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In the first-century Palestinian world there were essentially two major groups of people, the rich 
and the poor. The rich included especially the wealthy high-priestly clans. Consisting of four 
extended families, they must be distinguished from the lower clergy (e.g., Zachariah of Luke’s birth 
narrative) who were in general poor and felt oppressed by the high-priestly group. It was the chief 
priests who not only profited from the sacrifices offered in the Temple (the lower clerk officiated 
for only two weeks a year, while the high-priestly clans were always present) but also controlled 
the considerable commerce associated with that sacrifice and other religious activities (e.g., the 
activity noted in Mk 11:15-19).  
 
Another wealthy group was the Herodian family and retinue, whose political power was easily 
translated into wealth. It has been estimated that Herod and later his family may have owned more 
than half the land in his dominions. Gifts of land to faithful followers were not unusual.  
 
The third group of wealthy people were the remnants of the older Jewish aristocracy (although 
much of their land was confiscated by Herod and his sons) and individuals who had become rich 
through trade, tax farming or the like. To be considered truly rich one had to own land, so a person 
would purchase landholdings as he became wealthy, but such a person would not farm his own 
land. Instead, he rented it to tenant farmers and spent much of his time on civic and religious affairs 
in the city (principally, Jerusalem). This system led to the abuse of tenants and hired laborers. This 
mistreatment was seen by wealthy as perfectly legal, but was viewed by the poor as totally unjust 
(cf. Jas 5:1-6).  
 
A final group of wealthy people were the prosperous merchants who had not yet joined the land-
owning aristocracy, although like them they controlled much of the economic life of the country. 
Both the land-owning and non-land-owning groups were deeply resented by the people of the land. 
It was no accident that during the Jewish revolt of A.D. 66-70, when the common people got the 
upper hand in Jerusalem, one of their first acts was the burning of the debt records and the 
slaughter of many of the aristocrats.  
 
…[All four wealthy] groups at times used their power to oppress the lower classes. The less 
religious group[s] did it through sheer abuse of power. The observant group[s] justified their 
oppression through legal interpretation, which who in the eyes of Jesus was viewed as more 
culpable, for it appeared to put God on the side of injustice.  
 
Although there was a small middle class of some of the skilled artisans, land-owning farmers and 
merchants (and socially, although not economically, the lower clergy), the second major social 
group was the poor, the peasants, the ‘’people of the land.’’ This group included several sub-groups.  
 
The best-off were the small landowners, who tended to lead a precarious life which depended on 
the harvest. A bad year or two could spell the loss of their land to the wealthy neighbor who lent 
them seed after the first crop failure. It could also mean the starvation of their family. The tenant 
farmers were next best-off, although they had to pay their landlord his due before providing for 
their own families. Worst off were those without land (and without the skills of artisans), the hired 
laborers and the beggars. They were the truly poor. Their hand-tomouth existence was considered 
hardly worth living. Mixed in among these various levels of poorer people were such trades as 



fishermen and carpenters, whose social level depended on their relative prosperity, even though 
they were landless. Zebedee, for example, appears to have been relatively prosperous, for he had 
hired men on his boats, not simply family. Jesus’ family, on the other hand, offered the sacrifice of 
the poor when he was born (Lk 2:24), but it is possible that when established back in Galilee they 
may have had a higher (if still modest) standard of living, which skilled work could at times 
command.  
 
…However defined, the poor lived on the edge of existence even in the best of times, for to be in an 
agricultural economy without owning sufficient productive land to provide security is to be 
economically marginal. Yet the first century was not the best of times. Even if they managed to 
scrape by in normal years, the first century included years of famine, especially in the 40’s. This 
threat could never be far from any of the poorer people. Then there were Roman (or Herodian) 
taxes to pay and on top of that the Law prescribed a tithe (which could amount to from seventeen 
to twenty-three per cent of one’s gross income).  
 
…Judaism in general did not have any problem with wealth. Possessions were not viewed as evil. 
Indeed, because of the OT stories of Abraham, Solomon and Job, there was a tendency to connect 
wealth with the blessing of God (the piety-prosperity equation), but while for the most part this 
attitude continued in the first century, it was modified in two directions. On the one hand, the 
empirical observation was made that wealth tended to beget greed and the abuse of power. And in 
a society in which the supply of wealth was believed to be limited, any gathering of wealth which 
was not clearly from God was suspected of being done through such abuse. In fact, in the light of the 
experience of the righteous under the Seleucid rulers and later the Hasmoneans and Herods, it even 
appeared that most wealth was gained by injustice and that righteousness tended to make one 
poor. Some intertestamental writers questioned if there were any wealthy people who were 
righteous (Sir 31:3- 10). On the other hand, the same authors made it clear that a wealthy person 
could be righteous or honorable (especially if the wealth had been inherited) and the way that he or 
she could demonstrate this righteousness was through charity. Thus, in Jewish tradition Abraham 
and Job were singled out as being wealthy persons who were righteous because they excelled in 
generosity. 


