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    Advance Praise for 
The Maker Versus the Takers


     


    “We can no more stop participating in economics than we can suspend breathing, drinking water, or eating. That makes economics as spiritual as any other dimension of our existence, and Jesus had a lot to say about it. You won’t find a better guide to what Jesus said about economics than The Maker Versus the Takers, and there’s never been a better time to consider the topic than right now!”


    —Joseph Castleberry, Ed.D., president, Northwest University and author of The Kingdom Net: Learning to Network Like Jesus


    “Jesus is too often misunderstood. Biblical Christianity can be seen as irrelevant when we fail to both understand the historical context and use it for a better lens for contemporary application. Jerry Bowyer offers a provocative and critical set of insights into how economics and geopolitical factors shaped the Gospel narratives in a way that helps us consider how Jesus would have us engage our present world as ambassadors of the Jesus Administration. Stimulating, beneficial, and disturbing in a good way!”


    —Mike Sharrow, CEO, The C12 Group


    “Jerry Bowyer takes on the sensitive question of ‘can wealth be righteous?’ Curiously, this was a political question even in the days of Jesus. If you have ever wondered what Jesus thought of wealth or why the rich young ruler was turned away, then The Maker Versus the Takers is for you.”


    —Gordon Robertson, president, The Christian Broadcasting Network


    “Jerry Bowyer’s The Maker Versus the Takers is a tour de force! The teachings of Jesus are clear: either have a big state and a small god, or we can have a big God and a small state.”


    —Chuck Bentley, CEO, Crown Financial Ministries, Founder, Christian Economic Forum


    “There are very few subjects that modern Christians get more wrong than economics, and very few people more qualified to help them get it right than Jerry Bowyer. The Maker Versus the Takers is all at once readable, logical, exegetical, and most importantly, biblical. Jerry’s ability to help readers unpack all a text has to offer is extraordinary. The impact a Jesus-centered economics will have on our society is profound.”


    —David L. Bahnsen, chief investment officer, The Bahnsen Group; trustee, National Review
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    Everything I do, I do to glorify God,

    to impress Susan and to make things better

    for my children (and as of now) one grandchild.

    This book is dedicated to the same.
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    Introduction



    This all started with a phone call to my radio show. A woman called in to attack me for not supporting socialism. “Jesus said that it’s easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to go to heaven.” The answer popped immediately to my mind: “But He said it about a senator, and you want to give senators like this even more money and power.”


    So, it started two decades ago with a debate, but over time I grew hungry to do more than just win the argument or to merely defend my views against shallow attempts to use the Bible to discredit them. I grew hungry to understand what Jesus really was saying, if He was saying anything at all, about economics.


    This book is written for people who share that same hunger, who really want to know what Jesus said about economics. It may seem too obvious to mention, but in order to have a Christian view of economics, we need to study what Jesus said about it. Unfortunately, a great deal of the Christian commentary on economics is based on ideas that have been brought to the Gospel texts, rather than drawn out of them. I’ve been wrestling with these questions since I rejected Marx and embraced Jesus thirty-seven years ago. Since I was a Marxist before becoming a Christian, I gravitated toward reading books about Christianity and economics, particularly Christian refutations of Marx.


    What I saw then is pretty much the same as I’ve seen since: people taking their best thinking and hanging it on a Scriptural passage. Folks on the left took their best thinking (which in my estimation then and now is not very good thinking) and hung it on some text from the Gospels or the prophets. They formulated a Marxian concept of justice and then simply read it into the text every time the word “justice” was used. You see, they first decided what was right and then concluded, since it was right, Jesus must have believed the same thing.


    We free-market types had better economics but still tended to read our views into the text or, worse, attempted to shield ourselves from the text by spiritualizing away Jesus’s references to the poor or to debt. Some of us push Jesus’s economic message off to the distant future when He returns and the Kingdom comes.


    Millennial Christians sensed a tension between Jesus’s confrontations with wealthy people on the one hand and the attempts of free-market advocates to explain them away on the other. Many of these millennial Christians mistakenly embraced what they thought was a left-wing Jesus. They clustered around the movement that came to be called “red letter” Christianity, a name that refers to versions of the Bible that print Jesus’s direct words in red ink. These progressives were saying to their conservative elders that they, unlike the conservatives, embraced Jesus’s actual words, including clear denunciations of wealth.


    And that’s where we’re stuck, between “red letter Christians” and Christians who understand the true dangers of centrally planned economies but shy away from quoting Jesus’s tough talk about economic exploitation. This book will argue forcefully that Jesus’s denunciations of the wealthy are not calls for government expansions—on the contrary, they are denunciations of those who wielded expanded state power.


    This book is for those of you who want to become unstuck and maybe, by the grace of God, help the debate become unstuck.


    To get the blessings of Jesus, we must really want to know what He taught and to follow Him wherever He leads. I have tried to do that with all of my heart, soul, mind, and strength through deep dives into original languages and groundbreaking (literal and figurative) findings in the economic archeology of ancient Galilee, and careful study of the historical context of the Gospels via near contemporaries of Jesus, such as Philo, Josephus, the rabbis who wrote the Mishnah, early church fathers, and pagans such as Tacitus. At every point I thought I saw something, I asked God to show me what You really mean here and give me the willingness to drop a theory of mine, no matter how exciting it was or how well it would preach, if the text did not back up that theory.


    What emerged from that process amazed me with its clarity. But what struck me more powerfully was the way that, over and over, in hundreds of ways, the details of the Biblical texts exhibited the same pattern.


    What the Gospel accounts showed was a Jesus who was very concerned about economic exploitation, but whose economic denunciations were not broad, to-whom-it-may-concern condemnations of all wealth. Instead, He directed His denunciations in very specific geographical and socioeconomic ways, aiming His barbs at the exploitative members of the ruling class.


    A close and careful reading of the Gospels allows us to fully embrace and quote the “red letters” of a Jesus who said, “Woe unto you who are rich…,” without going on to confuse Him with Che Guevara or Fidel Castro.


    What you will see is Jesus confronting the takers of wealth, not the makers of it. He did this with such vigor and clarity, the ruling class who lived and worked in that nation’s capital saw Him as a threat to their system of economic extraction. That’s why they instigated His judicial execution by the Roman state. Elites failed to heed Jesus’s warnings about the ways in which the capital city and its ruling political/religious elite were courting disaster. Eventually, the economic problems Jesus warned about led to an economic collapse and the destruction of the capital city, Jerusalem.


    You are about to meet a Jesus who really does have something to say about social justice, but not the kind of social justice people have been selling in His name.


    That’s the theory. Now for the evidence.

  


  
    PART I



    How to See the Economics in the Gospels



    To Understand Jesus’s Economics, Stop Skimming Over the Geographical Details



    I’ve spent decades sitting in pews listening to sermons and in Bible studies listening to Bible study leaders, and what I’ve noticed is what preachers and teachers tend not to notice—place names. Mostly when people read the Bible, they seem to skim over details like place names in order to get to “the main point.” But when it comes to the Bible, it’s all the main point:


    All Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in righteousness; so that the man of God may be adequate, equipped for every good work.


    —2 Timothy 3:16–17


    That’s “all Scripture,” which means all the words in Scripture are literally God-breathed, and God does not waste His breath. Words like Nazareth, Galilee, Bethsaida, Caesarea Philippi, Capernaum, Bethany, Jerusalem, and Jericho are the words telling us where the events of the Bible transpire, including and especially the events in the life of Jesus described in the Gospels.


    Jesus was a traveling teacher, who, unlike the foxes and the birds, had no holes or nests in which to lay His head.


    And Jesus said to him, “The foxes have holes, and the birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay His head.”


    —Luke 9:58


    He lived “on the road,” and the Gospels quite often tell us specifically to which cities and villages the road took Him. Have your teachers paid close attention to those place names? Have you? If we don’t follow those details, then we are more likely to read our own economic views into the Gospels than to get our economic views from the Bible.


    All the details in the Old Testament Torah were of eternal consequences, even individual letters…


    For truly I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not the smallest letter or stroke shall pass from the Law until all is accomplished.


    —Matthew 5:18


    So, of course, place names in the New Testament are important too. Ancient publishing was a very expensive proposition. Both the medium (the ink and the page) and the labor (from highly skilled experts called scribes) were rare and costly. Space was not wasted—so much so that not until later, when publishing became cheaper, were spaces between words and punctuation added. The earliest copies we have of the Gospels (and they are very early indeed) had neither spaces nor punctuation. If publishing was so expensive and compressed that it didn’t have room for a space or a period, can we really believe “Bethsaida” can be treated as an extraneous detail? No, the geographical markers are there for good reason.


    If we don’t know those reasons, we, and not the Bible, need to change if we are going to achieve a more accurate understanding of the Scriptures. This is especially true when Jesus is making observations about economics. Every time He says something about wealth, He is standing somewhere, and wherever people live, there is some kind of economic base. That economic base provides context in which to understand Jesus’s words.


    This is an automatic thing you do when you read accounts of events in your own time and place.


    If you read a story that occurs in Silicon Valley and a young man in a T-shirt steps out of a mansion, you are very likely to have a preconceived notion about what industry he works in—information technology. A narrator would almost be obliged to inform you if he does not work in that field to make sure you do not misread the account.


    I am writing this book where I live, in the Mon Valley area of Pittsburgh. If you were to watch a movie set here in the 1950s, you are likely to assume the characters work in heavy industry, probably in steel. The guy in the suit is probably an executive; the guy carrying a lunchbox works in the factory and is a union member.


    You get the idea: New York—finance. Houston—oil. Hollywood—movies. Washington, DC—politics. Remember that last one on the list: DC. What we will see is Jesus’s conversations about money take on a more and more adversarial tone the closer He gets to His version of DC: Jerusalem.


    What about Bethlehem? Do you have associations with that? Of course you do. You think of it as the place where Jesus was born. But that’s because you come after Jesus was born there, you’ve seen the Christmas pageants and the movies, and you’ve read the stories in the Gospels. But before Jesus was born there, it was not known as the birthplace of Jesus. It carried a different set of associations.


    The first people who heard the nativity stories did not hear the word Bethlehem and think about Christmas pageants. Contemporaries would probably have thought about sheep since that was the local industry. The town was known for sheep. Any particular kind of sheep? Yes, Bethlehem was where they bred lambs for export to Jerusalem to be used in temple sacrifices.


    That’s right, Jesus was the Lamb of God, who bears away the sins of the world, and He was born in the one city named by the rabbis as the place designated for the breeding of sacrificial lambs.


    Alfred Edersheim was a leading Hebrew scholar who converted to Christianity, but not before thoroughly mastering the Hebrew Scriptures and rabbinic commentary (to the degree those things can be mastered by any mere mortal). In his important book, The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, he talked about Bethlehem as discussed in the Mishnah (the rabbinical commentary of the Hebrew Scriptures written not long after the time of Jesus). Edersheim points out that shepherding was generally viewed with suspicion by rabbinic teaching because it was very difficult to make sure sheep would not steal the property of others by grazing on someone else’s land.


    But the sacrificial system needed sheep, so Bethlehem, located not far from, and on the road to, Jerusalem tolerated sheepherding.


    This sort of information is not just relevant to Jesus’s birthplace. You will soon see that if you pay close attention to details such as the occupations of the people Jesus talks to and the locations at which He has those conversations, whole new dimensions of understanding will open before your eyes.


    Not paying attention to occupation and location (and other details of context) amounts to underestimating Jesus’s knowledge of His location and time. Either He was a sophisticated and well-informed person or He was not. Either He was familiar with the life of the nation, with current affairs, with the way people lived and worked, or He was not.


    The truth is He was indeed a knowledgeable person, as His commentaries make clear over and over again. His business parables are true to life in that the numbers correspond to the quantities and orders of magnitude we see in the archeological records of ancient Galilee. His political references evince a knowledge of the politics of the day and an awareness of current events. To ignore the social, economic, and political context in which Jesus spoke is to believe He did not speak in ways fit for the context, as if He did not know where He was and to whom He was speaking.


    Before we jump into all that and begin to read Jesus as though He understood His time and place, we must first fend off a possible misunderstanding. When I have spoken to people about this, from time to time I found they’d fallen prey to a false dichotomy, a belief that economic interpretations compete with and cancel out theological interpretations. That is false. There is nothing about putting the Gospels into historical contexts that is at variance with sound theology, unspiritual, or impious. In fact, historic orthodox Christian doctrines require us to take history seriously when studying the Bible.


    Is It Unspiritual to Think Jesus Talked About Economics?



    One of the things that might stop you from seeing the economic dimension in the Gospel accounts is the idea some have that Jesus only came to talk about “spiritual things,” by which they mean nonmaterial things. I see this as a problem especially for my fellow conservatives, which is partly in reaction to the fear of falling into some form of liberalism. But we have nothing to fear from seeing and hearing everything Jesus shows and tells us in the Gospel accounts. In order to do that, however, we need to take off some of our habitual hermeneutical (interpretive) blinders.


    When Christian scholars talk about the Gospels, they have tended to focus on theological questions. His divine nature, His incarnation as a human, the relationship between the human and the divine in Him, the nature of His atonement on the cross, the meaning of His resurrection, and the nature of His coming again.


    These topics are all about what God intended. Why the Father sent the Son. Why the Son came. What the Son set out to do. Theology tends to focus on God’s actions and intentions, as is proper.


    But God is not the only character acting in the Gospel accounts. Others act as well. Tax collectors, rabbis, Herodians, Romans each had their own deeds to do, their own different purposes to pursue, things like money, power, and survival.


    When we look at their power bases, their interests, plans, and intentions, attention to such historical forces does not in any way contradict the theological truth about God’s overall intentions.


    Here is an example: The Gospels clearly imply the temple elite wanted Jesus killed because He became a threat to their economic and political positions (you’ll hear more about this later on). That fact is perfectly consistent with the fact that Jesus had a higher intention, a plan to turn their evil act to a good purpose.


    For some strange reason people sometimes think economic explanations of Jesus’s death cancel out theological ones. I once explained to someone why I thought Jesus was killed partly because Rome was in the midst of a financial crisis and Pontius Pilate was too politically weakened by that to stand up to the demands of the Judean mobs. He countered that Jesus was killed because He was the Lamb of God slain before the foundation of the world—as if those two things could not be true at the same time. As if the Roman financial crisis did not occur precisely because Jesus’s slaying was decreed before the foundation of the world. Historically informed Gospel reading is not a denial of the foundational theological truths of Christianity.


    In fact, I would argue the exact opposite: the fundamental Christian doctrine of the incarnation requires us to see His humanity operating fully in the Gospel accounts, and His humanity includes His human culture and background.


    When He took into Himself a human nature, He took into Himself features of humanity with the single exception of sin. He did not just take on a human body (that’s a heretical view), He took on a human soul, which includes human relationships: familial, political, cultural, and economic.


    The two ancient creeds that laid out the fundamental teaching of the incarnation are the Athanasian Creed and the Chalcedonian Creed. They hold that the Son took on both a human body and a human mind. Here’s what the Chalcedonian Creed says Jesus was:


    …perfect in Godhead and also perfect in manhood; truly God and truly man, of a reasonable (rational) soul and body; consubstantial (coessential) with the Father according to the Godhead, and consubstantial with us according to the Manhood; in all things like unto us, without sin….


    Other than our sinful nature, He is “in all things like unto us.” He took on a body and a mind, and a family, and a nation, and all the social and economic bonds people have. This view is not heresy; it is orthodoxy. The denial of it is heresy.


    Now that we have established the theological legitimacy, even the necessity of taking things like economic context into account, next we’ll take a deeper dive into some of those details to see how they help us understand Jesus better.

  


  
    PART II



    Jesus: An Economic Biography



    Jesus of Nazareth



    It mattered that Jesus came from Nazareth. The Bible does not treat the location of His upbringing as a pointless detail. In fact, the Bible gives Jesus’s connection with Nazareth a great deal of emphasis.


    Christians believe God the Father sent His eternal Son to live as a human being in the world. This doctrine is called the Incarnation, and it is one of the basics of the faith. Less well known is God intentionally planned the cultural and political circumstances of the incarnation of His Son. Did God choose wisely, or would any old time and place have done? The Scriptures say it was carefully planned:


    …and came and resided in a city called Nazareth, that what was spoken through the prophets might be fulfilled, “He shall be called a Nazarene.”


    —Matthew 2:23–3:1


    None of the times and circumstances of Jesus’s birth, growth, and life were accidental details:


    But when the fullness of the time came, God sent forth His Son, born of a woman, born under the Law, to redeem those under the Law…


    —Galatians 4:4


    That includes the fact Jesus grew up in the province of Galilee, in which the village of Nazareth was located.


    And leaving Nazareth, he came and dwelt in Capernaum, which is upon the sea coast, in the borders of Zabulon and Nephthalim:


    That it might be fulfilled which was spoken by Esaias the prophet, saying,


    The land of Zabulon, and the land of Nephthalim, by the way of the sea, beyond Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles;


    The people which sat in darkness saw great light; and to them which sat in the region and shadow of death light is sprung up.


    —Matthew 4:13–16 (KJV)


    Galilee is very important to the Gospel accounts. Galilee, including also Galilean(s), receives explicit mentions in sixty-five verses of the Gospels. Jesus is associated with Galilee repeatedly by Judeans, and His followers were identified by their distinctive Galilean accents. The characters in these accounts recognized the importance of these regional tensions; we should too.


    His origin in Galilee is a consistent theme in the life of Jesus. Almost all the twelve disciples appear to have come from Galilee (though conspicuously the one who betrayed Him appears to be the single exception; he was from Judea, not Galilee). Therefore, it is important to understand Galilee better. Situated in the north of ancient Israel, it was distinct from Judea in almost every way: ethnically, religiously, politically, (as we’ve seen) linguistically, and (most important for our purposes) economically from Judea in the south.


    The distinctive history of Galilee gave it a frontier quality. Religiously conservative and risk-taking, Galilee was crisscrossed by important trade routes connecting the east with the Mediterranean.


    This gave Galilee a certain economic dynamism, and though it was less wealthy than Judea, it was on the way up. It was significantly more decentralized than the economies to the south, with a lower tax burden and less centralized state power than Judea with its dependence on Jerusalem, the political and religious center of the region.


    Throughout the entire Roman Empire, urbanites saw rural dwellers as nearly subhuman. Though no part of that culture had a full reciprocity between city and country, the evidence shows Galilee had more mutual respect than the norm.


    The Great Plain to the south was dominated by gigantic agricultural combines of vast scale apportioned out, often, in acts of political favoritism from Caesar or from the Herodian dynasty. But Galilean agriculture was made up largely of “freehold” farms, owned by the same people who worked them.


    Galilee also had small industry as a substantial part of its economic base. Stone jars from Galilee have been found throughout the region, and the fishing villages around the Sea of Galilee did not just catch, dry, and export fish, they also manufactured and exported fishing implements.
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