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For Thomas and his generation
“Don’t go along with the pattern of this age, but be transformed by
the renewing of your mind.”1
Some scholars (in particular Scott Meikle2) have recognized the influence of
Aristotle’s economic thought on Marx, but relatively few have explored the
relationship between biblical and socialist economic aims. For example, although
Aristotle arguably provided the ancient world’s best account of economic value,
it was not he but key figures in the Biblical prophetic tradition who grasped the
danger to social justice posed by mounting economic debt and who proclaimed
the need periodically to cancel it.3 As David Graeber has written in his book
Debt: The First Five Thousand Years, it is worth hoping that
… we are long overdue for some kind of Biblical-style Jubilee: one
that would affect both international debt and consumer debt.
It would be salutary not just because it would relieve so much
genuine human suffering, but also because it would be our way of
reminding ourselves that money is not ineffable, that paying one’s
debts is not the essence of morality, that all these things are human
arrangements and that if democracy is to mean anything, it is the
ability to all agree to arrange things in a different way.4
With such a political vision in mind, my focus here is on the Biblical prophetic
warning about, and solution to, severe debt injustice – whether individual or
collective. I seek to demonstrate the New Testament’s continuity with the
Jubilee theme of economic justice and debt cancellation laid out in the Hebrew
Scriptures. In particular, I argue that Paul of Tarsus well understood the economic
difficulties faced by wage laborers in the first-century Roman Empire and the alltoo-real possibility of debt bondage, and – through his collection “for the poor
among the consecrated at Jerusalem”5 – devised a creative means to reclaim the
Biblical tradition of debt cancellation. In short, Paul envisioned what we could
call a “gift economy” based not only on mutuality but also, and especially, on
addressing the needs of the weak, vulnerable, and poor.
Indeed, Larry Welborn has persuasively argued that in the historical
context of the first-century ancient world Paul contributed “to the tentative
emergence of a new category of thought – the economic.”6 In particular,
Welborn argues, the “novelty” of Paul’s collection was its radical alternative
to Greco-Roman models of patronage, namely, “the equalization of resources
between persons of different social classes through voluntary redistribution.”7
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Moreover, we see not only a local redistributive pattern of equality promoted
by Paul but an unprecedented – and politically subversive – global form of
economic redistribution from Jesus loyalists in assemblies scattered throughout
the Roman Empire, but especially in strategic urban centers like Philippi,
Ephesus, Corinth, and Rome.
Unfortunately, the driving force for such redistributive equality appears
as a stumbling block to contemporary Christians and foolishness to Marxists:8
divine grace, that is to say, an absent cause that initiates what the English
sociologist (and socialist) Richard Titmuss called the “gift relationship.”9 One
need not personify that cause as “God” along the lines that Paul and other Jesus
loyalists did in order to recognize that there must be such an absent cause to set
into motion the double reciprocity involved, for example, between (a) individuals
and the underlying economic structure of debt and (b) among the indebted
individuals themselves.
Paul, it should be well understood, became a follower – or loyalist – of
10
Jesus after having initially opposed the movement and helped to persecute its
members. It is worth reflecting briefly on the nature of that movement during
Jesus’s lifetime and in the decades just after, when Paul would have encountered
and ultimately embraced it.
The Jesus movement arose in the socio-historical context of – and as a
bold critique of and stark alternative to – economic exploitation, indebtedness,
and debt bondage.11 Indeed, a generation after Jesus’s state execution at the
hands of the Roman imperial order, a social explosion occurred in Galilee and
Judea that had at its core the demand for debt cancellation.
The defining feature of the movement, as Richard Horsley has emphasized,
was “covenant renewal,” the appeal to ancient traditions of Israelites in order to
address the economic woes of Galilean and Judean peasant, artisans, and their
allies (few in number, to be sure, but hardly nonexistent).
Against this historical backdrop, it is possible to see in a radically new way
what have come to be known in Christian tradition as the “Golden Rule”12 and the
“Lord’s Prayer.”13 As opposed to the traditional interpretation of these texts as
outlining the basis for individual piety, it becomes striking how Jesus’s insistence
on moral reciprocity entails the economic practice of mutual debt cancellation.14
For example, in the early tradition conveyed by the author of the Gospel of
Mark, Jesus sharply distinguishes between how he “exercises lordship” and
how it is practiced by “those recognized as rulers of the nations,” in particular,
how “their great ones dominate them.” He cautions his disciples that whoever
“desires to become great among must be your servant, and whoever “wishes to
be first among you must be slave of all.” Jesus concludes his normative account
of legitimate leadership by presenting himself as the embodiment of Debt
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Cancellation for All: “For even the human one did not come to be served but to
serve and to give his life as a payment for the deliverance (lytron) of many.”15
As Ched Myers has noted, the Greek word lytron (traditionally translated
as “ransom”) “referred to the price required to redeem captives or purchase
freedom for indentured servants.”16 Moreover, Richard Horsley observes that
such a formulation can scarcely be construed as a “proof text” for such later
theories of divine atonement that have emphasize the “vicarious death of
Christ.”17 Rather, it should be appreciated as a “motivating sanction for the
principle enunciated” in these verses. Significantly, Horsley adds, what is at stake
is the “covenantal mechanism” in Israelite tradition “by which those who had
fallen into debt-slavery could be ransomed and their land, which had come into
another’s control, could be redeemed …”18
Jesus once even offered a compelling parable against the refusal to cancel
debts. In the Gospel of Matthew, we find the following account of an unforgiving
servant (or royal “retainer”19):
… [T]he kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who wished
to settle accounts with his retainers. When he began the calculation,
one who owed him ten thousand talents was brought to him; and, as
he could not pay, his lord ordered him to be sold, together with his
wife and children and all his possessions, and payment to be made.
So the servant fell on his knees before him, saying, “Have patience
with me, and I will repay you everything.” And having been moved
with compassion for him, the lord of that servant released him and
cancelled his debt. But that same servant, as he went out, came
upon one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii;
and choking him, he said, “Pay what you owe.” Then his fellow
servant fell down and pleaded with him, “Have patience with me, and
I will pay you.” But he refused; then he went and threw him into jail
until he would pay the debt. When his fellow servant saw what had
happened, they were greatly distressed, and they went and reported
to their lord all that had taken place. Then his lord summoned him
and said to him, “You wicked servant! I forgave you all that debt
because you pleaded with me. Should you not have had mercy on
your fellow servant, as I had mercy on you?” And in anger his lord
handed him over to the jailors until he would pay his entire debt. [So
my heavenly Father will also do to every one of you, if you do not
forgive your brother or sister from your heart.]20
Taken at face value, the author of the Gospel of Matthew has framed this story as
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a normative counterexample – even proclaiming eschatological divine sanction
– against one individual’s refusal to cancel another’s debts. Yet on closer
examination, one can discern the forceful indictment of not only (a) an economic
system rooted in debt, threats of enslavement, imprisonment, and violence but
also (b) the illusion of debt cancellation from above by benevolent rulers.
This is a compelling example of what John Dominic Crossan has called a
challenge parable, which has no clear resolution to the conflict depicted in the
narrative and so forces the listener “to think, to discuss, to argue, and to decide
about meaning as present application. Here is its basic challenge. If tradition is
changed, it may be destroyed. If tradition is not changed, it will be destroyed.21
Accordingly, it is not hard to grasp that the central challenge posed by Jesus
in the Parable of the Unforgiving Servant is that, as William Herzog has argued,
“neither the messianic hope nor the tradition of popular kingship can resolve
the people’s dilemma. To reshape their world, the people of the land must look
elsewhere. Just where is not the concern of this parable.”22 Perhaps, though,
the unspoken implication of Jesus’s parable is that the people should look
to themselves, to their own power of debt cancellation from below. Bearing
in mind the importance of debt and debt cancellation in Jesus’s mission as
it was remembered in the nascent Jesus movement,23 let us turn now to the
theological-economic contribution made by Paul of Tarsus.
Although my interest in Paul lies in his broad contribution to the Jesus
movement, I shall largely focus on his letter to the assemblies of Jesus loyalists in
Rome, his so-called “Letter to the Romans.” My overriding concern in providing a
close reading of Paul’s letter is to consider how participants in the Roman house
assemblies would have reacted when they heard it read aloud and interpreted
by Paul’s co-worker Phoebe,24 in other words, to overhear their concerns and
conversations.
The vast majority of Paul’s “undisputed”25 letters were addressed to
assemblies of Jesus loyalists with whom Paul has already established a close
personal relationship, a kind of partnership. Indeed, these letters generally
functioned as “problem-solving” interventions in which he tried to resolve a
conflict, reiterate an important teaching or simply reassure other Jesus loyalists.
By contrast, Paul’s Letter to the Romans was written to a group of assemblies
most of whose members he had never met. All Paul’s letters typically rely on
moral exhortation through paradigmatic example, but the Letter to the Romans
is the most theologically – and politically – complex and is especially grounded
in appeals to Jewish Scripture, in particular, the Torah and the Prophets.
Finally, in all his undisputed letters Paul confesses, in one way or another,
his exclusive loyalty to Jesus as the Messiah, whose brutal death at the hands
of Roman occupation forces he insists has been paradoxically vindicated as the
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inspiration for an alternative vision for building anti-imperial, egalitarian human
communities that Jesus already proclaimed as the “reign of God” and Paul calls
“assemblies” (ekklēsiae) that exemplify “solidarity-partnership” (koinōnia).26
Notwithstanding Nietzsche’s uncomprehending complaint in The Anti-Christ,27
Paul recognized that the transformative power of the Jesus movement lay
precisely in its apparent weakness (from the hierarchical perspective of the
established power of the Roman imperial order, at any rate).28 This is the
concrete sense of Jesus’s resurrection as signifying what Alain Badiou has rightly
called an Event that demands loyalty.29
Consequently, it is hardly surprising that at the beginning and end of his
Letter to the Romans, Paul clearly and directly confesses his loyalty as a follower
of Jesus and thereby issues a challenge to “the dominant politics of Rome and
the Roman emperor.”30 Toews reminds modern readers of Paul’s letters – who
standardly fail to recognize the intertwining of the theological and political in
the ancient world – of the implications that the audience to whom Paul wrote
(dictated, actually)31 resided precisely in the capital of the Roman Empire:
The center of the city had numerous temples had numerous temples to pagan
gods and to the emperors of Rome. Every city block had an altar to the emperor
at which people were expected to make confession or offer sacrifices. Every
home was expected to have a cove with an image of the emperor.32
Paul composed his letter shortly after the ascension of Nero in C.E. 54 to the
emperorship. In this conjuncture, Paul’s letter operated as “a political theology,
a political declaration of war on the Caesar.”33 The basic message presented in
this “letter of resistance” was undoubtedly why Paul was killed by the regime.34
Indeed, as Toews summarizes,
Paul’s opening and concluding confessions in Romans are theological
statements; he confesses that Jesus is the messianic fulfillment of the
promises to David and the Jewish people. But every word in these
confessions and in Paul’s opening statement of his mission to the
capital of the empire also are loaded with political meaning – gospel,
son of God, Lord, rule the nations, hope for the nations, faith, father,
salvation, righteousness are all understood in Rome as referents to
Augustus, the emperor. The emperor is the son of God, lord, and
father of the Roman people who rules the nations, who brings hope,
salvation, and righteousness to all peoples of the world.
		
The confessions of Paul in Romans are theo-political
assertions. They simultaneously outline Paul’s understanding of
the gospel and his counter-imperial claims about the politics of
the gospel. Paul challenges what the people of Rome say about
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the Roman emperor. The Romans got it wrong, Paul says. Messiah
Jesus is the son of God, the Lord, who brings hope, salvation and
righteousness to all people and who will rule the nations in behalf of
God the father.35
Toews argues persuasively that confessions of faith in Paul’s letters serve
as declarations of loyalty. However, it is hardly obvious that, as he goes on
argue, loyalty to Paul’s (and Jesus’s) inclusive, egalitarian vision of community
– and concomitant disloyalty to Empire – requires retreat from politics and
political struggles to build a more just world. Such retreat unjustifiably cedes
ground to forms of class and state power and only makes more difficult the
successful pursuit of one’s presumed normative commitment to participate in
the Jesus movement. One can strive to advance social movements, and build
unions, political organizations, and parties without abdicating one’s exclusive
theological-political loyalty.
John Barclay has argued that to see Paul’s declaration that “Jesus is Lord”
is not purely, simply, and narrowly a presumption that therefore “The Emperor
is not Lord.”36 For Barclay, Paul’s challenge is deeper and wider than a direct
political challenge to the Roman imperial order. As he argues, in Paul’s cosmic
scheme of powers and principalities, the Roman Empire is relegated “to the
rank of a dependent and derivative entity, denied a distinguishable name or
significant role in the story of the world.”37 This is because, Barclay adds, Paul’s
systemic analysis of the world differs from ours: for him the
“political” is fused with other realities whose identity is clarified and
named from the epistemological standpoint of the Christ-event.
In this sense the Roman empire is not significant to Paul qua the
Roman empire: it certainly features on his map, but under other
auspices and as subservient to more significant powers.38
No doubt this is true – but neither should one argue that since Paul’s theological
vision was more than political his theological vision was thereby less than
political. A material clash of systems, interests, and values remained.
As Mark Reasoner notes, it is clear that Paul’s target was more broadly
the “polytheistic fabric” of the first-century Mediterranean world than it was
the Roman imperial cult. And yet, Reasoner adds, somehow Paul – whether he
intended it or not – posed a threat to the Roman imperial order. Otherwise, he
wouldn’t have fallen victim to it. Even if he was not “intentionally subverting the
Roman Empire in his letters,” there existed “a relationship of incompatibility”
between “Paul as the apostle to the nations and the Roman Empire.”39
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Paul’s overall theological argument in the Letter to the Romans pivots on
his drawing a line of demarcation between a conception of justice as retaliation
and justice as restoration: Paul sets forth and defends the historical possibility
of a transition between a “regime of law” and a “regime of generosity.”40 Or,
as Toews puts it, Paul is calling for the construction of “a genuinely egalitarian
worldview and value system.”41
As Justin Meggitt has amply and ably demonstrated,42 in pursuit of such
a worldview and value system, Paul was committed to a form of economic
“mutualism” as a strategy for the survival of those living at a subsistence level in
the first century world. Meggitt defines “mutualism” as “the implicit or explicit
belief that individual and collective well-being is attainable above all by mutual
interdependence.”43 Meggitt insists that this is more than mere reciprocity.
Consider an intriguing passage in which Paul observes that
wages are not credited as a gift (kata charin) to a worker but as a
debt owed (kata opheilēma). But to someone who doesn’t work,
trusting (pisteuonti) him who justifies (dikaiounta) the ungodly, his
trust (pistis) is credited as righteousness (eis dikaiosynēn). So also
David speaks of the blessedness of those to whom God credits
righteousness apart from works (logizetai dikaiousynēn chōris
ergōn): “Blessed are those whose lawless deeds are forgiven, and
whose errors are covered over; blessed is the one against whom the
Lord will not credit error.”44
As Dieter Georgi comments, Paul demonstrates here a profound understanding
of the relationship between wage labor and leisure. Georgi points out that
whoever works for monetary gain counts on the fact that wages are not given
as a favor, that is, in gracious condescension or with a similar attitude. Instead,
it is expected and given according to the rate of indebtedness that accumulates
according to time, energy, resources, and imagination invested and shown by
the worker. This reference to wage as an indebtedness of the employer is an
interesting one, certainly true today also, but not so often expressed in this
kind of language. Employers on various levels have always tended to give their
payments to employees a touch of grace. This is an attitude that Paul condemns
outright, and Paul’s opinion concerning the relationship of money and labor
reflects that of contemporary society.45
Paul next considers an exemplary person of leisure: King David. Paul’s
point of contrast hinges on his use of the Greek words pistis (translated “loyalty”
or “faithfulness”) and dikaiosynē (conventionally translated as “righteousness”
but also having the societal connotation of “justice”). In Paul’s understanding
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of the Abraham story in the Hebrew Scriptures, Abraham is not “justified” by a
set of abstract beliefs about God but rather by concretely expressing his loyalty
to God through his actions. Paul does not understand human loyalty “as a oneway concept, from the subject to the sovereign. It is a two-way affair, with the
divine loyalty, in fact, preceding and causing human loyalty.”46 Paul reiterates and
condenses his point in the formulation: “For the wages of sin is death, but the
free gift (charis) of God is eternal life in our Lord Jesus the Messiah.”47 Later on
in the Letter to the Romans we also find Paul’s commitment to mutualism:
Do not become indebted to anyone, except to love one another; for
one who unconditionally loves another has fulfilled the Torah. For
“You shall not commit adultery, You shall not murder, You shall not
steal, You shall not covet,” and, if there is any other commandment, it
may be summed up in this expression: “You shall love your neighbor
as yourself.” Love for one’s neighbor does not carry out evil;
therefore, love is a fulfillment of the Torah.48
Paul sharply contrasts a negative requirement to avoid indebtedness with the
positive requirement to love one’s neighbor – here echoing the Torah and Jesus’s
“Golden Rule.” What does the avoidance of debt have to do fulfillment of the
Torah? Paul appeals to a principle of economic reciprocity. Paul is sketching the
outlines of an “economy of the gift” that would be based on what Peter Oakes
has termed “a new scale of value,” in accordance with which “Paul is not calling
for realistic assessment of oneself on the usual scales of status and intellect. He
does away with these scales of achievement and inherited qualities by putting
in a scale based on unmerited gift.”49 As a result, Paul seeks to undermine the
very hierarchical structure of honor, status, and household that served as an
ideological support for Greco-Roman societies; instead he proposes a new
egalitarian model of community. Toward this end, Paul offers here – as well as
elsewhere50 – the metaphor of a body having many parts and functions, but
each contributing to overall corporeal wellbeing: “For just as in one body we
have many parts, and not all the parts have the same function, just so, we who
are many are one body in Christ and, individually, we are parts of each other.”51
Moreover, within such an egalitarian economy, there exist diverse “gifts” that “are
in line with the gift given to us”52 and therefore should be shared.
Finally, though, the new system of value that Paul sketches, which
reconfigures and exceeds the boundaries of the classical model of a household
economy recognizes the hard work and suffering undergone by its members,
but with a commitment to sharing and hospitality with all but with what could
be called a preferential option for the poor: “Be in agreement with one another.
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Don’t be carried away to grandiose ideas but to lowly people.”53 As Oakes
comments, the Greek word used by Paul to characterize “lowly people” is
tapeinos, which has customarily been translated as “humble.” However, the word
conveys not a moral but in a social category. Indeed, Oakes continues, “Paul is
probably not urging Christians to associate particularly with people who have
the virtue of not thinking too highly of themselves. In this period [tapeinos] was
much more commonly used to denote the poor. It tended more towards being
pejorative than complimentary.”54
Undoubtedly the fullest expression of Paul’s gift economy and his
commitment to economic mutualism and debt cancellation as survival strategies
was his project to collect contributions to assist the poor in Jerusalem and
elsewhere. This was no charitable project, as some have claimed.”55 Rather, as
Gordon Zerbe has argued, Paul’s collection was to serve as
a relief fund for his fellow Messianic compatriots of Judea,
impoverished by food shortages caused by both famine and the
Roman empire’s tributary system of economic extraction from
conquered territories. But Paul does not promote just charity and
benevolence; rather, in this project he champions in concrete terms
the goal of mutualism, partnership, and equality with the lowly and
poor.56
		
Indeed, increasing numbers of New Testament scholars
have proposed that this collection served as a material way to
demonstrate concrete commitment to “solidarity-partnership”
(koinōnia) not only among Jesus followers but also with all those
who had been “humiliated”57 by Roman political domination and
economic exploitation.58 For example, Ross and Gloria Kinsler have
argued that Paul’s collection served as his concrete enactment of
the ancient Israelite ‘jubilee tradition’ – as renewed by the Jesus
movement – of debt cancellation and economic redistribution.59
Finally, Paul bears witness to the stark reality of debt bondage – and the hope of
deliverance from it – even at the level of the natural world. As Paul reminds his
fellow Jesus loyalists,
I consider that the sufferings of this present time (tou nyn kairou)
are not worth comparing with the glory about to be revealed
(apokalyphthēnai) to us. For the creation waits with eager
expectation for the revealing of the children of God; for the creation
was subjected (hypetagē) to futility, not of its own will but by the
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will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will
be released from its servitude of destruction into the freedom of the
glory of the children of God. We know that the whole creation has
groaned and agonized until now; and not only the creation, but we
ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan while we wait
for divine adoption, the deliverance (apolytrōsin) of our bodies. For
in hope we were saved. Now hope that is seen is not hope. For who
hopes for what is seen? But if we hope for what we do not see, we
wait for it with endurance (di hypomonēs).60
What is striking in this passage is the metaphor by which Paul identifies how the
Roman Empire not only has enslaved human beings but also has undermined
and despoiled the created order of things. As Neil Elliott reminds us, “creation
is … and has long been … a political topic.”61 Indeed, the “manumission” that
Paul expects is not just human but natural. Here I disagree with those who have
argued that the “groans” Paul evokes in this passage have to do primarily with
the “birth pangs” of a pregnant woman, essentially guided by with the image
of the imminent “day of the Lord” (hēmera kyriou) that Paul offers in.62 Rather,
it appears that the references in Romans 8.18-25 have to do as well with the
physical and psychological torment brought about through enslavement. These
are the sufferings “of this present time,” literally, “of the now time” (tou nyn
kairou). As I have argued elsewhere, during the course of his mission to the
“nations” (ethnē) subjected to Roman imperial order, and by means of his letter
writing, Paul intervenes as a thinker of the conjuncture.63
But, remarkably, Paul envisions in these lines that even the ecological debt
inflicted by empire64 will ultimately be cancelled in a cosmic jubilee, indeed,
through the divine declaration of what Elsa Tamez has called an “amnesty of
grace.”65 This is what serves as the concrete basis for Paul’s – and other Jesus
loyalists’ – hope. What will occur is not, as orthodox Christian theology would
have us believe, the redemption of souls, but instead the “deliverance” of bodies.
Here is Paul at his most materialist, identifying not only the domination inflected
by Rome – its imperium – but also the glorious overcoming of that domination.
Just as in his earliest use of such emancipatory imagery, though, in this
passage Paul is not interested in specifying precisely when such deliverance
will occur; it is enough for Jesus loyalists to wait for it “with endurance.”66 Yet in
a real sense, emancipation has already begun, since the Jesus loyalists are the
“first fruits of the Spirit,” who an alternative way of sharing in a new egalitarian
and inclusive life together, bound by the mutuality of gift exchange and not by
the rational calculation of self-interest.
For contemporary Christians and Marxists alike, this emancipatory hope
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in the “already-not yet”67 remains a declaration of Good News. It is true that Karl
Marx considered not Paul but Spartacus to be “the most capital fellow in the
whole history of antiquity” and a REAL REPRESENTATIVE of the proletariat of
ancient times.”68 But Spartacus was defeated.69
Although Paul’s project came to an equally bitter end, his materialist
theology continues to have practical effects; and it retains a greater affinity with
the socialist project of constructing an economic system based on solidarity
and allocation based on human need. It is true enough that “Paul’s exhortations,
while having a sharp, socially radical edge, fall short of calling for structural
social change.”70 Nonetheless, as Peter Oakes reminds us, “for suffering people
… the gospel validates their suffering and encourages them in their day-today endurance. Hope can itself have a transforming effect on day-to-day
experience.”71 On this basis we might even glimpse the contours of what could
be called “Pauline Marxism.”72
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