a few freedpersons 

equestrian families, provincial 
officials, some retainers, some 
decurial families, some freedpersons, 
some retired military officers 

most decurial families, wealthy men 
and women who do not hold office, 
some freedpersons, some retainers, 
some veterans, some merchants 

some merchants, some traders, some 
freedpersons, some artisans 
(especially those who employ others), 
and military veterans 

many merchants and traders, regular 
wage earners, artisans, large shop 
owners, freedpersons, some farm 
families 

small farm families, laborers (skilled 
and unskilled), artisans (esp. those 
employed by others), wage earners, 
most merchants and traders, small 
shop/tavern owners 

some farm families, unattached 
widows, orphans, beggars, disabled, 
unskilled day laborers, prisoners. 

Figure 1. Poverty scale for the Roman empire 

58 

We can answer this question on the basis of the conclusion that in the 
Roman empire about 25% of all population centers—including cities, 
towns, villages, way stations and so on—had an ordo of decurions.59 Since 

58. For a definition of 'below subsistence level', see below page 343. 
59. The calculation that roughly 25% of the population centers had decurions is 
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about 5 of the percentage points in the 25% (V5 of them) would have been 
the cities with 10,000 or more inhabitants,60 the other 20 percentage points 
(4/5 of them) would have come from cities with fewer than 10,000 inhabi-
tants. In other words, the 172,850 decurions can be divided up as follows: 
about V5 of the decurions (approximately 34,570) lived in larger cities and 
about 4/5 of the decurions (approximately 138,280) lived in the smaller 
cities. This allows us to calculate that the larger cities would have contained 
about 121,000 members of decurial families. When we add the senatorial 
families (2,100) and the equestrian families (70,000), the total of super-
wealthy elites in larger cities rises to about 193,100.61 Since the total 
population of cities above 10,000 was about 6,875,000,62 we can safely 
estimate that in cities like the ones where Paul tended to work (i.e. those 

based on Duncan-Jones's study, which indicates that there were about 600 such centers 
in the African provinces, and that only 150-200 of these had a decurionate (Duncan-
Jones, 'Wealth', pp. 167-68). We should take the low end of this estimate, since he 
expressed doubts about the high end. That means that in Africa, about 25% of the urban 
areas had decurions (approximately 150 out of 600). If the African provinces were 
representative of the empire as a whole, we can extrapolate. Approximately 157,000 
decurions served in 25% of the urban centers of the empire. The other urban centers 
(including small towns, villages, way stations etc.) were too small or had insufficient 
resources to be organized in this way. 

60. The calculation that 5% of the population centers in the Roman empire had 
populations of 10,000 or more is based on comparative material from Jan de Vries 
(European Urbanization, 1500-1800 [Harvard Studies in Urban History; Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1984],pp. 28-40; cited by Pieket ['Wirtschaft', p. 145]). 
De Vries calculated that there were approximately 3,500 urban areas in Europe around 
1500 CE, and that only 154 of them had a population of 10,000 or more at that same 
time. This would mean that 4.4% of the urban centers in late pre-industrial Europe had 
10,000 or more inhabitants. I have rounded this figure to 5% for the sake of simplicity. 
The same figures are used more recently by Patrick Le Gales, European Cities: Social 
Conflicts and Governance (European Societies; New York: Oxford University Press, 
2002), p. 37. 

61. Most of the senatorial families would have lived in Rome, but I have not 
separated Rome from the calculations of larger cities. 

62. Pleket calculated that roughly 10-15% of the empire's population lived in cities 
with populations of 10,000 or more ('Wirtschaft', pp. 145-46). Taking 12.5% as a 
reasonable average, we can estimate that approximately 6.25 million people in the 
Roman empire lived in cities of 10,000 inhabitants or more. As with all these calcu-
lations, we must remember that there were regional differences. This was especially 
true of some areas where Paul was active. Pleket noted that along the west coast of 
Asia Minor and in the territory around Antioch on the Orontes the percentage of the 
population living in large urban areas could have approached 20%. 
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with a population of 10,000 or more) the super-wealthy made up around 
2.8% of the population.63 

2. The overwhelming majority of the population under Roman imperial-
ism lived near the subsistence level, that is, categories PS5-7. 'Subsistence 
level' is here defined as the resources needed to procure enough calories 
in food to maintain the human body. The calorific needs of humans are 
gauged in various ways by scholars, but they usually range from 1,500 to 
3,000 calories per day, depending on gender, age, physical energy required 
for occupation, pregnancy, lactation and so on. Human bodies can survive 
for some time at the low end of this scale, but the lives of people living 
below the subsistence level are usually shortened by chronic malnutrition 
and disease.64 

The amount of money needed to procure 8,000-10,000 calories of food 
daily for a family of four would have varied immensely in the first century.65 

A tenant farm family in a rural area could have grown much of their food 
in normal years (which would reduce our calculation of their expenses), 
but they would still have needed to pay taxes and rent. Many urban 
workers, on the other hand, would have had little or no direct connection 
to agriculture and thus would have had to purchase most of their food or 
traded for it in addition to paying taxes and rent. One study has proposed 
the figures shown in fig. 2 as estimates of these variations. 

We can calculate the approximate percentage of people who lived at or 
below the level of subsistence in the larger cities of the Roman empire. In 
a study on poverty in the city of Rome, C.R. Whittaker proposed numbers 
that help us estimate the percentages of the lower two categories of the 
poverty scale for Roman imperial city populations (PS6-7). He cited 
numbers from the study of comparable urban areas with advanced agri-
cultural economies in other historical periods that are better documented 

63. This means that in a city with 10,000 or more inhabitants, the population would 
have included approximately 1.76% decurial families, 1% equestrian families and 
0.04% senatorial families. Most of the senators and their families, however, would 
have been located in Rome. 

64. The best treatment of this topic for the Roman empire is Peter Garnsey, Food 
and Society in Classical Antiquity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999). 
Garnsey estimated the basic daily minimum at 1,625-2,012 calories (p. 19), but was 
also more systematic than most in recognizing variations due to gender, age, class etc. 

65. These variations in resources needed are the main reason that the poverty scale 
could not be measured in terms of money. 
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For wealth in Rome (PS3) 25,000-150,000 denarii 
For modest prosperity in Rome (PS4) 5,000 denarii 
For subsistence in Rome (PS5-6) 900-1,000 denarii 
For subsistence in a city (PS5-6) 600-700 denarii 
For subsistence in the country (PS5-6) 250-300 denarii 

Figure 2. Annual income needed by family of four.66 

(Categories from the poverty scale are found in parentheses.) 

than the Roman empire. Because of the structural similarities with the 
economy of the Roman empire, specialists normally accept such data from 
pre-industrial Europe as the basis for approximations of the ancient 
world.67 

In Florence in the thirteenth century it is calculated that 70% of the house-
holds had consumption needs greater than their incomes for structural 
reasons of family size, children, sex and age. Detailed studies of pre-
industrial European cities as varied as Norwich (Britain) and Lyon (France), 
Toledo (Spain) and Rome (Italy) between the fifteenth century to the 
eighteenth century suggest a fairly steady 4-8% of the population were 
incapable of earning a living (by handicap, age, etc.) another 20% were 
permanently in crisis through price fluctuations and low wages, and another 
30-40% were small artisans, petty officials or shopkeepers, who could 
temporarily for conjunctural reasons (family, age structure, trade recessions, 
personal misfortune) fall below subsistence level.68 

If we take this comparative material for rough estimates in an urban 
setting in the Roman empire, they allow us to gauge approximately the size 
of the bottom two categories of the poverty scale. The groups Whittaker 
called 'incapable of earning a living' and those 'permanently in crisis' 
would fit into the lowest category, PS7, comprising a little over one quarter 
of the population (28%). Those who 'could temporarily.. .fall below sub-
sistence level' fit my category called 'at subsistence level' (PS6), which I 

66. Adapted from Ekkehard W. Stegemann and Wolfgang Stegemann, The Jesus 
Movement: A Social History of its First Century (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1999), 
pp. 81-85. The estimates are based on 2,500 calories for an adult male, and include 
non-food expenses such as housing, clothing, and taxes. 

67. Pleket, 'Wirtschaft', p. 28 
68. The percentages are from Whittaker, 'The Poor', p. 4. 
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will quantify at 40%.69 This leaves only the proportions of categories PS4 
and PS5 undefined. 

3. There was an enormous difference in financial resources between the 
few people in the top three categories and the majority who lived near the 
subsistence level (PS5-7). For example, fig. 2 noted that a family of four 
in Rome would need an annual income of around 4,000 sesterces (= 1,000 
denarii) in order to sustain themselves at the subsistence level. While it is 
difficult to estimate the incomes of the super-wealthy elites, we know that 
a man who wished to be enrolled in the equestrian order (PS2) had to own 
property worth at least 400,000 sesterces. In order to be enrolled as a 
senator, a man needed property worth at least 1,000,000 sesterces. The 
actual fortunes of these individuals from PS 1 -2, however, would normally 
have been much larger.70 Duncan-Jones provided a list of documented 
private fortunes of 29 individuals. The individuals are mostly from the 
early imperial period and nearly all are male; in terms of the poverty scale 
they would be classified as PS 1 -2. Their documented fortunes range from 
1.8 million to 400 million sesterces.71 Most of their wealth would have 
been based in land, with income generated by farming and rent. Some 
income could also be produced through commerce and through public 
office, either through salary, preferential treatment, bribery or embezzle-
ment. For example, the highest known annual salary was for senators who 
'served' as proconsul of Africa or Asia. They received 1,000,000 sesterces 
for their year in office.72 This proconsular salary for one year would have 
supported a farm family of four in those provinces for over 800 years. 

Another way of gauging the gap between the majority of the population 
and the super-wealthy elites is to compare these private fortunes to the 
cost of procuring slaves. Duncan-Jones also provided a list of documented 
prices paid for slaves that indicates how much variance there was in the 
cost of purchasing a human being. At the high end, well-educated slaves 
or a famous prostitute cost 100,000 sesterces in Rome. Normal prices, how-
ever, were much lower: 2,700 for a cook at Rome (first century CE), 2,500 
for an adult female at Ravenna (second century CE), 725 each for two 
boys at Pompeii (61 CE), 600 for a girl at Herculaneum (mid-first century 

69. I selected the high end of the ranges cited by Whittaker because the total 
percentages of PS6-7 should come close to the figures for thirteenth-century Florence 
(70%). 

70. Alfbldy, Social History, pp. 115-16. 
71. Duncan-Jones, Economy, pp. 343-44. 
72. Alfòldy, Social History, p. 116. 
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CE).73 So while owning a slave was within the means of people below the 
level of the super-wealthy, a member of the elite sector could purchase a 
human being for what they would consider a trifling sum. 

4. Relatively few people had incomes between the lower three groups 
and the super-wealthy three groups, and these people did not comprise a 
'middle class' as one finds in modern industrial or post-industrial econo-
mies.74 Some of these people generated their moderate wealth through 
commerce or trade, and some people even accumulated exorbitant wealth 
in this way, but this course of action seems to have been open only to some 
people in some urban settings.75 Since most wealth in the Roman empire's 
advanced agrarian economy was based on the ownership of land rather 
than on entrepreneurial activity, there were very few mechanisms by 
which individuals or families could accumulate financial resources. Those 
who accumulated enough wealth to place them well above subsistence but 
not up to the level of the economic elites were exceptional cases; they did 
not constitute an integrated stratum of the imperial economy.76 

Unfortunately, it is currently impossible to measure this middle-income 
group (PS4) given the current state of our knowledge.77 The task of 
measurement is made even more complicated by the fact that we know 
little about the number of people who were near, but safely above, the 
subsistence level (PS5). These two categories together must have made up 
around 29% of the population, based on simple subtraction of the other 
groups from the urban population that are better established, but it is 
impossible to go beyond this point with any precision. It is possible to 
speculate that PS4 was much smaller than PS5 because of the endemic 
character of poverty in the Roman empire, because of structural impedi-
ments in the economy, and because of the large amounts of wealth required 
to move up the poverty scale. Such speculation might yield something 

73. Duncan-Jones, Economy, pp. 348-50. 
74. By 'class', I mean a group of people who share a common set of economic 

relationships to production. 
75. Pleket, 'Wirtschaft', pp. 64-66. 
76. For a summary of debates about growth and commerce in the imperial economy, 

see Peter Garnsey and Richard Sailer, The Roman Empire: Economy, Society, and 
Culture (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987), pp. 43-63. For further dis-
cussion that tries to move beyond the primitive/modernist debate on these issues, see 
Pleket, 'Wirtschaft', esp. pp. 119-58. 

77. For an important study that works on the role of urban groups with resources 
somewhere between poverty and abundance, see Onno M. vanNijf, The Civic World of 
Professional Associations (Amsterdam: J.C. Gieben, 1997). 
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around 7% of the population of a larger city in the category PS4, which 
would yield the chart shown in fig. 3. PS4 and 5 are listed with question 
marks and italics because these numbers are speculative. 

PS1 Imperial elites 0.04% 
PS2 Regional elites 1.00% 
PS3 Municipal elites 1.76% 
PS4 Moderate surplus 7%? 
PS5 Stable near subsistence 22%? 
PS6 At subsistence 40% 
PS7 Below subsistence 28% 

Figure 3. Poverty scale with estimated percentages of urban population in larger cities 

If the results are displayed as a bar graph (fig. 4), the hypothetical 
numbers for categories 4 and 5 do not appear to be out of line. If anything, 
PS4 is probably too large. 
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Figure 4. Economic profile for a Roman imperial urban center. 
(PS4-5 are shaded differently because the proportions are speculative.) 

I need to emphasize again that this is only a rough model for economic 
resources in a Roman urban setting. Of necessity it is based on sparse 
data, the judgment of specialists, reasoned conjecture and comparison 
with other pre-industrial economies. I defend it, however, as preferable to 
the covert models that have been used without explanation or defense in 
the study of Paul's assemblies. The poverty scale is certainly rough in the 
details, but its profile is a better guide to poverty questions than are the 
assumptions of the twentieth-century cross-section consensus. 
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Poverty in Paul 's Assemblies 

We can use the poverty scale outlined above to create an economic profile 
for the people we know about from Paul's assemblies.78 This section dis-
cusses explicit references to financial matters from the undisputed letters 
of Paul, which are summarized in the form of a chart (fig. 5) at the end of 
the discussion.79 The examination results in the following three con-
clusions: 

1. Paul ' s letters provide no evidence for any assembly participation 
from members of the super-wealthy elite (PS 1-3). 

2. Of the individuals about whom we have economic information, 
at least one or two and a maximum of seven can be classified as 
having moderate surplus resources. 

3. Most of the people in Paul's congregations—including Paul 
himself—lived near the level of subsistence, either above it or 
below. 

While conclusions 2 and 3 might be surprising to those who study Pauline 
literature, they are not unusual from the perspective of the economic history 
of the Roman empire. The vast majority of the inhabitants of the empire 
were poor, as were most of the saints. 

Near the bottom of the profile are some saints mentioned in 1 Cor. 11.17-
34, where Paul commented on their celebration of the Lord's Supper. This 
text is also the most egregious example of scholars ignoring poverty in 
Paul's letters. One line of modern interpretation avoids the financial issues 
and focuses instead on the development and significance of the Lord's 
Supper ritual.80 Another line of interpretation, developed by Theissen and 
elaborated by others, assumes that the Lord's Supper was hosted in the 
large house of a wealthy assembly participant who dispersed different 

78. The creation of this profile was greatly assisted by research grants from the 
Society of Biblical Literature and from the Research Council of the University of 
Missouri, Columbia. The grants allowed me to construct a database of the members of 
the Pauline assemblies. 

79. Acts is excluded from the profile because the narrative is not reliable for this 
kind of historical information. The deutero-Pauline letters and Pastoral Epistles are also 
excluded for similar reasons. If we did include these disputed Pauline letters it would 
add to the profile references to Nympha (PS 4-5) from Col. 4.15, Onesiphorus (PS 4-6) 
from 2 Tim. 1.16-17 and 4.19, and the widows (PS 6-7) of 1 Tim. 5.3-16. 

80. Hans Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians (Hermeneia; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
1975), pp. 192-203. 
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portions of food and drink to people based on their respective social 
statuses.81 There are, however, no large houses or wealthy individuals men-
tioned in the text. These have entered the interpretive tradition recently in 
attempts to build hypothetical scenarios for the text. 

The text does indicate that some in the congregation are shaming TOUS 

µη έχοντας ('those who do not have', 1 Cor. 11.22). The phrase is some-
what ambiguous but most commentators take the phrase τού^ µη έχοντας 
in an absolute sense as 'those who have nothing, the have�nots'.82 After 
they recognize this reference to very poor members of the congregation, 
however, they then normally pursue other themes in the text and ignore 
the reference to desperately poor people within the Corinthian assemblies. 
There were people in the assemblies who did not even have food for the 
community meal, and it generated an ongoing problem that Paul decided 
he needed to address.83 We are dealing here with at least some saints from 

81. Theissen, Social Setting, pp. 145�68; Richard B. Hays, First Corinthians 

(Louisville, KY: John Knox Press, 1997), pp. 195�97; Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle 

to the Corinthians (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1988), pp. 531�34, 541�45. 
82. So Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians, p. 192; Meeks, First Urban Christians, p. 68; 

Theissen, Social Setting, p. 96; Fee, Corinthians, p. 544; Hays, First Corinthians, 

p. 196. Alternatively, the phrase could have an implied object. Meggitt suggested that 
the unstated object was 'the bread and wine of the eucharist' {Paul, p. 120), but this is 
unlikely. In the sentence Paul is talking about eating and drinking in general, not the 
bread and the cup, so the phrase could mean more broadly, 'those who have nothing to 
eat'. CK. Barrett wondered whether the phrase could mean, 'those who do not have 
houses', in contrast to those who do (mentioned in the rhetorical question at the begin-
ning of the verse) (C.K. Barrett, / Corinthians [New York: Harper & Row, 1968], 
p. 263). This is an unlikely reading because it does not make good sense in Paul's 
argument. Note, more recently, Suzanne Watts Henderson's réévaluation of the 
references to eating in houses ('"If Anyone Hungers..." An Integrated Reading of 
1 Cor 11.17-34', NTS 48 [2002], pp. 195-208). Henderson argued that the use of οικία 
in 11.22 and OÌKOS in 11.34 referred not to other houses, but to the houses where church 
meetings were held for the purpose of eating and drinking. According to Henderson's 
argument, 1 Cor. 11.22a would mean something like, 'For is it not that you (pi.) have 
houses [precisely] for [the community's] eating and drinking?' (p. 205), and not, 'Don't 
you have (your own) houses where you can eat and drink (apart from the community's 
meal)?' 

83. I find Peter Lampe ' s argument convincing that this church meal was an éranos, 
i.e. a meal in which the members brought food rather than a meal hosted by the inhabi-
tant of the house in which the meeting was held (Peter Lampe, 'Das korinthische Herren-
mahl im Schnittpunkt hellenistisch-römischer Mahlpraxis und paulinischer Theologia 
Crucis [1 Kor 11,17-34]', ZNW82 [1991], pp. 183-213, esp. pp. 192-98). 
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category 7 of the poverty scale, and their continuing mistreatment in the 
congregation was enough of a problem for Paul to intervene. 

Onesimus, on whose behalf Paul wrote to Philemon, would also have 
been near the bottom of the profile. As a runaway slave, Onesimus could 
only survive on deception or the mercy of others. If he was reconciled to 
Philemon and if he returned to Philemon, his status could have improved, 
but this would have depended on the economic viability of Philemon's 
household (on this, see below). 

Another example from the bottom of the profile is the apostle himself. 
Paul's hard life as an itinerant artisan is indicated briefly in his letters 
(1 Thess. 2.9; 2 Cor. 11.29). The implications of Paul's employment were 
elaborated decades ago by Ronald Hock, who showed that Paul's days 
would have been dominated by long hours of difficult physical labor for 
meager wages. He also argued that 'Paul the manual laborer' needed to 
become central in our understanding of Paul's life and mission.84 For the 
most part, however, specialists have not assimilated Paul's economic life 
into their portraits of 'Paul the apostle' or 'Paul the theologian'.85 While 
Paul's economic situation certainly vacillated throughout his adult life 
(Phil. 4.12), his experiences would have been primarily in categories 5-7 
of the poverty scale.86 There were probably times when he stayed in house-
holds with moderate surplus resources (PS4), and he occasionally received 
gifts from assemblies he had visited in the past (2 Cor. 11.7-9), but his 
normal practice was apparently to do manual labor to support himself 
(1 Thess. 2.9; 1 Cor. 9.3-12). 

The references in Paul's letters to groups, whole congregations and 
several congregations are especially important for establishing an economic 
profile because these references involve a mental averaging on the part of 
the author and because they represent a much larger number of saints than 
references to particular individuals. The group references that have 
economic significance assume that most of the saints lived at subsistence 
level. The instructions to the Corinthian saints about how to save up money 
for the poor among the Jerusalem saints presuppose people in categories 5 

84. Ronald F. Hock, The Social Context of Paul's Ministry: Tentmaking and 
Apostleship (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1980). 

85. See Meggitt, Paul, pp. 75-97, for a critique of academic scenarios that avoid 
Paul's poverty. 

86. The advice to Thessalonian saints that they should lead a quiet life and engage 
in manual labor in 1 Thess. 4.11 suggests that they also are best described by the range 
of categories 5-6. 
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or 6 of the poverty scale (1 Cor. 16.1�2).87 These instructions provide a 
stark contrast to the contemporary practices of benefaction by patrons: 
rather than an individual or family giving a large sum of money, all in the 
group are asked to set aside on Sundays whatever they can spare. Con-
versely, the text makes no provisions for large gifts. The Galatian churches 
were probably at the same economic level because they received the same 
instructions for giving. 

In other instructions to the Corinthian saints about the collection, Paul 
indicated that he knew they could not give much money without causing 
themselves difficulties and reassured them that their willingness to give 
was more important than the actual amount (2 Cor. 8.12�13; implies PS5�
6). Then Paul alluded to the possibility that they themselves might need 
help at some point in the future (2 Cor. 8.14). All of this suggests that 
Paul was portraying the Corinthian saints in terms that reflect a majority 
in category 6 of the poverty scale; that is, urban poor who faced the prospect 
of sliding into economic crisis. 

In the same context where most of the Corinthian saints were portrayed 
as living at subsistence level (PS6), Paul portrayed the Macedonian 
assemblies as further down the poverty scale by describing how they gave 
generously out of ή κατά βάθους πτώχεια αυτών ('the depths of their 
destitution', 2 Cor. 8.2). These descriptions of the relative economic 
conditions of the congregations in Achaia and Macedonia cannot be con-
strued as simple reports of financial facts; they are appeals full of rhetorical 
skill. There are, however, good reasons to take these as fairly accurate 
portraits of financial means. Plausible rhetoric relies on shared assumptions 
about the current state of affairs, and Paul's rhetoric would have been 
dismissed if his descriptions did not come close to the perspectives of the 
Corinthian saints on their conditions. Furthermore, Paul's integrity was at 
stake in these statements. As Theissen pointed out, representatives of the 
Macedonian assemblies would be coming to Corinth, and Paul's rhetoric 
would be subject to verification or contradiction.88 Thus, the Macedonian 

87. The collection suggests that many Jerusalem saints were in category 6 or even 
7, but the Jerusalem assemblies were not Pauline and therefore do not play a role in this 
analysis. 

8 8. Gerd Theissen, ' Social Conflicts in the Corinthian Community: Further Remarks 
on J.J. Meggitt, Paul, Poverty and Survival', JSNT 25 (2003), p. 376; contra Meeks, 
First Urban Christians, p. 66. 
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assemblies should also be characterized as generally in category 6 of the 
poverty scale. 

The financial means of Stephanas has sometimes been exaggerated by 
the so-called new consensus without just cause. The most appropriate 
category for Stephanas is PS5, and PS6 is not to be excluded as a possi-
bility. Paul mentioned Stephanas near the beginning and near the end of 
1 Corinthians. The first reference (1.11) is an afterthought: Paul remem-
bered that he had baptized Stephanas and his household. At the end of the 
letter we find out more information about this household (1 Cor. 16.15-
18). They were the 'first fruits of Achaia', that is, the first ones to respond 
positively to Paul ' s message in the region. Paul was more concerned, how-
ever, to present them as models of service: they committed themselves to 
service for the saints, and the head of the household traveled to Paul in 
Ephesus on behalf of the Corinthian congregations. Theissen argued that 
the combination of household, travel and services rendered to the assembly 
indicates that Stephanas was a member of the upper classes and enjoyed 
high social status.89 That is certainly making too much of the evidence. 
We need to pay attention to what is not said about Stephanas as well: Paul 
never mentions staying with Stephanas, nor does Paul ever mention an 
assembly meeting in the house of Stephanas. The only service mentioned 
for Stephanas that would have cost anything was travel from Corinth to 
Ephesus, which is not enough to put him in the wealthiest 10-15% of the 
imperial population (PS 1-4). The appropriate range for Stephanas and his 
household is PS5 or PS6.90 

Five individuals known to us from Paul's assemblies are probably in 
PS4 or PS5, but there is not enough information for a more precise con-
clusion. Two of those individuals are Prisca and Aquila, and there are 

89. Theissen, Social Setting, pp. 83-95; note also Meggitt's critique of these three 
criteria in Paul, pp. 128-35. Meeks's position here is ambiguous. He denied that 
Stephanas was a person of wealth, but concluded that he was nevertheless 'fairly high 
on the scale of wealth' (First Urban Christians, pp. 57-58). See also Fee, Corinthians, 
pp. 829-30. 

90. Commentators often speculate that Fortunatus and Achaicus, who traveled to 
Ephesus with Stephanas, could have been freedmen or slaves in the household of 
Stephanas (1 Cor. 16.17) and thus Stephanas could have been fairly wealthy. This is 
possible, even though there is no evidence for it in the text. It is equally possible that 
the three men were unrelated, were chosen from three assemblies in Corinth, and were 
sent as a delegation to Paul with expenses paid by the saints in Corinth. Neither option 
finds support in the text, but commentators seem to prefer scenarios in which someone 
is wealthy. 
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signs that they lived above the level of subsistence and perhaps even had 
moderate surplus resources. Paul's letters indicate that they hosted an 
assembly in their home when they lived in Ephesus (1 Cor. 16.19) and 
perhaps also in Rome.91 In addition, Acts 18.3 records that they were able 
to house and to employ Paul because they had the same trade. If the tradition 
in Acts 18 is accurate, which is likely in this case, then it is possible that 
Prisca and Aquila were in the category of having moderate surplus 
resources (PS4).92 But it is equally possible that they were further down 
the poverty scale, perhaps in PS5. Housing in a major urban area, and 
especially in Rome, was usually crowded and noisy.93 The home of Prisca 
and Aquila could have been in a tenement or similar rented quarters near 
the workshop,94 and Acts 18.3 could be understood to indicate that Prisca 
and Aquila were both manual laborers. So we cannot conclude that the 
couple was relatively wealthy,95 but only that they were most likely in 
categories 4 or 5 of the poverty scale. 

Another individual we can place inPS4 or PS5 is Philemon. From Paul's 
letter to him, we know that Philemon had a slave, that he could provide 
lodging for Paul (Phlm. 22), and that an assembly met in his house (Phlm. 
2). New Testament scholars have tended to assume that references to a 
house and a slave are strong indicators of wealth and/or high social 

91. The evidence for hosting a house church in Rome comes from Rom. 16.3. 
Some scholars have argued that Rom. 16 was originally part of a letter to Ephesus 
(Helmut Köster, 'Ephesos in Early Christian Literature', in Helmut Köster [ed.], 
Ephesos, Metropolis of Asia: An Interdisciplinary Approach to its Archaeology, 
Religion, and Culture [Valley Forge, PA: Trinity Press International, 1995], pp. 122-
24). A summary of the arguments for and against can be found in Joseph A. Fitzmyer, 
Romans (New York: Doubleday, 1993), pp. 55-67. Note also the discussion of names 
from Rom. 16 in Peter Lampe, Die stadtrömischen Christen in den ersten beiden 
Jahrhunderten: Untersuchungen zur Sozialgeschichte (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr, 2nd 
edn, 1989), pp. 124-35.1 tentatively accept that Rom. 16 is an original part of Paul's 
letter to the saints in Rome. 

92. I accept the tradition for two reasons. First, Acts is correct in describing Paul as 
an artisan, so its description of Prisca and Aquila gains credibility (although only Acts 
specifies that Paul was a leatherworker). Second, Paul's reference to Prisca and Aquila 
in Rom. 16.3 as his 'co-workers in Christ' could be a playful allusion to their common 
labor in the workshop. 

93. Whittaker, 'The Poor', pp. 8-12. 
94. Robert Jewett, Paul, the Apostle to America: Cultural Trends and Pauline 

Scholarship (Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox, 1994), pp. 73-86. 
95. Meeks, First Urban Christians, p. 59. 
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status.96 Meggitt has provided a convincing rebuttal to these assumptions 
by showing that many poor people owned slaves in the ancient world, and 
that a mere reference to a home is not a good indicator of wealth.97 Philemon 
can be placed no higher than PS4 and nothing excludes PS5 as an equally 
possible ranking. 

Erastus provides a fourth example of someone probably in PS4 or PS5. 
Paul's reference to Erastus o οικονόµος της πόλεως ('the city steward', 
presumably of Corinth) in Rom. 16.23 has played an inappropriately large 
role in discussions of economic and social status in Paul's assemblies. 
Many scholars have attempted to identify this Erastus with an Erastus who, 
as aedile of Corinth, paid for a large paving project.98 If the identification 
holds, then we have an example of a member of the super�wealthy elite in 
the Corinthian assemblies.99 The identification, however, can be dismissed 
as extremely unlikely, as was shown by Henry Cadbury in 1931 (within 
two years after the discovery of the inscription).100 Cadbury's main argu-
ment was that a survey of epigraphic materials where an οικονόµος της 
πόλεως is mentioned indicates that these were often slaves and came from 
a very different level of society than did aediles. More recently, Meggitt 
has provided a thorough rebuttal to the several arguments still made in 
favor of identification, and they need not be rehearsed here.101 His observa-
tion about the Corinthian inscription is important, though, and bears 
repeating. The inscription is damaged at the beginning and thus it is not 
certain whether the aedile's name was Erastus or [Ep]erastus, both of which 
are attested in the early Roman imperial period. 

Can we place the Erastus of Rom. 16.23 on the poverty scale with any 
precision? Cadbury argued that the title οικονόµος της πόλεως could 

96. Theissen, Social Setting, pp. 83�87; Meeks, First Urban Christians, pp. 59�60. 
97. Meggitt, Paul, pp. 129�32. Note also Robert Jewett's questioning of modern 

assumptions about wealthy patrons of house assemblies in Paul, pp. 77�80. He 
observed that an οίκος could just as well indicate an apartment in a tenement building 
as a peristyle house. 

98. Erastus the aedile is known from an inscription: J.H. Kent, Inscriptions 1926�

1950 (Corinth 8.3; Princeton: American School of Classical Studies at Athens, 1966), 
pp. 99�100, no. 232, pi. 21. 

99. Theissen, Social Stratification, pp. 75�83 ; Meeks, First Urban Christians, pp. 
58�59. 

100. Henry J. Cadbury, 'Erastus of Corinth', JBL 50 (1931), pp. 42�58. Cadbury's 
conclusion: 'The upshot of our discussion is that the identification of the Erastus of the 
inscription with a New Testament character is improbable if not impossible' (p. 58). 

101. Meggitt, Paul, pp. 135�41. 
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indicate a range of statuses, depending on the particular context. Most of 
the city stewards, however, tended to be slaves or from servile families. 
Recently published epigraphic examples of the term tend to confirm this 
view, and give us some sense of the financial resources of a city steward. 
For example, a city steward from Stobi by the name of Diodoumenos was 
also a slave, for he dedicated a statue group of nymphs with his fellow 
slaves (οι σύνδουλοι).102 Similarly, a city steward in Kyme named 
Apollonides dedicated a marble column with a statue of a satyr to 
Sarapis,103 while Longeinos, a city steward from Thessalonica, apparently 
possessed fewer resources for he had the epitaph for his wife Artemidora 
inscribed on a reused epistyle block.104 This pattern does not reflect the 
benefactions of aediles or other members of the super�wealthy minority. 
These sorts of references suggest that the Erastus, the οικονόµος της 
πόλεως who sent greetings through Paul to the saints in Rome, was 
probably in category 4 or 5 of the poverty scale. 

The financial situation of Phoebe is more difficult to determine, but she 
is the fifth individual who is most likely in the PS4�5 range. Paul recom-
mended her to the Roman assemblies as a διάκονος ('servant') and a 
προστάτις ('leader, president') in Rom. 16.1�2. The former is clearly a 
title; Phoebe was a servant of the assembly in Cenchraea. The term 
προστάτις, on the other hand, is not used here for an office in the 
assembly, since Paul said she was 'a leader ofmany and also of me'. Judge's 
argument that προστάτις means 'patron' or 'benefactor' here is clearly 
wrong for two reasons: προστάτις is not the normal term for a benefactor; 
and Paul asks the Romans to help her when she arrives, which would be 
inappropriate for a client (Paul) to do on behalf of his benefactor. Paul's 
use of προστάτις for Phoebe indicates that many in the assemblies— 
including Paul—recognized her as a leader and authority figure. The fact 
that he requested help for her from the saints in Rome, however, indicates 
that her financial standing was not high. Category 5 on the poverty scale is 
most likely for her and category 4 is possible. 

Only two individuals mentioned in Paul's undisputed letters can be 
safely assigned to the category of moderate surplus resources (PS4) and 
one of them—Chloe—might not actually have been among the saints.105 

102. SEG 24 (1969), p. 496, cited in Pleket, review of W. A. Meeks, The First 

Urban Christians, VC 39 (1985), p. 194. 
103. SEG 47 (1997), p. 1662 (a corrected reading for SEG 39 [1989], p. 1316). 
104. SEG 38 (1988), p. 710, cited in Meggitt, Paul, p. 139 n. 337. 
105. Some discussions of social status in Paul's assemblies argue that the two men 
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In 1 Cor. 1.11 Paul says that he learned about strife within the Corinthian 
assemblies from Chloe's people, so it is not completely certain that Chloe 
herself was a participant in the assemblies.106 These individuals were 
probably either slaves or freedpersons attached to Chloe. Because she had 
more than one such person in her household and because they appear to 
have traveled on her behalf, she is probably in category 4 of the poverty 
scale. Her 'people', however, were not her financial equals, so we should 
list them in category 5.107 

The other individual with moderate surplus resources was the Gaius 
mentioned in Rom. 16.23, who is probably the same Gaius that Paul claimed 
to have baptized (1 Cor 1.14). In Rom. 16.23 Paul says that he stayed with 
Gaius and that Gaius was also host of the whole assembly (ο ξένος� µου 
καί oÀr]s της έκκλησίο^). Most commentators agree that 'host of the whole 
assembly' probably means that the several house assemblies in Corinth 
gathered at his residence. This suggests that Gaius had a larger house than 
others, which makes him perhaps the wealthiest person we know of from 
Paul's assemblies. It gives us no reason to suppose, however, that he should 
be ranked higher than category 4 on the poverty scale.108 

The foregoing discussion can be rendered in a chart format as shown in 
fig. 5. 

mentioned in 1 Cor. 6 who were engaged in a lawsuit must have had a good amount of 
money in order to go to court. Meggitt (Paul, pp. 122�25) has shown that litigation by 
itself does not allow us to infer financial standing, and so these two men are not included 
in the economic profile. 

106. Ross Kraemer, 'Chloe', in Carol Meyers (ed.), Women in Scripture (New York: 
Houghton Mifflin, 2000), pp. 62�63.1 tend to think she was part of an assembly, but the 
case is weak. Her participation seems more likely than to assume that some members 
of her household were participants, and that she sent them to Ephesus for other reasons, 
where Paul happened to be at the time. 

107. PS6 would also be a possibility for them, but it is less likely. 
108. These statements imply a household of Gaius with members in categories 4 and 

5 of the poverty scale. Since the household is not explicitly mentioned, however, I have 
adhered to my formal rule of dealing here only with explicit references and have not 
included the household in the chart. Moreover, it is odd that Paul said he baptized 
Stephanas's whole house (1 Cor. 1.16) but he did not say he baptized Gaius's whole 
house (1 Cor. 1.14). So it is hasty to assume that Gaius's whole house participated in 
church meetings. 
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PS Name Reference Location 
(4) (Chloe?) 1 Cor. 1.11 Corinth 
4 Gaius Rom. 16.23 Corinth 
4-5 Erastus Rom. 16.23 Corinth 
4-5 Philemon Phlm. 4-22 Colossae? 
4-5 Phoebe Rom. 16.1-2 Cenchraea, Rome 
4-5 Aquila Rom. 16.3-5 Rome (or Ephesus?) 
4-5 Prisca Rom. 16.3-5 Rome (or Ephesus?) 
5 Chloe's people ICor. 1.11 Ephesus 
5-6 Stephanas 1 Cor. 16.17-18 Ephesus 
5-6 The household of Stephanas 1 Cor. 16.15-16 Corinth 
5-6 (Many) saints in Corinth 1 Cor. 16.1-2 Corinth 
5-6 Churches in Galatia 1 Cor. 16.1-2 Galatia 
5-7 (Many) brothers (and sisters) 1 Thess. 4.11 Thessalonica 
6 (Many) saints in Corinth 2 Cor. 8.12-15 Corinth 
6 The assemblies of Macedonia 2 Cor. 8.1-6 Macedonia 
6 Paul 2 Cor. 11.1-21 Corinth 
6 Paul 1 Thess. 2.1-12 Thessalonica 
6 Paul Phil. 4.12-13 Rome? Ephesus? 

Caesarea? 
6-7 Onesimus Phlm. 10-19 Ephesus? Rome? 
6-7 Those who do not have food 

for the Lord's supper 
1 Cor. 11.22 Corinth 

7 Paul Phil. 2.25-30 Rome? Ephesus? 
Caesarea? 

Figure 5. Economic profile of Paul's assemblies 

To sum up this section, careful examination of explicit references to 
financial issues in Paul's undisputed letters leads to the conclusion that 
the vast majority of the people in his assemblies lived just above or just 
below the level of subsistence. The references in Paul's letters to groups 
are important in this regard, and these give strong support to the conclusion 
that most of the saints were poor. Only two individuals—Gaius and 
Chloe—clearly had surplus financial resources, but we are not completely 
certain whether Chloe was a participant in the assemblies. Five more 
individuals may have been in that category (Prisca, Aquila, Erastus, Phoebe 
and Philemon) but it is statistically unlikely that all five who might have 
had surplus resources actually did. The poor saints (defined as those living 
just above subsistence level, at subsistence level or below subsistence 
level) included the following: Chloe's people, Stephanas, the household 
of Stephanas, most saints in Corinth, most in the assemblies of Galatia, 
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most saints in Thessalonica, most of those in the assemblies of Macedonia, 
Onesimus and Paul. When we look for signs of rich saints we find no 
indications from Paul's letters of any assembly members from the super-
wealthy elites. This last observation agrees with Meeks's reconstruction, 
but it needs to be repeated because it contradicts the work of Judge, 
Theissen and the general ethos of the so-called new consensus. For nearly 
everyone in Paul's assemblies, as for nearly everyone in the Roman empire, 
poverty was a way of life. 

Conclusion: Why Now? 

The first half of this article located the twentieth-century social description 
of Paul's assemblies in its twentieth-century social contexts. I do not 
mean to imply thereby that my own interpretation is objective and unre-
stricted by social context. On the contrary, I engaged in this critique of the 
history of interpretation in order to locate myself in a similar context and 
to label my analysis within the trajectory of elite, academic, mostly white, 
mostly male, mostly Western interpreters of the social standing of the 
Pauline assemblies. I argued that there was no old consensus or new con-
sensus in the social analysis of Paul's assemblies. There was instead a 
twentieth-century mainstream interpretation that Paul's assemblies con-
tained a cross-section of society. Some details of the consensus changed, 
but throughout the century mainstream scholars rejected Marxist interpre-
tations while refusing to engage in economic analysis of their own. Since 
there was no systematic consideration of financial issues, these studies 
tended to project their own economies onto the first century, with indus-
trial capitalist assumptions predominating in the time of Deissmann and 
consumer capitalist assumptions in the time of the so-called new consen-
sus. Because these studies were characterized by capitalist views of 
economy, society, personal agency, and religion, there was little or no inter-
est in the phenomenon of poverty in the ancient world, and even less 
interest in the reasons for that poverty. 

With the decline of Marxism in the West and the development of a 
global corporate capitalist economy, the social context of the analysts has 
changed. And with this relocation, the so-called new consensus is losing 
its persuasive power. This is not to say that it was entirely wrong. In fact, 
I think there is a good deal to be learned from the studies of Paul's 
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assemblies during the last 30 years; a good deal of progress was made.109 

However, the economic assumptions of the so-called new consensus rested 
on the shifting sands of consumer capitalism of the 1970s and 1980s, and 
that foundation is washing away. The current challenge is to interpret these 
texts in a global corporate capitalist context. 

My argument concluded with an attempt to measure degrees of poverty 
in Paul's assemblies. Measurement is never neutral and I have tried to 
make my biases as clear as possible. The most important bias was to focus 
on economy in general, and on the poor in particular. I chose this focus 
because I am suspicious of both Marxist criticism and capitalist criticism. 
Neither one of them seems to explain the stubborn persistence of poverty 
across many centuries. I suspect that neither one will give us a sufficiently 
critical appraisal of the texts for our time, a time of growing financial 
inequalities on a global scale, where small percentages of people consume 
huge percentages of the world's resources.110 In this context, we could 
choose to conform to the evolving dominant discourse in the West and 
simply ignore poverty in the topics we study. Or we could recognize that 
Paul's assemblies were mostly composed of urban poor folks who lived 
near the line between subsistence and crisis, and we could explore the 
implications. After all, Paul himself was poor, an itinerant worker who sup-
ported himself by physical labor. He may have chosen a life of downward 
mobility, but most of the people in his assemblies did not. Poverty was 
forced upon them. To the extent that we have portrayed these saints as 
wealthy, prosperous, or upwardly mobile, we have done a disservice to 
them and to their apostle, signaling a different kind of poverty within 
Pauline studies. 

109.1 have not said enough about the achievements of the so-called new consensus, 
nor does space permit such a discussion. It is important to note, however, that my own 
work is indebted to these scholars. The so-called new consensus led the way in opening 
up social historical analysis of the early assemblies. By moving away from theological 
models and employing models such as social status and ritual, these scholars made it 
possible for all sorts of new analyses to be undertaken, including this article. 

110. For some data regarding current trends, see John Mills, A Critical History of 
Economics (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002), pp. 32-36. 
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Appendix: What Percentage of the Inhabitants of the Roman Empire 
were in the Super-wealthy Categories (PS 1-3)? 

Alföldy estimated that the wealthiest inhabitants of the empire made up no 
more than 1% of the population, but his estimate was probably a little too 
low. Alföldy calculated that there were no more than 200,000 adult males 
among the super-wealthy: 600 senators, about 20,000 equestrians and 
100,000-150,000 local decurions.111 When wives and children are added, 
the total number of members of the super-wealthy families would be around 
500,000 according to his estimate. 

There are two independent lines of argument that suggest that this 
percentage should be a little higher. One line is a very general calculation 
based on the number of urban areas in the empire. Vittinghoff noted that 
there were 1,500-2,000 cities with limited self-government under Roman 
rule in the middle empire.112 If we take the low end of his estimate (1,500 
cities), because we are dealing with the early empire, and then assume an 
average of 100 decurions per city,113 we come out at the high end of 
Alföldy's estimate: 150,000 decurions throughout the empire. 

A more complicated calculation suggests that this is still too low. In a 
study of cities in the African provinces, Duncan-Jones showed that local 
decurions made up about 1.09% of the total adult male population,114 

which we can safely round up to 1.1 %.115 In the empire's population of 55 

111. Alföldy, Social History, pp. 115, 122, 127 and 147. MacMullen's figures 
(Roman Social Relations, pp. 88-89) are similar. 

112. Friedrich Vittinghoff, 'Gesellschaft', in Friedrich Vittinghoff (ed.), Handbuch 
der europäischen Wirtschafts- und Sozialgeschichte. I. Europäische Wirstchafts- und 
Sozialgeschichte in der römischen Kaiserzeit (Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1990), p. 258. 

113. The figure of a hundred decurions in a city was established as a reasonable 
average for calculation over large regions by Richard Duncan-Jones, 'Wealth and 
Munificence in Roman Africa', Papers of the British School at Rome 31(1963), p. 168, 
and Duncan-Jones, Economy, pp. 283-87. While 'decurión' is not strictly a financial 
category, it did require extraordinary wealth on the part of a male who held civic offices. 
There were also wealthy individuals who could not (or would not) serve in city offices 
and were therefore not a part of a local decurionate. Since there were also decurions 
who could not meet their financial obligations, I am assuming in these calculations that 
the numbers of poor decurions and wealthy non-decurions cancel each other out 
(Duncan-Jones, 'Wealth', pp. 169-70). 

114. Duncan-Jones, 'Wealth', pp. 170-71. 
115.1 round up here because we are not dealing with statistically precise data and the 

difference is negligible. 
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million, then, there should have been approximately 15,714,300 adult 
males,116 of whom 1.1% or about 172,850 would have been decurions. 
Using this number and adding senators (600) and equestrians (20,000), we 
come up with 193,450 super�wealthy adult males. Adding wives and 
children to this total, I conclude there were about 677,100 members of 
super�wealthy families in a total population of 55 million.117 So the richest 
elites made up only about 1.23% of the empire's inhabitants.118 

116. Adult males made up about 2

1η of the total population (Duncan�Jones, 'Wealth', 
p. 170). Alföldy employed the same ratio (Social History, p. 147). 

117. Using the 2:7 ratio results in the following totals: 2,100 senatorial family 
members, 70,000 equestrian family members, 549,500 decurional family members. 

118. These calculations involve only members of these three orders, even though my 
poverty scale categories also include a small number of other very wealthy families 
whose men were not a part of these orders. The reason I am using only the numbers for 
the orders is that these calculations are based on percentages developed by Duncan-
Jones for Roman Africa during the period 98-244 CE. Those figures for aristocrats in 
the second and third centuries should be a little higher than the figures for aristocrats in 
the mid-first century. That difference should account for the wealthy first-century 
individuals not in the orders. 
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