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Remember the Poor: Paul, Poverty, and the Greco-Roman World 

Engaging Economics: New Testament Scenarios and Early Christian 

Reception 
Bruce W. 

Reviewed by Kurt C. Schaefer, Calvin College 

I
n Remember the Poor, 

respected New Testament scholar, sets out to correct a stereotype within 

biblical-studies scholarship: “When exploring economic dimensions 

 

advanced agrarian cultures,” with an elite “well-placed to use their power 

agrarian culture was characterized by a relatively small elite, a large and 

relatively powerless peasantry, and pervasive patronage. “Between the elite 

as possible were put at their disposal.… Religious systems managed by 

power. Manual labor was generally despised by those not engaged in it. 
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historical literature eventually leads him to propose a rough reconstruction 

1

the population,2

3 

Figure 1 
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typical Christian church was only slightly more tilted toward the bottom 

themselves and pooling resources communally with others, but they were 

to Roman patrons. In contrast to the elite’s normal expropriations, the 

empire, in which the wealthy share rather than accumulate at the expense 

for the poor, 

rather than at their expense and to their exclusion.

to beggars, especially in proximity to pagan shrines and temples. But 

‘almsgiving’ and ‘righteousness’ were closely related and, at times, ‘could 
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4

5 gives 

in Jerusalem

would not be a general prophetic stance toward the disadvantaged, but 

body blows to this consensus, demonstrating that it is inconsistent with 

upon grace with external ceremonies.
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depart from traditional 

and less

action

on others’ conversations. It may come as a surprise that New Testament 

But maybe such exertions are common to every discipline. Picture the 

good thing.

argumentation or personal vendetta. He consistently avoids over-reaching 

claims concerning economic analysis or policy. 

 In Engaging Economics,

University seminar essays by biblical scholars aims to demonstrate 

“how prominently economic responsibility is to be embedded within the 

“the view that New Testament interpretation should not be diluted by 

wealth have little to do with the primary theological interests evident across 
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 In act one, Stephen Barton analyzes several texts to make the point 

communicate what really counts and how to attain it, in distinction to 

crossing are the things that count. They are to be pursued in two ways: by 

this is possible, and by otherwise setting out a new and better way. Brian 

New Testament’s strong apparently negative statements about possessions 

and wealth, and strong apparently positive statements about communal 

virtuosi” who have a special calling to an apostolic ministry, not as general 

that Mk. 4:24b7 quid pro 

quo logic. David Downs argues against the notion that Paul’s epistles 

per se , but 
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argument that “the poor” in Gal. 2:10 was universally taken to mean “all the 

she should never remarry. 

cultural anthropology, which on the whole are currently post-

economics.

, rather than exploring its economic message? 

koinonia

essay considers the Book of Steps,
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Book of Steps¸

 The editors have aimed to produce a volume establishing economic 

responsibility as central to Christian identity. I expect that most Christian 

in this regard. The arguments and conclusions in those papers are not 

Faith & Economics,

virtuosi

Book of Steps) provide an interesting window on the long 

 This book’s intended audience is the New-Testament-scholars’ guild, 

outside the guild. But the dialog between Christian economists and New 

Testament scholars is an important one, and this book provides a good 

insights. 

 Taken together, what do these two books have to say about how 
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the Christian scriptures address economic questions? They argue 

do not argue 

agenda in pressing these concerns into practice. A tennis player might say 

Endnotes

2  Perhaps a slightly larger proportion would be poor in non-urban areas 

-

3 You know something is wrong when slavery is a step upward

-

to Paul’s theology and practice.

-

lars, recognized the grace that had been given to me, they gave to 

go to the Gentiles and they to the circumcised. They asked only one 

thing, that we remember the poor, which was actually what I was ea-
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give will be the measure you get, and still more will be given you. For 

-
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