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OPSOMMING 
 
 Welvaart teologie is diverse beweging wat beide die Charismatiese 

en nie-Charismatiese spektrums oorvleuel. Hierdie teologie het verseker ’n 

Charismatiese kleur, maar is hoegenaamd nie net beperk tot die 

Pentikostaliste nie. Hierdie boodskap word wêreldwyd verkondig op TBN 

televisie, radio asook in boek formaat. Hierdie evangelie fokus op die 

mens se potensiaal om ’n suksesvolle lewe te lei, met die klem op 

persoonlike gesondheid asook persoonlike rykdom. Daar is ’n merkbare 

klem verskuiwing sigbaar in die teologie vanaf ‘n teosentriese voorsiening 

na ‘n antroposentriese voorsiening. Die advokate van die welvaart teologie 

wat beweer dat dit God se absolute wil is dat elke gelowige welvarend 

moet wees is: Oral Roberts, evangelis, radio en TV persoonlikheid van 

Tulsa, Oklahoma; oorlede Kenneth Hagin (1917–2003), gewese pastoor 

van die Rhema Bible Kerk van Tulsa, Oklahoma asook stigter van die 

Rhema Bible Opleiding Sentrum; Kenneth en Gloria Copeland, stigters 

van die Kenneth Copeland Ministries in Fort Worth, Texas; Joel Osteen, 

pastoor van die Lakewood Kerk, Houston, Texas en Jerry Savelle, 

evangelis en venoot van Kenneth Copeland.  

 

Die primêre klem van die welvaart teologie is: “volkome ligaamlike 

gesondheid asook persoonlike rykdom” vir elke gelowige. Volgens hierdie 

teologie is dit nooit God se wil vir enige iemand om siek te wees nie. 

Roberts verduidelik dat dit God se wil is vir elke gelowige om in ’n staat 

van fisiese gesonheid te lewe (1960:8). Sarles merk dat die voorsiening 

van Goddelike genesing volgens hierdie teologie gefundeer word: “…in 

the Atonement” (1986:331). ’n Trilogie van Skrifgedeeltes word gebruik ter 

ondersteuning van bogenoemde gedagte. Die eerste is Jesaja 53:4–5. 

Hierdie gedeelte word geinterprieteer in die lig van die kruis en dat deur 

die kruis van Christus, is Goddelike genesing vrylik beskikbaar soos die 

vergifnis van sonde. Matteus 8:16–17 word gebruik as bevestiging van 

Jesus se genesingsbediening as die vervulling van Jesaja 53:4. Hagin 
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verduidelik: “Matthew says he is quoting Isaiah. If you check the reference, 

you will find he is quoting Isaiah 53:4. I like to say it this way: Jesus took 

my infirmities and bore my sickness” (1979:8). Die afleiding word gemaak 

dat Jesus almal genees het wat na Hom gekom het  en dat Hy dit nog 

steeds vandag doen. Hagin bevestig dat dit God se wil is om alle 

krankheid te genees, omdat genesing deel is van Sy bevrydingswerk 

(1979:7).  

 

Die derde Skrifgedeelte wat gebruik word is 1 Petrus 2:24. Hagin 

verduidelik as volg: “Thus, Isaiah, Matthew, and Peter – three witnesses – 

tell us that not only did Jesus shed His blood for the remission of our sins, 

but with His stripes we are healed” (1979:8). “Besitneming van Goddelike 

genesing” volgens die advokate van die welvaart teologie  is deur die 

beoefening van geloof. Markus 11:23–24 word gebruik as die ruggraat ter 

ondersteuing van die advokate se siening rondom geloof. Deur hierdie 

Skrifgedeelte letterlik te interpreteer word geloof gedefinieer as die 

“spreek” van gesagswoorde met outoriteit, asook die verwagting dat alles 

wat gesê is deur die gelowige, wel sal gebeur. Hagin (1978:21) verduidelik 

Markus 11: 24 as volg: “Jesus said it, - and what He said is so! I believe it. 

If I believe it – then I’ll have it”. Met hierdie tipe eksegese het sekere 

uitsprake soos “name it and claim it” en “believe and receive” in die 

welvaart teologie ontstaan.  In die geval van siekte word die gelowige 

gemotiveer om met “outoriteit” die siekte aan te spreek. ’n Gesagswoord 

sal die opdrag wees om genees te word, terwyl beleidenis van die 

genesing die besitneming van die genesingsbelofte word.  

 

Volgens die welvaart teologie is die doel van voorspoed filantropies. 

Sarles verduidelik dat elke gelowige sy materiële voorspoed moet deel om 

ander in nood te help (1986:333). Volgens Copeland is ware voorspoed 

die vermoë om God se krag te gebruik om die behoefte en nood van die 

mens in enige realiteit van die lewe aan te spreek  (1974:26). Wanneer die 
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gelowige vir andere “gee” as ‘n handeling van gehoorsaamheid en geloof, 

sal God weer meer aan die gelowige gee. Hierdie handeling sal ’n 

voorpoed siklus begin, waarin die gewer gewaarborg word dat hy altyd 

meer sal ontvang as wat hy gee, om sodoende nog meer te kan gee. 

Copeland verduidelik hierdie siklus soos volg: “The more you give, the 

more you will get; the more you get, the more you will have to give” 

(1974:34). Advokate van die welvaart teologie haal gewoonlik sekere 

Skrifgedeeltes aan, ter verdediging van die wet van kompensasie, ook 

bekend as die wet van saai en maai.  In die Ou Testament word Josua 

1:8; Psalm 91:14 – 16 en Nehemia 2:20 gebruik. Skrifgedeeltes in die 

Nuwe Testament wat gebruik word is Johannes 10:10; Matteus 7:7–8 en 

Johannes 16:23.  

 

Die mees prominente Nuwe Testamentiese Skrifgedeelte rondom die 

onderwerp is 3 Johannes 2. Roberts sê die volgende rakende hierdie 

Skrifgedeelte: “Jesus Christ did not come with a life-shortening suggestion 

but with a life-saving power. His highest wish is for us to prosper materially 

and have physical health equal to his peace and power in our soul” 

(1957:15). Sarles is dan korrek met sy opmerking dat die belofte van 

rykdom, die basis vir die welvaart teologie, word gesien in sekere 

Skrifgedeeltes wat vertolk word vanuit ‘n rykdom voordeels hoek 

(1986:333).  

 

Die voorsiening van voorspoed as God se wil vir elke gelowige is 

gebaseer op die toepassing van die Abrahamse verbond. Hagin 

verduidelik dat: “When the Lord God appeared to Abram, what He actually 

said in Hebrew was, “I am El Shaddai …” El Shaddai is one of seven 

covenant names through which God revealed Himself to Israel. In Hebrew, 

El Shaddai means “the All-Sufficient One, “or “the God who is more than 

enough” (1980:1). Welvaart teologie predikers maak die gevolgtrekking 

dat die persoonlike voorspoed wat God vir Abraham gegee het deur die 
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verbond, aan alle gelowiges beskikbaar is. Galasiërs 3:14 word gebruik 

om bogenoemde siening te staaf. God se seën vir alle gelowiges vandag 

volgens die advokate van die welvaart teologie, sluit dus die fisiese, 

materiële, en finansiële voorspoed in.  

 

Die gelowige kan egter nie bogenoemde seën deur ’n passiewe houding 

ontvang nie, en word gemotiveer om “goue sleutels” te gebruik. Die eerste 

sleutel is “kennis” rakende die Woord van God. Die klem is veral op 

“kennis” rondom voorspoed. Copeland verduidelik in sy boek The laws of 

Prosperity dat die gelowige wat onbewus is van voorspoed, is soos ‘n 

reisiger op ‘n passasiersboot wat net kaas en brosbroodjies geëet het, 

omdat hy nie geweet het dat die maaltye by die kaartjie ingelsuit is nie 

(1974:41). “Gehoorsaamheid” is die tweede sleutel tot voorspoed. Strite 

verduidelik: “An essential key to financial success is obedience to what 

God is saying to you. In fact, it’s the only way to success. This pattern is 

consistent throughout the Bible. Obedience put you in a place for God’s 

provision” (2000:66). Die derde sleutel is “geloof”. Net soos geloof in aksie 

gestel word om genesing te ontvang, word dit op dieselfde manier gebruik 

om voorspoed te ontvang. Soos dit nie God se wil is dat gelowiges siek sal 

wees nie, is dit ook nie Sy wil dat enige iemand in armoede moet leef nie. 

Welvarendheid en rykdom is vir alle gelowiges beskikbaar. Al wat die 

gelowige moet doen is om met gesag te “eis” wat hy wil hê.  

 

Welvaart teologie in ons tyd is populêr en word wêreldwyd gehoor op 

televisie, radio asook boek formaat.  Dit kom van ’n sekere groep in die 

kerk met ’n eenvoudige boodskap – God se wil is dat almal voorspoedig 

en welvarend sal wees. Sou die gelowige nie materiële voorspoed geniet 

nie, is daar verseker iets “verkeerd” met sy geloof. Die navorser is van 

mening dat die welvaart teologie in sekere kringe meer skade doen as 

goed in die kerk. Die primêre kritiek van die navorser is dat in die sentrale 

boodskap van die welvaart teologie, word God die dienskneg van die 
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mens. Die welvaart evangelie hanteer God as ‘n gereedskapstuk om 

sekere finansiële doelstellings te bereik. Dit maak dat die hele boodskap 

antroposentries en nie teosentries nie. Gelowiges word ook gesien as 

“goddelike wesens” vanwee die inwonende Gees van God.  

 

Hierdie navorsing ondersoek die bestaansreg van die sogenaamde 

welvaart teologie. Die navorser kyk dus krities na die eksegetiese metodes 

wat gebruik word deur die advokate, asook na hulle teologiese en etiese 

benadarings. Die ondersoeker is van mening dat hierdie ondersoek ’n 

gebalanseerde Bybelse benadering kan voorhou ten opsigte van 

“materiële seën”.  
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SUMMARY 
 

Prosperity theology is a variegated movement that overlaps both the 

Charismatic and non-Charismatic spectrums. This theology certainly has a 

Charismatic flavouring, but it is by no means limited to Pentecostalism. 

The prosperity message is being preached world-wide on TBN Television, 

radio and printed media. This gospel focuses on human potential for 

successful living, emphasizing health and wealth. There is a clear shift 

notable from theocentric providence to anthropocentric prosperity in the 

theology. The advocates which claim that it is God’s will for every believer 

to be prosperous are: Oral Roberts, evangelist, radio and TV personality in 

Tulsa, Oklahoma; the late Kenneth Hagin (1917-2003), pastor of the 

Rhema Bible Church in Tulsa, Oklahoma and founder of Rhema Bible 

Training Center; Kenneth and Gloria Copeland, founders of Kenneth 

Copeland Ministries in Fort Worth, Texas; Joel Osteen, pastor of the 

Lakewood Church, Houston, Texas and Jerry Savelle, evangelist and 

associate of Kenneth Copeland.  

 

The major emphasis of the prosperity movement is: “how to be healthy 

and wealthy”.  According to the “health and wealth gospel” it is never 

God’s will for anyone to be sick. Roberts explains that God wants every 

believer to be healthy. He says that God wants not only to heal every 

believers body, but also wants him to live in a state of physical health 

(1960:8). Sarles notes that the provision of healing, according to the 

prosperity gospel, “…is found in the Atonement” (1986:331). A trilogy of 

Scripture is used to support this notion. The first is Isaiah 53:4-5. The 

interpretation of this passage is that through the cross of Christ, healing is 

as readily available as forgiveness of sin. Matthew 8:16-17 is a 

confirmation of Jesus’ healing ministry as fulfilling what Isaiah prophesied 

in Isaiah 53:4. Hagin explains: “Matthew says he is quoting Isaiah. If you 

check the reference, you will find he is quoting Isaiah 53:4. I like to say it 

this way: Jesus took my infirmities and bore my sicknesses” (1979:8). The 
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conclusion is drawn that since Jesus healed all who came to him in his 

day, he still does the same today. Hagin confirms this notion: “It is God’s 

will to heal you, because healing is in His redemptive plan” (1979:7).  

 

The third reference of Scripture is 1 Peter 2:24. Hagin elaborates as 

follows: “Thus, Isaiah, Matthew, and Peter – three witnesses – tell us that 

not only did Jesus shed His blood for the remission of our sins, but with 

His stripes we are healed” (1979:8). The possession of healing according 

to these advocates is through the exercise of faith. Mark 11:23–24 is the 

backbone of these advocates to support their view on faith. By interpreting 

these verses literally faith then is defined as speaking or confessing 

something with authority in the full expectation that what is spoken by the 

believer will happen. Hagin (1978:21) says the following on Mark 11:24: 

“Jesus said it – and what He said is so! I believe it. If I believe it – then I’ll 

have it”.  With this kind of exegesis certain phrases like “name it and claim 

it” and “believe and receive” made their way into the prosperity movement. 

In the case of sickness the believer would normally be motivated to talk to 

the disease with authority. Saying would be the command to be healed 

while confessing the healing is to receive the promise of the healing.  

 

According to the prosperity theology, the purpose of wealth is 

philanthropic. Sarles explains that each believer is to give of his material 

benefits to help meet the needs of those in need (1986:333). According to 

Copeland is genuine prosperity the ability to use God’s power to meet the 

needs of man in any area of life (1974:26). When the believer “gives” to 

others as an act of obedience and faith, more will be given by God in 

return. This will start a prosperity cycle, in which one gives and receives 

more in return and allowing him to give even more. Copeland explains this 

cycle: “The more you give, the more you will get; the more you get, the 

more you will have to give” (1974:34). Scriptures are cited in support of the 

law of compensation, known also as the law a “sowing and reaping”. Old 
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Testament Scriptures cited by these advocates are normally Joshua 1:8; 

Psalm 91:14–16 and Nehemiah 2:20. New Testament Scriptures are John 

10:10; Matthew 7:7–8 and John 16:23.  

 

The most prominent New Testament verse on the subject is 3 John 2. 

Roberts says the following on 3 John 2: “Jesus Christ did not come with a 

life-shortening suggestion but with a life-saving power. His highest wish is 

for us to prosper materially and have physical health equal to his peace 

and power in our soul” (1957:15).   Sarles rightly notes that the promise of 

wealth, the fundamental principle for the prosperity movement, is clearly 

seen in several Scripture passages interpreted from a prosperity vantage 

point (1986:333). 

 

The provision of wealth as God’s will for all believers’ centres on the 

application of the Abrahamic Covenant. Hagin explains it as follows: 

“When the Lord God appeared to Abram, what He actually said in Hebrew 

was, “I am El Shaddai …” El Shaddai is one of seven covenant names 

through which God revealed Himself to Israel. In Hebrew, El Shaddai 

means “the All-Sufficient One” or “the God who is more than enough” 

(1980:1). Prosperity teachers conclude that the personal blessings God 

bestowed on Abraham by the covenant he made with him are extrapolated 

as benefits for all believers today. Justification for applying Abraham’s 

promised prosperity to believers today is sought in Galatians 3:14. God’s 

blessings bestowed on the believer today include physical, material and 

financial provisions according to the prosperity message.  

 

For the believer to achieve these blessings he needs to turn a few “keys”.  

The first key is to know the “Word”. The emphasis on knowing the Word, 

especially concerning prosperity is of utmost importance. Copeland 

explains in his book The Laws of Prosperity that the believer who is 

unaware that prosperity is his is like the passenger on a cruise ship who 
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ate only cheese and crackers because he did not know that meals were 

included in the price of the ticket (1974:41). “Obedience” is the second key 

to becoming prosperous. Strite explain: “An essential key to financial 

success is obedience to what God is saying to you. In fact, it’s the only 

way to success. This pattern is consistent throughout the Bible. Obedience 

puts you in a place for God’s provision” (2000:66). The third key is “faith”. 

Faith is exercised in the same way as in achieving health. Just as it is 

God’s will for no one to be sick, it is also His will for no one to live in 

poverty. Wealth and riches are available to all believers. All that the 

believer has to do is to “demand” what he wants.  

 

The prosperity message in our time and age is very strong and is being 

preached worldwide through television, radio and print media. It comes 

from a certain group within the church with a simple message – God wants 

everyone to be prosperous. If you are not blessed materially there is 

something wrong with your faith. The researcher is convinced that 

prosperity theology in some circles today can do more harm than good to 

the believers. To the researcher, the central issue of the prosperity 

message is that God becomes the servant to man. The prosperity 

message treats God as a tool which can be used to reach certain financial 

goals. The whole message is man-centred and not God-centred. Believers 

are considered to be “God-like creatures”. Believers become super beings 

because of the indwelling of the Spirit.  

 

This research deals with the legitimacy of the so-called prosperity 

theology. The exegetical methods used by these advocates, as well as 

their theology and ethics will be critically evaluated. The researcher is 

convinced that through this research a balanced Biblical view can be 

presented on “money” and “material blessings”.  
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CHAPTER 1 
 

1.1 Introduction 
This research deals with the message of “prosperity theology”. 

Prosperity theology is also known under a variety of names such as: Word 

of Faith, Health and Wealth Gospel and the Name it and Claim it Gospel. 

The emphasis of prosperity theology is on God’s promised generosity in 

this life and the ability of every believer to claim it for himself. Issues that 

will be addressed are: where the message originated from and the 

contents of the message. The prosperity message will be interpreted 

against the background of Jesus’ sayings, in the Sermon on the Mount 

according to the Gospel of Matthew.  

 

This research deals with the political and the socio-cultural circumstances 

during the first century A.D. It is off utmost importance to investigate these 

circumstances for the political world had a tremendous influence upon the 

way that the people lived during the first century A.D. With the arrival of 

the Romans as a political force came a certain amount of peace and 

prosperity. With prosperity came materialism and a decline in moral 

standards. The rich became richer and the poor suffered greatly. The 

religious reacted by withdrawing from society and living strictly by the Law 

of Moses, some even moving out of society and living in a communal set 

up. Most of these Jewish people were hoping for a saviour who would 

rescue them from Roman oppression and the Hellenistic culture of the 

time.  
 

With the arrival of Jesus many were hoping that he would be the one that 

would rescue them from the Roman rule and restore the throne of David. 

Thousands listened to his teachings and a few disciples and women 

followed him around the country. Some believed that he was the Son of 

God, the Messiah, while others believed that He was an ordinary man. 
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However, his teachings and sayings surely challenged his listeners in 

many ways. His power and ability to do miracles caused uproar during his 

time on earth.   

 

This study deals with the sayings of Jesus concerning prosperity against 

the social context of the first century A.D. What did he say, who did He 

address and what did the message, mean to his listeners at the time? 

These are questions that will be addressed. The author of these sayings, 

Matthew will also be investigated. When did he write these sayings and to 

whom was he writing? All of these are important questions because the 

author wrote within his own cultural context to a specific group of people 

with a specific message. Malina says that Biblical literature developed 

exclusively within the context of kinship and politics. He says that this 

literature comes from a world where there was domestic religion and 

political religion, as well as domestic economy and political economy 

(1987:358).  Reading and understanding this literature today must be done 

against the social context of the first century A.D. because it is obvious 

that our culture is not the same as the culture during the first century A.D. 

Just as we are influenced by the society in which we live, so were 

Matthew’s readers influenced by their society.  

 

The prosperity message in our time and age is very strong and is being 

preached worldwide through the television, radio and print media. Van 

Biema and Chu says that in a Time poll that was done in 2006: 

 

17% of Christians surveyed in the USA said they considered 

themselves part of such a movement, while 61% believed 

that God wants people to be prosperous. 31% - a far higher 

percentage than there are Pentecostals in America agreed 

that if the believer gives his money to God, God will bless him 

with more money (2006:48-56). 
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It comes from a certain group within the church with a simple message – 

God wants everyone to be prosperous. The message suggests that God 

who loves you does not want you to be broke. If you are not blessed 

materially there is something wrong with your faith. Scriptures are taken 

from the Word to confirm their message.  

 

The fact is that there are two worlds out there – the rich and the poor and 

both of them are present in the church. Van Biema and Chu quote Warren 

when he says that he can show us millions of faithful followers of Christ 

who live in poverty (2006:48-56). With the following demonstration the 

researcher would like to demonstrate what is meant by two worlds. During 

a breakfast meeting I once asked a dear friend of mine, how he was doing. 

He is a sharp business man operating in a large city in South Africa. His 

response was genuine, honest and as always, a testimony. “Before I met 

Jesus, I had nothing. My business was in bankruptcy and I lost everything 

I had. Then I accepted Jesus and everything changed. Today my 

companies has a staff of more than 1000 with an annual turnover of more 

than R30 million. God is good – praise his Name”. Two weeks before I had 

breakfast with my friend I had a meeting with a pastor in Tanzania, East 

Africa asking him the same question. His response was quite different. 

“Before I met Jesus, I had everything I ever wanted. I made a large salary 

and lived in a nice house. Then I accepted Jesus as my Lord and Saviour. 

As a result I lost my job, my house and car. But God is good and he takes 

care of us everyday”.  

 

Both of these men are sincere and genuine Christians. The one gives 

thanks for what he has received and the other give thanks in spite of what 

he’s lost. These real life issues make me ask many questions about 

prosperity, materialism and the blessing of God. What is true prosperity 

and what is prosperity theology? What is God’s will concerning 

materialism? Why are some churches rich and others in lack?  Today the 
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globe is divided into two worlds namely, first world and third world. It is 

very clear that the first world believer definitely sees the blessings of God 

mainly in material things, measuring his self-worth by his net worth. He 

says that God is good because he gave and I have. But what about the 

believer who has very little and is a faithful follower of Christ? Does this 

mean that God is not good to him? Is the goodness of God only measured 

in material blessings?  This research is not about reaching your financial 

goals, but a study concerning the above mentioned life issues.  

 

Wealth and material blessings are a major theme in the Old Testament, 

especially in the Wisdom Literature.  The New Testament also addresses 

wealth and material issues about which Jesus made very strong 

statements. Up to this day a lot has been said and written concerning 

Christian prosperity and Christian success. There has been a lot of focus 

and teaching especially on the law of ‘sowing and reaping’. Enter the 

words ‘prosperity/bible’ into any internet search engine and you will be 

overwhelmed by the results. Money and possessions are certainly as 

much a part of our lives today as they were in Biblical times. This alone 

puts a lot of responsibility on the shoulders of the preachers of today. 

 

Preachers need to make God’s word relevant to their flocks. What we 

have is God’s word given to men who were inspired by him to write it 

down. These writers penned these words in their own environment within 

a certain social and political environment. Because they were influenced 

by their own cultural norms and values we need to take a closer look at 

the setting in which these things were said and done. Then only will we 

have a better understanding of their world and what their writings mean to 

us today. This will make the Word of God relevant in our time.  Today’s 

post-modern society with its highly efficient industries and technology 

differs incredibly from that of the New Testament world. Thus it is 

impossible to take our contemporary culture and apply it directly to the 
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Scripture. We need to find the actual historical background of the text, so 

that we can make it relevant for today’s audiences. Only then can we 

make good balanced statements concerning God’s blessing, materialism 

and possessions.  

 

1.2 Title 
“Selected Jesus sayings on materialism according to the Sermon on 

the Mount (Matthew 5-7) in judging the so-called prosperity theology”  

 

The danger of prosperity theology is that it places more emphasis on 

riches than on salvation itself. Only when the Church is “wealthy”, it is 

argued, can she truly fulfil the commission to make disciples of all nations. 

With prosperity comes a material blessing which opens the door to treat 

God as a celestial ATM.  This can be seen when the believer is taught to 

press a few keys to receive this celestial blessing. Examples are a 

“positive confession” and the “name it and claim it” keys. These 

magical formulas are deceiving the believers. What is crucial in the title is: 

“What Jesus taught on material blessings”? His teachings will place 

material blessings in Biblical perspective. By critically evaluating the so-

called prosperity theology against the background of the Sermon on the 

Mount the researcher believes that the research will provide a more 

balanced Biblical view on prosperity and material things.  

  
1.3 Material Blessings versus Prosperity Theology – Problem 

Prosperity theology in some circles today can do more harm than 

good to the believers. The following pattern is typical according to 

particular media propaganda: “An anointed man of God rebukes the spirit 

of poverty, binds the works of the devil and releases the financial 

blessings of God on the congregation”. According to this anointed 

preacher, the will of God for every man, is that all should prosper 

financially. MacArthur rightly notes that prosperity  teaching teach  that 
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God wants his followers to be rich and have all the best from life – large, 

elaborate residence, expensive luxury vehicles, the most ostentatious 

wardrobes, and so on (2000:137). If that is not the case, then “there is 

something wrong and it must be rectified”.  

 

Many of these prosperity preachers which we constantly hear on TBN 

Television, radio and from the pulpits preach that God wants to bless 

every believer with “material things”, especially “money”. According to 

MacArthur (2000:137) is prosperity theology alive and well in some sectors 

of contemporary Christianity. Yet Jesus warned us against the lay up of 

treasures on earth in Matthew 6:19. Where is this fine line between God’s 

blessing and a materialistic attitude? The researcher is to investigate 

whether the prosperity message does more harm to the believers than 

good by testing it against the background of Jesus’ message in the 

Sermon on the Mount. This research is not about materialism “out there” in 

the world, but rather “in here”, among the believers.  

 

Materialism is not a new issue in the church. The Pharisees may be 

accused of breathing “prosperity theology”. Everyone who was not on the 

same social level as they were, were seen as sinners (Luke 15:1-2). 

Schrage notes that: “The rabbis usually consider poverty a disaster, 

reckoning the poor with the dead but extolling the rich” (1988:99). Simon 

Magus (Acts 8:18-21) was probably a materialist. When Simon saw the 

power of the Holy Spirit he saw money. Alcorn mentions that Pope Leo X 

raised funds by selling the forgiveness of sins on the form of indulgences 

in the early sixteenth century (2003:60).  Martin Luther’s Protestant 

Reformation in 1517 was a direct response against Johann Tetzel’s act in 

selling “forgiveness” on his arrival in Wittenberg. MacArthur believes that 

materialism among believers is an even more serious issue facing 

contemporary churches today. He says that many believers are like the 

rich fool who wanted to build bigger and bigger barns (Luke 12:16-18) 
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(2000:8). In today’s world materialism is a power that drives the Christian 

and the non-Christian.  

 

The researcher agrees with Alcorn (2000:39) who says that seeking 

fulfilment in money, property, vehicles, clothes, boats, caravans, hot tubs, 

world travel, and cruises has left us: “…bound and gagged by materialism 

– and like drug addicts, we pathetically think that our only hope lies in 

getting more of the same”. The researcher is convinced that the prosperity 

message in essence is not helping the believers to live a balanced life 

concerning material things, but rather motivates them to become 

materialistic at heart. The striving to have more material things and 

especially money is evident in the prosperity message. More than enough 

money becomes a sign of God’s blessing according to this message. 

However, there is also a dangerous side to the possession of excessive 

wealth. This danger can be seen in the warning of Jesus in Matthew 6:24.  

 

To the researcher, the central issue of the Prosperity message is that God 

becomes the servant to man. The whole message is man-centred and not 

God-centred. The prosperity message treats God as a tool to be used to 

reach certain financial goals.  

 

1.4 The Research Problem 
According to the prosperity theologians certain recipes or keys will 

guarantee the arrival of God on the “dance floor”. In The Prayer of Jabez, 

a book by Bruce Wilkinson, which has sold well over 100 million copies 

since its first edition in 2001, he elaborates on some of these keys.   In this 

book according to Wilkinson one will find a challenging prayer that God 

always answers (2000:7). By praying this “daring prayer” which is broken 

into smaller segments, the believer is guaranteed that he will break 

through into the “Blessed Life”. To “speak” with authority is another of 

these keys in getting into the blessed life, another key being sowing and 
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reaping and the confession of the Word yet another. These quick fix keys 

are a problem to the researcher.   

 

One of the keys most used in this theology is the concept of sowing “faith 

seeds” into a preacher’s ministry. By doing this one is assured of financial 

abundance as Murdock explains: “A Seed is a tiny beginning with a huge 

future. It is anything that can become more. It is the beginning. It is 

anything you can do, know or possess that can improve the life of another” 

(1997:61). He is also convinced that God promised the believer a harvest 

to motivate him to sow a seed (1997:117). This is what Howard-Browne 

says about a “giver”: “Show me a person who is a giver and I will show 

you someone who is blessed” (1995:17).  

 

The prosperity message also contains hundreds of sayings such as, “God 

loves you and has a wonderful plan for your bank account”, and “God 

desires to give you more than you could ever dare to dream or imagine”. 

The “name it and claim it” phrase is also well known. Prosperity teachers 

also frequently love to quote certain scriptures to confirm their message of 

financial abundance. John 10:10 is one of those scriptures: "The thief 

comes to kill, steal and destroy. I have come that they might have life and 

that they may have it more abundantly”. 3 John 2 is another favourite text: 

"Beloved, I pray that you may prosper in all things and be in health, just as 

your soul prospers”.  

 

According to Copeland your prosperity depends on how much reading and 

learning you give God’s Word in that area (1997:74). Siddiki asks if it is 

God’s will for every believer to prosper while on this earth. His answer is 

yes, God wants every one to prosper (1998:5). Thompson is convinced 

that he is not preaching something he doesn’t know about. He preaches 

“Money cometh” because almost every four days, somebody gives him a 

check! He also says that his church is out of debt – way out of debt, and 
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the same spirit that is upon his church should be upon every believer 

(1999:12). Osteen puts it this way: “The Scripture says that God wants to 

pour out “His far and beyond favor”. God wants this to be the best time of 

your life. But if you are going to receive this favor, you must enlarge your 

vision” (2004:5). According to him the believer can’t go around thinking 

negative, defeated, thoughts and expect to receive God’s favour (2004:5). 

MacArthur, however, warns the believer about the dangers of material 

blessings: 

 

Instead of adhering to the biblical prescription that says fiscal 

responsibility gives believers the opportunity to be blessed 

with spiritual ministry, false teachers have taught that material 

blessings results from superiority. “If we are rich in this 

world’s goods, it must mean God is pleased with us and 

doesn’t mind if we concentrate all our energies on 

accumulating more wealth”. This is really just an extended 

definition of today’s prosperity gospel, and could not be more 

wrong or unscriptural (2000:55).    

 

The primary research question is whether the “prosperity theologians” 

exegesis on the issue of prosperity in the Bible is legitimate. That has to 

be determined by thorough exegesis of the applicable “proofs” on 

materialism in the Bible. It is true that some Old Testament Scriptures link 

material prosperity with God’s blessing. Abraham received material wealth 

in Genesis 13:1-7, his son Isaac were a very rich man according to 

Genesis 26:12-14 and his son Jacob was a wealthy man according to 

Genesis 30:43. God also promised the Israelites that he would bless them 

materially for faithful financial giving in Deuteronomy 15:10. However, this 

is only one element of the whole truth in the Scriptures. There are also 

many warnings against the dangers of wealth in the Old Testament 
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(Deuteronomy 8:7-18). This brings the researcher to the secondary 

questions of the research: 

 

• Are material blessings a reliable indication of God’s reward or 

approval? 

• When God does bless us financially, what does he expect from 

us? 

• What is the message of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount 

concerning materialism? 

 

This research focuses on the Sermon on the Mount in answering the 

questions concerning prosperity theology. Luz (1989:215) notes that: “The 

Sermon on the Mount is Jesus’ sermon: in it Jesus the Son of God 

speaks, through whom God guarantees the truth of his claim”. Luz 

(1995:49) also says that the entire Sermon on the Mount is a public 

statement of the will of God to all believers, who are permitted to pray to 

their Father because he is near to them and hears them. Schnackenburg 

(2002:11) say Matthew’s Gospel keep its abiding value as the “church” 

work that helps Christians to manage their lives in the world. He also says 

that its ethos today is more current than ever before.  Luz (1989:215) adds 

that the Sermon on the Mount defines the conditions of entering into God’s 

kingdom. He also says that the Sermon on the Mount is the pure 

uncorrupted expression of the will of God. According to him it agrees with 

law and prophets. It is also possible to enter into the kingdom of God when 

one looks at Patte’s definition. The following statement by Patte is 

relevant:  

 

The kingdom of heaven is a place where people are in true 

Father-children relationship with God: (a) because they are in 

God’s presence, and (b) because they acknowledge his 

authority and pay homage to him by conforming their 
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righteousness to his righteousness, implementing their 

vocation as he implements his will (1987:94).   

 

Another challenge to believers is to consider the opposite of prosperity 

theology. This is the weakness of asceticism – a self denying life.  Alcorn 

(2003:16) defines it as follows: “Asceticism is a way of thinking that sees 

money and things as evil. To the ascetic, the less you own, the more 

spiritual you are. If something isn’t essential, you should not have it”. The 

renouncing of possessions is a way for many Christians to say “no” to the 

world but “yes” to God. To the ascetic money and material things are evil 

and he will avoid all material comfort and be satisfied with only the bare 

economic necessities. The ascetics love to support their view on money 

with a statement that Jesus was poor and homeless.  This view of money 

is just as wrong as the view of the prosperity theologians or materialism. 

MacArthur (2000:55) remarks: “Throughout redemption history, false 

religious teachers – such as the scribes and Pharisees – have twisted the 

relationship between money and spirituality”. The core of the problem to 

the researcher can then be summarised with the question: What is the 

theological message of Jesus Christ in the Sermon on the Mount 

concerning either of these view points?  

 
1.5 Aim and Justification of Study 

Over the last few years numerous popular books have been 

published by Christian authors on how to become financially prosperous. 

The following are only a few examples: 

 

• Leonard (2003) Keys to financial freedom. 

• Osteen (2004) Your best life now. 

• Avanzini (1996) What Jesus taught about manifesting 

abundance. 

• Botha (2001) The opportunity to give. 
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• Thompson (1999) Money cometh. 

• Strite (2000) God’s principles for financial success. 

• Siddiki (1998) Kingdom principles of financial increase.  

• Copeland (1997) Managing God’s mutual yours and His funds. 

Understanding true prosperity. 

• Murdock (1997) 31 Reasons people do not receive their 

financial harvest.  

• Howard-Browne (1995) Thoughts on stewardship. Volume two. 

• Murdock (1998) Secrets of the richest man who ever lived.  

• Hagin (1980) El Shaddai. 

• Copeland (1974) The laws of prosperity. 

• Capps (1978) Releasing the ability of God.  

 

Most of these books if not all contain what the researcher calls, a 

“spiritual quick fix” on how to become rich. Thousands of Christians 

buy these books with the expectation to find the true way to prosperity. 

However, what is found are so called “keys” and a “spiritual recipe” to 

financial abundance.  

 

The aim of this dissertation is to do exegesis on the applicable and 

relevant Biblical passages on the issue of materialism. By doing this it 

will be determine whether the “prosperity theologians” and “ascetic” 

views are legitimate. 

 
1.6   Methodological Orientation and Research Method 

The exegetical survey will focus on a text orientation discourse 

analysis of Matthew 5-7 combined with socio-scientific analysis of the 

Matthean church during the first century A.D. Furthermore, the 

methodological orientation will centre upon a Biblical theological study of 

the prosperity message and material blessings within the Sermon on the 

Mount in the Gospel of Matthew. 
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The socio-scientific analysis of the first century A.D. is of utmost 

importance to clearly understand the sayings of Jesus on materialism in 

the Sermon on the Mount. Words such as wealth and poverty are rooted 

as Malina writes in social systems (1987:358). These words have a 

different meaning today, than what they had for the citizen during the first 

century A.D. Any application of New Testament texts which fails to take 

these differences seriously can only misrepresent those texts. The 

Mediterranean social system of the first century A.D. requires that the 

scholar has to do a thorough investigation of the time in clearly 

understanding the use of such words mentioned above. Malina (1987:358) 

says that biblical authors never spoke of economics purely and simply, 

because their language was never used to express systems of meaning 

derived from technology. Malina also notes that the vocabulary and 

system of distinctions in the theology of the Bible worked in kinship and 

politics…the language of covenant and law was and is a derivative of 

politics…and there is no developed biblical terminology describing market 

economics (1987:359). This makes a socio-scientific analysis of the 

Matthean church essential in a research as this.       

 

1.7   Structure of Study 
In CHAPTER ONE the introduction, problem statement, purpose of 

the study,             paradigm and research methodology will be discussed. 

 

CHAPTER TWO contains a survey of the Biblical context concerning 

materialism, including the history of the economic system during the first 

century A.D. New Testament politics and active Jewish religious groups 

will be discussed as background. 

 

CHAPTER THREE deal with the exegetical analysis of Matthew 5-7 

concerning the materialism sayings of Jesus. The background and the 

structure of the Sermon on the Mount are investigated. Exegesis of the 
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Sermon on the Mount and Jesus’ sayings will be critically evaluated 

against the so-called prosperity message. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR contains a critical evaluation of the so-called prosperity 

message. The legitimacy of the prosperity’s theologian’s exegesis is 

critically evaluated. An ethical perspective is included while the chapter 

closes the dissertation with a final summary. 
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CHAPTER TWO: A NEW TESTAMENT CONTEXT CONCERNING 
MATERIALISM 

 
2.1 Introductory Remarks 

Materialism was as much a part of the first century A.D. as it is part 

of our lives today. Mouton and Lategan (1994:109) tell us that the person 

during the first century A.D. too has had to face the challenge of historical 

materialism.  During Jesus’ time there was a strong focus on gathering 

material possessions.  Matthew 6:19 warns against the gathering of 

material possessions: "Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, 

where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal”.  

 

There are certain factors such as the economy and the building industry 

that can play a major role in the making of materialism. These factors were 

also active during the first century A.D. and the researcher would like to 

put them into context concerning materialism in the New Testament. In 

this section the researcher define the different terms which will be used 

and look at the difference between the modern economy and the 

antiquated economy of the first century A.D. The role of the New 

Testament economy and how it functioned will be addressed. Contributing 

factors like the building industry and commerce will be put into the first 

century A.D. context. This is important to help us to understand the 

economic situation of the New Testament. The role players in the 

economy - the rich, the middle class, the poor and the slaves - will be 

examined to get a better understanding of their contributions to the 

economy. The cost of living and the banking system will also be put into 

context to give us a balanced view of the economic system that was then 

operation.  
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2.2 Definitions 
This research will be dealing with terms like “materialism”, “money”, 

“wealth”, “prosperity” and “blessings”. These are normally the terms that 

are synonymous with the so-called “prosperity theology”. In the next 

section the researcher define these terms against Biblical background.   

 

2.2.1 Materialism 
On average people are familiar with the word “materialism”. Ask 

people to define “materialism” and the common answer is: to have things, 

to have toys or gadgets. But what is “materialism”? Woolf defines 

“materialism” as:  

 

(a): a theory that physical matter is the only or fundamental 

reality and that all beings and processes and phenomena can 

be explained as manifestations or results of matter (b): a 

doctrine that only or the highest values, or objectives lie in 

material well-being and in the furtherance of material 

progress (c): a doctrine that economic or social change is 

materially caused — compare historical materialism, 2: a 

preoccupation with or stress upon material rather than 

intellectual or spiritual things (1976:709).  

 

“Materialism” is a belief that certain goods are more valuable than others 

and those with the most valuable are actually more blessed than those 

who possess less valuable goods. The danger of having these more 

expensive and valuable goods is that one tends to believe that these 

things will bring greater happiness. People also tend to feel more secure 

and more important because of the possession of valuable items.  Alcorn 

(2003:33) says that materialism is a matter of the heart. He says that God 

created man to love people and use things, but materialists love things 

and use people. A materialist can easily place his focus on things and his 
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possessions, making his house and his car showpieces. MacArthur 

(2000:7) notes one of the dangers of materialism in the church when he 

says that the protestant movement became captivated with materialism. 

He says that the church should separate from the world and offer a 

distinct, Godly alternative to the world’s view of wealth. Materialism is not 

new to the church but was just as prevalent during the first century A.D. 

Jesus warned against materialism. Luke 12:15 says: “Then He said to 

them, ‘Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; a man's life 

does not consist in the abundance of his possessions’”. Materialism will 

cause people to go into debt just to get the things they desire. The prayer 

that normally follows is: “God please bless my debt”. Materialism has 

become part of our lives and deep inside we believe that it is a way of life.  

 

2.2.2 Money 
Buying goods today is as simple as going to a shop, choosing your 

goods, handing over your money and you are given the purchase. The fact 

is that it was not always that easy to purchase goods. In the ancient times 

if people needed something – corn for example – they would go to the 

farmer and offer something with the same value in exchange for the corn. 

In this process the farmer could exchange corn for the needed cloth from a 

weaver, or skins from the hunter for his household. Workers were paid for 

their services with goods as well according to Genesis 30:31-32: 

 

What shall I give you?" he asked. "Don't give me anything," 

Jacob replied. "But if you will do this one thing for me, I will go 

on tending your flocks and watching over them: (32) Let me 

go through all your flocks today and remove from them every 

speckled or spotted sheep, every dark-colored lamb and 

every spotted or speckled goat. They will be my wages.   
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This trading of goods and services without money is called the barter 

economy. Sloman (1991:15) defines the barter economy as follows: 

“Barter economy - An economy where people exchange goods and 

services directly with one another without any payment of money”.  With 

the realization that there were consistent demands for certain goods, the 

supply and consumer demands were addressed. This brought the buyers 

and sellers together and is known as a market according to Alexander 

(1970:49). This means of exchange was limited and had some serious 

difficulties. Alexander (1970:409) explains: “For example, a weaver who 

wanted to exchange his cloth for a good catch of fish might not be able to 

find a fisherman who needed cloth. And a farmer with too much corn might 

not be able to find a hunter with too many deer”. With these kinds of 

limitations in the barter system and a growing economy a new system was 

needed. Thus a product in consistent demand became known as a 

medium of exchange. Van der Watt (2003:63) remarks: “Spoedig het 

dinge soos dierevelle, diere self, skulpe of graan meer waarde as ander 

items begin kry”.  

 

Cattle were really the first medium of exchange. Fallis (2003:315) says 

that cattle were very popular in the barter economy, because of their basic 

and essential value and mobility. Later on man needed a medium of 

exchange that was convenient, acceptable, valuable and durable. The 

new medium of exchange was money. Metals such as gold, silver, bronze 

and copper were the convenient and acceptable media of exchange and 

so coins were birthed. Alexander confirms that pieces of silver and coins 

made of electrum, a natural alloy of gold and silver, have been found 

(1970:411). According to him these coins were made by the Lydians of 

Asia Minor about 700 B.C. He also notes that the Greeks had a silver coin 

called the drachma and that the Roman denarius was a common silver 

coin at the time (1970:411). 
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The first coined money came into circulation in modern Turkey about 700 

BC. Coins became the medium for exchange and set the foundation for 

trade and commerce. Matthews (2003:322) says that when minted 

coinage came into general use during the Hellenistic period, it created a 

revolution in trade and services. Coins were generally accepted because 

people trusted the trading system. Matthews also notes that: “Transactions 

in accepted coinage, known to bear the definite weight, added to the 

confidence in the public and eliminated some of the abuses of the 

marketplace” (2003:322). Coins were the foundation for what we know 

today as money. Henderson notes that the word “money” is derived from: 

“…the Latin word moneta meaning mint or money” (2003:249). Henderson 

says that “Moneta” was originally the name of the goddess in whose 

temple in Rome money was coined (2003:249). Up to this day every 

known currency uses coins for money. Money, whether coins or notes is 

the medium in which prices and values are expressed.  It circulates from 

person to person and country to country. Money facilitates trade, and it is 

the principal measure of wealth. 

 

During the first century A.D. there were at least three different types of 

money in circulation in Palestine according to Scott (1995:246). That was 

Jewish, Greek and Roman money. Van der Watt also mentions the 

different coins that were used during New Testament times: “…om maar ‘n 

paar te noem (die verskeidenheid word nie in al die Bybelvertalings 

weerspeël nie): ‘n talent silwer; ‘n Tiriese didragma; Tiriese stater; ‘n 

dinarius; ‘n as (Assarion); silwer; lepton; kwadrans, ensovoorts (2003:64).  

The daric which derived its name from Darius Hystaspis followed the 

stater. According to Wiseman there was the official imperial money coined 

on the Roman standard; provincial coins minted at Antioch and Tyre, and 

the local Jewish money, coined perhaps at Caesarea (1973:839).  
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The Roman denarius was used to pay the poll tax in Matthew 22:17-22. 

Alexander (1986:241) says that the most common silver coins during the 

first century A.D. are the Greek tetradrachma, and Roman denarius, which 

was a day’s wage for the ordinary working man. The Jewish coins were 

then the lepton and the shekel. The Greek coins were the drachma, stater 

and the mina. The Roman coins were the quadrans, as, denarius and 

aureus.  

 

The Jews were also accustomed to the Ptolemies. Porter explains that the 

successors of: “…Alexander established kingdoms with a coinage of their 

own, such as the Ptolemies in Egypt and the Seleucids in Syria, and these 

coins, as well as those of Alexander, circulated among the Jews” (1988-

1999: Money, para 12).  With all these different currencies circulating in 

the hands of the Jews, money changers were needed to supply the Jew 

with the correct money when he would come to the Temple in Jerusalem 

to worship. Matthews (2003:165) says that the money changers charged a 

fee of 12 grains of silver and set up their tables in the Court of the 

Gentiles. These money changers exchanged foreign currency for the 

silver didrachma required by the law. 

 

The Temple tax which was the yearly half shekel had to be paid in Tyrian 

silver. The money changers were selling these coins to the worshippers. 

The money changer also collected the local tax for the Roman officials.  

Luke 19 says in verse 1:  “Jesus entered Jericho and was passing 

through. (2) A man was there by the name of Zacchaeus; he was a chief 

tax collector and was wealthy”. These toll collectors collected indirect 

taxes. Malina says that these taxes are similar to the taxes we pay on 

groceries and petrol, which is a sales tax (1993:104). He also notes that in 

the process, the toll collector would collect as much as he could get from 

the people over and above what the Romans acquired.  The tax collector 

pays his share to the Romans and keeps the rest (1993:104). The money 
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changer also played a role in changing money received from the Temple 

treasurer for payment of the Temple personnel. The Temple treasurer 

changed the Temple money into the local currency to pay the temple 

workers their salaries.  

 

Today money is viewed in many different ways. Murdock sees money as a 

tool that will enable you to help your family, loved ones, and to participate 

in great civic projects such as hospitals and the Red Cross. He adds that 

money enables the believer to buy the things his children needs and that 

money also educate them, excite them and strengthen their lives 

(1997:33). Khathide has a different view and see money as power. He 

says that money is one of the greatest powers in human society. It tends 

to be a rival deity (1993:13). Foster also defines money as power when he 

says that money is one of three powers. He says that the Aramaic term 

mammon, used by Jesus refers to wealth. In that sense Jesus is giving it a 

personal and spiritual character (1985:25).  

 

The Bible has a lot to say about money. Alcorn notes that when it comes 

to money and possessions: “…the Bible is sometimes redundant, often 

extreme, and occasionally shocking. It turns many readers away, making it 

hard to sell in today’s market place. It interferes with our lives and commits 

the unpardonable sin – it makes us feel guilty” (2003:3). According to 

Dayton there are approximately 500 verses on prayer, fewer than 500 on 

faith, but more than 2,350 verses on how to handle money. He also notes 

that Jesus said more about money than any other subject (1995:9). Jesus 

taught more on stewardship than about heaven and hell combined. 

MacArthur (2000:3) adds that Sixteen of Jesus’ thirty-eight parables speak 

about how the believer should handle earthly treasure. He warned the rich 

about the difficulty of their proverbial camel’s path, and, by his own 

announcement, he came as good news for the poor. Bankson (1997:4) 

writes that: “Having money was not neutral for Jesus. He kept making the 
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link between money and God’s realm, calling the rich to mercy and justice, 

generosity and hospitality and the poor to their place at the banquet table”.  

   

2.2.3 Wealth  
The Bible has as much to say about “wealth” as it does on money.  

“Wealth” is defined as the accumulated store of possessions and financial 

claims. In today’s world “wealth” is normally synonymous with riches, large 

amounts of money, earthly goods and property.  “Wealth” can also be the 

abundance of possessions or resources. Nelson explains how wealth was 

measured in ancient times: 

 

During the times of the patriarchs, wealth was measured 

largely in livestock-sheep, goats, cattle, donkeys, and camels. 

This was true of Abraham (Gen 13:2), Isaac (Gen 26:12-14), 

and Jacob (Gen 30:43; 32:5). People of the ancient world 

also measured wealth in terms of land, houses, servants, 

slaves, and precious metals (1988-1999: Wealth, para 1).  

 

Wealth is also seen as God’s gift and blessing for the righteous according 

to Proverbs 10:22 and Job 1:10. Schelkle (1973:306) notes that: “Wealth 

means a full and happy life (Sir. 44:1-8; Prov. 10:15; 14:20). Wealth 

makes it possible to do good works (Sir. 31:8; Tob. 12:8)”. 

 

One will find a number of passages in the New Testament where the word 

rich or an equivalent is used with other words, giving us an indication of 

the power that the wealthy had during the first century A.D. In Mark 12:41–

44 the rich control an abundance of resources. The wealthy in the New 

Testament also owned land (Matthew 27: 57–60), wore fine linen clothes 

(Luke 16:19–31) and had gold and silver (James 5:1–7).  
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The definition of “wealth” by scholars varies.  Blount defines wealth as: 

“Physical possessions having significant value, such as land, livestock, 

money, and precious metals, and the practice of valuing such possessions 

more highly than they ought to be valued” (2003:1661). Though wealth 

can be seen as a state of ease and comfort the researcher in particular 

agrees with Green and his definition of wealth when he states that wealth 

is an economic measure. He adds that it is more because it is intricately 

spun together with issues of status, power, and social privilege. Green 

says that wealth is a way of life (2003:19). 

 

2.2.4 Prosperity Theology 
Before the researcher addresses the term “prosperity theology”, the 

term “theology” is addressed. The history of the term “theology” finds it 

roots in Classical Greek literature. The word “theology” can also refer to 

the discussion of the nature and attributes of God. Vos (1948:5) explains 

that Theology is that branch of Exegetical Theology which deals with the 

process of self-revelation and disclosure of God in the Word of God. The 

term “theology” can also mean to study the Word of God, the Bible, or the 

rational explanation of Christian studies. In general the term “theology” 

normally describes the academic studies of the doctrine of Christianity in 

universities and seminaries. Barth (1963:3) says that the term theology 

signify a special science, whose task is to understand, and speak of God.  

From within the term “theology” different branches can be recognized, 

such as “Pentecostal Theology”, “Word-Faith Theology”, “Poverty 

Theology”, “Stewardship Theology” and “Prosperity Theology”. Within 

poverty theology the believer regards possessions as a curse. These 

believers normally reject materialism in every form. Prosperity theology 

believes that you have not because you ask not. The theory is that the 

believer can create a binding transaction with God in which he is obligated 
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to bless you. The disciple of stewardship theology believes that God owns 

everything. Thus, possessions become a privilege not a right.  

The prosperity theology message has become a pretty strong message 

over the last century in the church. The roots of prosperity theology date 

back to the early 1900’s. Kenyon, an evangelical pastor preached that 

God would award financial gifts. However, Hagin is credited with being the 

father of the modern Word of Faith movement. Wikipedia Encyclopedia 

elaborates on the origins of the prosperity theology roots: 

Word-Faith teachings trace their roots to E.W. Kenyon 

(1867-1948), a New England evangelical pastor who taught 

that health and finances were the right of every believer 

who would claim the promises of Scripture through faith. 

Claiming promises was done by believing and verbally 

confessing the relevant scriptures, and thus Kenyon coined 

the phrase, "What I confess, I possess”. Pentecostal 

preacher Kenneth Hagin (1917-2003), of Tulsa, Oklahoma, 

was heavily influenced by Kenyon's writings, and began 

teaching the same doctrines as early as the 1930s. Hagin is 

often referred to as being the "father" of the modern Word-

Faith, movement. He elaborated on Kenyon's theology of 

confession, preaching a four-part formula for receiving 

God's promises: "Say it; do it; receive it; tell it” 

(http://www.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prosperity-gospel/Origins).  

Out of the Word of Faith movement emerged the “Prosperity Theology”. 

The prosperity theology message consists of certain characteristics that 

can be found in the overall message.   A person is defined as a spirit that 

has a soul and lives in a body.  Hagin  (1978:7) explains this view as 

follows: “…man’s three-fold nature is this: (1) Spirit –the part of man which 

deals with the spiritual realm; (2) soul – the part of man which deals with 
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the mental realm, his reasoning and intellectual powers; (3) Body – the 

part of man which deals with the physical realm”. According to prosperity 

theology an unsaved person has the nature of Satan, but by conversion he 

acquires the nature of God in his own spirit. The believer also has the right 

to progress and prosper in all areas of life.  

Furthermore, to prosper literally means to be successful and to succeed.  

Everyone wants to be prosperous in life by gaining goods or desirable 

things. “God wants the best for his children” is a strong prosperity theology 

slogan. These goods and desirable things are normally seen as blessings 

coming from God.  Ecclesiastes 5:19 tells us: “Moreover, when God gives 

any man wealth and possessions, and enables him to enjoy them, to 

accept his lot and be happy in his work-this is a gift of God”.  The 

prosperity theology message has run hard with verses like Ecclesiastes 

5:19 and Deuteronomy 8:18 in stressing that God wants everyone to 

prosper financially. However, the emphasis has been on the giving of 

money as a way to receive those blessings. Botha (2001:2) remarks: “We 

need to understand that by giving we create an opportunity for God to 

bless us”. Money given away is always seen as “seed”, and when one 

gives money it is seen as the act of “sowing”. This is called sowing a faith 

seed. God on the other hand will honour this faith seed and money 

received from God is called “harvest”.  

Prosperity theology teaches that God’s blessings are a life free of 

sickness, depression and stress, and full of material goods such as new 

cars, fine houses and big bank accounts. Thompson (1999:83) explains 

prosperity as follows: “Notice how God describes this type of land: A land 

of wheat, and barley, and vines, and fig trees, and pomegranates; a land 

of oil olive, and honey”. All of these things according to Thompson 

represent prosperity. According to him God is actually saying that this 

good land is a land of everything the believer needs to be prosperous 

(1999:83). Those that do not enjoy the blessings are seen as without 
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wisdom or under the curse of poverty. Murdock (1997:4) says that the 

problem with many believers is ignorance. Many are ignorant about what 

he calls the “Master Key of Wisdom”. He then quotes Proverbs 8:18 and 

21.  “Riches and honour are with Me; yea, durable riches and 

righteousness. That I may cause those that love Me to inherit substance; 

and I will fill their treasures”. According to Murdock when the believer 

increases his wisdom, he will increase his wealth (1997:4).  

 

Lack and poverty are normally seen as a curse and not God’s plan for 

man. Howard-Browne (1995:11) says that God wants to bless every 

believer. He also says that poverty is a curse. Financial pressure will rob 

the believer of his joy, and will break up marriages and will cause 

sickness. Copeland (1997:4) adds to this view when he states that: 

“Poverty is – absolutely and always – a curse. The good news, however, is 

that we don’t have to live under this curse, because of the redemptive 

work of Jesus on the cross”. Copeland (1997:4) continues: “I want you to 

realize that if you’re a born-again child of God, you no longer have to live 

under the curse of poverty”.  

 

The prosperity theology preachers love to confirm their views and 

statements with the words of Jesus in John 10:10: “The thief comes only 

to steal and kill and destroy; I have come that they may have life, and 

have it to the full”. Prosperity therefore is the will of God for everybody, 

especially for the born-again believer. Siddiki (1998:5) confirms this view 

when he says that it is God’s absolute will for all believers to prosper while 

on this earth. Blessings are seen as an abundance of money and wealth. 

According to Avanzini there is more wealth in the world today than ever 

before. He says that the wealth is waiting for that special end-time group 

of believers who will understand enough about biblical economics to 

acquire and use it (1996:66).  
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Though it might be God’s will for man to prosper, according to the 

prosperity message, man still has a large role to play in seeing that 

prosperity becomes a reality in his life.  Man needs to have a dream or 

vision, think big and call those things that are not as if they were. 

According to Murdock (1998:14) the believer should develop a passion for 

his dream like Solomon did. He says that it is one of the golden secrets 

that helped him become the richest man who ever lived. This success 

starts with man and his dream. Osteen reckons that the believer should 

program his mind for success. This programming according to Osteen 

does not happen automatically. However, the believer should choose to 

live with an attitude that expects good things to happen to him, each day 

(2004:13). According to Schuller is financial problems never the result of a 

lack of money; but they are the result of a lack of faith and a lack of ideas 

(1986:310). 

 

Financial success according to the prosperity teachers calls for good 

stewardship and responsibility from man. Nichols (1998:34) explains the 

stewardship principle is being faithful with what the believer has. When the 

believer demonstrates his faithfulness with small amounts of money, God 

will give him more. Nichols also adds that if the believer doesn’t properly 

manage a small income he won’t be able to manage a larger income. He 

says that Biblical stewardship is the key to success with God (1998:34).  

 

Another interesting characteristic of the prosperity theology is that when 

one wants to obtain financial success there are always keys, steps, 

actions and secrets to this freedom. These authors’ book titles reveal a 

few of these actions: 

 

• Murdock (1998) Secrets of the richest man who ever 

lived 
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• Murdock (1997) 31 Reasons people do not receive 

their financial harvest 

• Kemp (2001) 7 Laws of the highest prosperity 

• Leonard (2003) Keys to financial freedom 

• Strite (2000)  God’s principles for financial success   

• Copeland (1974) The laws of prosperity 

 

Obedience to the Holy Spirit and God’s Word plays a major role in 

prosperity theology. God will always honour and reward obedience. 

Leonard (2003:13) confirms when he says that obedience comes before 

blessing. He explains that: “It takes inner strength and courage to choose 

to keep God’s commandments. It takes unwavering commitment, not 

turning to the left or right but staying on the straight-and-narrow path of 

obedience”. Leonard also says that the reward of God that follows 

obedience is a tremendous one. According to him the believer will prosper 

wherever he go (2003:13). Strite (2000:66) confirm the importance of 

obedience when he says that the essential key to financial success is 

obedience. He says that it’s the only way to success. Strite notes that this 

pattern is consistent throughout the Bible. He says that obedience puts 

you in a place for God’s provision.  

 

Throughout the Old Testament it is quite clear that there is a connection 

between God’s blessings and prosperity. Barclay (1977:150) notes that 

the writers of the Old Testament knew that wealth is a gift from God. He 

also says that they knew that wealth can separate the believer from God 

and from his fellow man. Barclay concludes when he says: “They knew 

that wealth is a good thing for a man to enjoy, but a bad thing for a man to 

put his trust in or to give his life to” (1977:150). In the New Testament 

Jesus warned the disciples against putting their trust in money - Matthew 

6:24: "No one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and 

love the other, or else he will be loyal to the one and despise the other. 
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You cannot serve God and mammon”.  However, only a few verses later 

Jesus makes another statement concerning material blessings. Matthew 

6:33 states:  “But seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness, 

and all these things shall be added to you”. In this statement Jesus 

promises that God will be our provider.  

 

2.2.5 Summary 
 After defining the terms materialism, money, wealth and prosperity 

theology, and looking at the context in which they were used during the 

first century A.D., the research now shifts the focus toward some 

economical related issues during the first century A.D. Related economical 

issues such as the building industry, commerce, the rich and the poor, and 

cost of living at the time had a definite influence on the people. Their 

actions, teachings and thoughts were shaped by the economic situation of 

the time. The next section deals with these related issues.   
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2.3 Some Economical Related Issues During the First Century A.D. 
Though many people might think that economy is only about money, 

this is only true to a certain extent. Economy has to do with money, but 

there is much more to economy than just money. Sloman defines 

economy as follows:  

 

It is concerned with: The production of goods and services: 

how much the economy produces; what particular 

combination of goods and services; how much each firm 

produces; what techniques of production they use; how many 

people they employ; the consumption of goods and services; 

how much the population as a whole spends (and how much 

it saves); what the pattern of consumption is in the economy; 

how many people buy particular items; what particular 

individuals choose to buy; how people’s consumption is 

affected by prices, advertising, fashion and other factors  

(1991:1). 

 

Thus; economy is the securing of goods and services by people for what 

they want or need to make a living. Oakman says that the economic 

historian Karl Polanyi noted that there have been two senses of the word 

economics: “…a substantive economics that strives to provide the 

necessities of life for the individual, family, tribe or society; and the formal 

economics that refers to rational choices between scarce means in the 

pursuit of human ends” (2000:303). Both of these senses are applicable to 

the New Testament. However, the people during the first century A.D. 

normally thought of economics as managing a household. The reason is 

that in New Testament times “oikonomos” was used to describe 

economics. Coetzmann (1976:253) explains it as follows: “Oikonomia’, 

attested from Xen and Plato on, denoted primarily the management of a 
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household.’ Oikonomos’ (from Aesch on) was used of people, and has a 

more concrete meaning”.  

 

Coetzmann adds that it donates the house-steward, and then by extension 

the supervisor of individual departments within the household. He 

mentions the porter, the estate manager, the head cook, the accountant, 

and all domestic officials who were mostly recruited from among the 

slaves. He further notes that similarly oikonomeo means to manage as a 

house-steward (1976:253). Thus, the economic system that we know 

today was not quite in operation during the first century A.D. Van Tilborg 

(1986:133) confirms this point with his question: “Is it possible to use a 

modern economic terminology, which has its origin in capitalistic realities, 

to describe the relationships of production and consumption in antiquity? 

Other questions that Van Tilborg asks is: “Should we reformulate concepts 

like industry, export, trade, factory and banking, in a non-capitalist sense? 

Were the same economic laws in force in antiquity as exists in our time? 

(1986:133).  

 

Therefore the researcher suggests going back in history to fully 

understand the economic system that was in operation during the first 

century A.D. This will help to understand the sayings of Jesus and the 

modus operandi of the people at that time. We must not forget that 

according to Sloman is our current economic system only about 229 years 

old (1991:23  

 

However, there were many similarities between the economy of the New 

Testament and the current modern economy. Supply and demand, like in 

our modern economy, formed the foundation of the first century economy.  

In the New Testament more than ample scriptures are found to prove that 

there was a lively economy present. Luke 12:18-19 is one example.  

Everyone contributes to the economy whether in buying or selling of goods 
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and services. Everyone needs goods such as food, cars, clothing and a 

house to live in. In attaining or supplying these goods and services one is 

making a contribution in the economy. The services of doctors, teachers, 

and lawyers contribute to the economy as well. These material wants can 

be satisfied with goods and services. Supplying these wants and needs 

involves a process which includes producers and consumers. Producers 

and consumers were present during New Testament times. The supply of 

goods and services was vigorous during New Testament times. Oakman 

write: “The main agricultural objects of production were grain, especially 

barely and wheat, olives for oil and grapes for wine.  Herding played an 

important role in biblical economy as well. The temple economy depended 

upon significant numbers of animal offerings per year” (2000:304).  

 

The sick needed doctors explains Mark 5:25-26 and in the villages were all 

kinds of trades. Oakman (2000:304) says that villagers not only labored to 

raise crops but also manufactured their own clothing, sandals, simple tools 

and even houses.  Even Paul made a contribution to the economy 

according to Schrage (1988:230). Venter (2003:504) says: “In die 

dorpsraad of regering was daar amptenare, regeerders, soldate en 

offisiere; vir die godsdienstige dinge was daar priesters, Leviete, of 

musiekante; vir wetlike dinge was daar regters en prokureurs 

(skrifgeleerdes)”. In a thriving economy, buildings, shops and offices were 

needed for business to take place. Matthews (2003:322) writes that:  “In 

the Roman period, Josephus lists several commercial activities in the city: 

wool shops, smithies, and the clothes market”. Du Rand elaborates on the 

business districts in the towns of the New Testament: “Destydse dorpe en 

stede het ook sentrale besigheidsdistrikte gehad. Dit was bekend as die 

markplein of agora. Op die markplein was gewoonlik rye winkeltjies: klein 

kamertjies wat op stoepe oopgemaak het. Die mense hat dan in die 

kamertjies gewerk en hulle ware op die stoepe uitgestal” (2003:900).  
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General taxation was part of the everyday economy. The government 

needed a large amount of income to make ends meet. Matthews 

(2003:455) says that the economy, while relatively stable, was burdened 

with heavy taxes. He notes that the aim of these taxes was to support the 

occupation army and government. During the time of Jesus the economy 

in general was thriving and healthy with many challenges. Bammel and 

Moule remarks that the economic conditions of Palestine were marked by 

a sharp rise in prosperity in the: “…Hasmonaean period and a decline in 

the middle of the first century B.C., caused by the civil wars” (1984:109).  

 
2.3.1 Building Industry  

Talking about the New Testament context concerning materialism it 

is important to look at the city Jerusalem during the first century A.D. This 

thriving city with its trade, crafts and building activities played a major role 

in the everyday economics of the time. Though the name Jerusalem 

means city of peace or foundation of peace ironically it was in fact without 

peace for many years. Dake give us some background about the city. 

David captured Jerusalem from the Jebusites and made it the capital of 

united Israel (2 Samuel. 5:6-9). It remained the capital until the division of 

the kingdom about 1,000 B.C. The city then continued to be the capital of 

Judea until 616 B.C. when it was destroyed by Nebuchadnezzar. He also 

notes that Jerusalem became the capital of Israel again about 546 B.C. It 

remained so until the nation and the city were destroyed by the Romans in 

70 AD (1963:248). 

  

Archaeologists working on the city have discovered many artefacts which 

tell us more about the history of the city during the Biblical times. Taking 

all the findings into consideration one can form a clearer picture of 

Jerusalem which was a powerful metropolitan city.  
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Jerusalem was the economic capital during the first century A.D. Building 

activities certainly played a major role in Jerusalem’s industry. These 

building activities also took place before, during and after Jesus’ time. One 

of these activities was the rebuilding of the Temple under Herod the Great 

37 B.C - 4 A.D. Jeremias (1969:10) notes that the princes of the Herodian 

royal line were passionate builders. As a result the building industry held 

an important position in the city under their rule and for some time 

afterwards. While Warren and Wilson examined the underground temple 

walls during 1865 they found that the walls were mostly constructed of 

large stones. Thompson (1978:1667) says that these stones belonged to 

the time of Herod the Great. Herod has put a lot of energy into an 

ambitious program of public works. Not only did Herod enlarge and rebuild 

the Temple, but he made quite significant investments in Jerusalem at the 

time. Harrison (1964:13) says that Jerusalem itself and vicinity was 

decked out with a theatre, amphitheatre, and hippodrome, and the castle 

of Antonia to the north of the temple area. Not only was the building 

industry thriving in Jerusalem but Samaria benefited as well. Harrison says 

that Samaria was made over on a grand scale and renamed Sebaste, the 

Greek equivalent of Augustus. He also notes that at Jericho Herod laid out 

a new city as a health resort and retreat from the court life at Jerusalem 

(1964:13). Harrison further adds that a: “…seaport was created at 

Caesarea after many years of hard labour” (1964:13).  

 

The building of cities was necessarily to establish economic and political 

stability. Scott (1995:240) notes that cities also supported and provided a 

broad range of services such as a central water supply, police protection, 

public toilet facilities, and sewage disposal.  Even Pontius Pilate the 

governor (Matthew 27:2) to whom Jesus appeared during his trail had his 

hands in the building industry. Jeremias writes that the aqueduct built by 

Pontius Pilate was financed with money from the Temple treasury. This   
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action by Pilate provoked a public uproar and the furious crowd had to be 

quietened by soldiers with cudgels (1969:14).  

 

The Temple in the Holy City has always had a special place in the heart of 

the Jew. Harrison relates that the: “Temple was the focal point of their 

national life. He adds that Jews throughout the world took pride in 

contributing to its upkeep in addition to paying the annual half-shekel tax 

imposed on every male Israelite” (1964:21).This tax according to Harrison 

represented two days’ work, on average. Harrison says that the total 

amount collected must have been a large sum. He notes that out of this 

collection were paid the necessary expenses of the daily morning and 

evening sacrifice, also salaries and repairs (1964:21). 

 

The building industry therefore was alive and well in creating jobs and a 

wealthy economy. Stonecutters supplied the stone for the building and 

paving of streets. Skilled craftsmanship was required to build the palace of 

Herod and the Temple which was rich in unique works of art. This set the 

table for trade in goods and food for domestic use, creating a vibrant 

economy. Buying and selling and making money was part of everyday life 

in Palestine. Even Jesus took part in this as Lietzmann explains that he 

was a carpenter (1961:48). Another area that will assist in determining a 

New Testament context concerning materialism is commerce.  

 

2.3.2 Commerce  
The exchange or buying and selling of commodities on a large scale 

involving transportation from place to place was part of everyday living in 

Palestine before, during and after the time of Jesus. Goods from nearby 

countries had to be transported to satisfy the demand of the local market, 

especially in Jerusalem. Jeremias (1969:31) mentions that: “Camel 

caravans, often of impressive length, brought goods from a distance to 

Jerusalem”. These activities laid a foundation for commerce in Palestine. 
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Foreign trade was nothing new at the time and goods were imported from 

many different countries.  

 
The roads were well maintained paved ways that made transport easy 

according to Matthews (2003:323). International trade was also common 

during the first century A.D. Jeremias (1969:35) notes specific examples of 

trade with Greece: “At the time of Hyrcanus II (76-67 and 63-40 BC) there 

were Greek merchants from Athens in Jerusalem”. Agrippa II imported 

timber from Lebanon to provide the Temple with new substructures in A.D. 

66. Jeremias (1969:35) adds that he had timber imported from the 

Lebanon at enormous expense. Glass dishes and bowls were imported 

from Sidon as early as 150 B.C according to Jeremias (1969:36). Robert 

says that at the beginning of the Christian era the Empire was at peace 

and, in general, order reigned securely within its frontiers. He also notes 

that this period was marked by an extensive growth in economic life and 

particularly in commerce (1995:11).  

 

Fruit and grain were also imported according to Jeremias (1969:36-37).  

Manufacturing of goods also contributed to the commercial activity in 

Palestine. According to Matthews manufactured goods most commonly 

introduced into national or international commerce included: “…fine 

pottery, weapons, glassware, jewellery, cosmetics, and dyed cloth. He 

notes that village craftsman also produced pottery, metal and wooden 

implements, weapons, and cloth (2003:321).   

 

The material that was used for the curtain in front of the Holy Place and for 

the high priest’s mitre was imported from Babylonia according to Jeremias 

(1969:36).  Babylonia was not the only supplier of linen and fabrics for the 

Temple but fabrics also came from as far away as India. Jeremias writes 

that: “In the afternoon (of the Day of Atonement, the high priest was 

clothed) in India linen. Trade with the East, and particularly Arabia, had 
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always been very brisk. A great quantity of spices, precious stones and 

gold is brought into the country by the Arabs” (1969:37).  

 

Material was also in need for the clothing industry. Alexander (1986:225) 

explains that the main materials used for making clothes were linen (from 

flax), sheep’s wool, goats’ hair and animal skins. Hanson and Oakman 

(1998:110) describe it as follows: “Peasant villagers ordinarily made their 

own clothing and processed basic foods”. The foreign trade was not the 

only trade in Palestine at the time. Local trade was just as healthy as the 

foreign trade.  

 

Agriculture played a vital role in Palestine during the first century A.D. 

Agriculture provided the basic food and goods for survival. During the New 

Testament times this industry was lively because the demand for grain, 

fruit and vegetables was high. Scott (1995:243) mentions the fact that 

farmers in Palestine produced a broad variety of agricultural produce. 

Matthews confirms this when he says that barley and wheat were crushed, 

winnowed, sieved, and distributed on the threshing floor for local 

consumption (2003:321). Matthews writes that the surpluses were 

transported to regional marketplaces and major cities. Whole grain, meal, 

flax, nuts, dates, olive oil, fish in the Galilee area, and a variety of animal 

by-products found their way into every home. This trading made it possible 

for the farmer to pay the taxes that was imposed by the government 

(2003:321). Many parables relate to the agricultural industry as Matthew 

13:3 states: “Then he told them many things in parables, saying: "A farmer 

went out to sow his seed”. During harvest time the cut grain was collected 

by hand and bound into sheaves. This was then taken to the threshing 

floor. At the threshing floor the winnowing process takes place. This is 

followed with the sifting of the grain. Sifting is necessary before the grain 

can be ground into meal. Jesus also made reference to the sifting process 

in Luke 22:31.  After this whole process, meal, the final product was ready 
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for market. It was the large peasant classes that produced the food and 

goods to run the society.   

 

The wine industry was another agricultural segment which flourished 

during the first century A.D. The vineyards, normally located on hillsides, 

were fenced in with a watchtower and a winepress on the same premises. 

At times these vineyards were rented according to Matthew 21:33. The 

wine industry also supplied jobs for the unskilled day labourers in Matthew 

20:1-2.   

 

Fishing and the fishing industry also played a major role in local trade. 

Gower (2003:340) writes that during the first century A.D. fish was a 

common supplement to the diet. The industry included the supply of fish 

for the local markets, repairing and supplying of nets, as well as boats. 

Alexander notes that by the time of Jesus fishing was a flourishing industry 

that developed on the inland Sea of Galilee (1986:232). Alexander adds 

that the name of the lakeside town: “…Tarichaea (‘pickling’), probably 

indicates that it was a centre for salting and preserving fish” (1986:232).  

He also mentions that the Gospels describe the fishermen working in 

family groups, and often using hired helpers. They mended nets and sails, 

repaired boats and often fished at night (1986:232). However, the fishing 

industry according to Hanson and Oakman (1998:106) was controlled by 

the ruling elites. The demand for fish as staple food for the nation was 

dominant. Gardner says that fish was: “…a far more important staple food 

than meat for most of the population, and the Sea of Galilee was the 

principle source” (1981:18). He further notes that the large lake was 

productive enough not only to supply fresh fish for the surrounding region 

but also to support a thriving industry in Capernaum. This industry also 

supplied other shore towns where large quantities of fish were salted and 

dried for the shipment throughout the Roman Empire (1981:180). 
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The role players in the above mention economy were the rich, the middle 

class, the poor, and the slaves. In the next section the researcher take a 

closer look at these role players.  

 

2.3.3 The Rich  
Today we talk about three economic classes in the world: the rich, 

the middle class and the poor. These three classes were also present 

during the first century A.D. This can be seen in Matthew 19:21-22. The 

rich are those who have abundant possessions, especially material 

wealth. This material wealth can normally be seen in goods, property and 

money in abundance. To be rich means to have more than enough to 

gratify normal needs and desires. Synonymous with the term “rich” is the 

term “wealthy” meaning the possession of property and intrinsically 

valuable things. “Opulence” is normally associated with the rich and 

indicates lavish expenditure and a display of great wealth. The rich 

obviously had the money to spend and they loved to do so by having lively 

parties. This can be seen Mark 6:21 and Luke 5:29. Jesus also told a few 

parables about the rich and their banquets. Jeremias (1969:92) adds that: 

“The banquets given by wealthy people were an important part of life”.  

 

Nicodemus, the one who came to Jesus at night, was also a wealthy man. 

John 19:39 states: “And Nicodemus, who at first came to Jesus by night, 

also came, bringing a mixture of myrrh and aloes, about a hundred 

pounds”. Another rich man that was close to Jesus according to Matthew 

27:75 was Joseph of Arimathea. Jeremias (1969:96) notes that the priestly 

nobility belonged to the wealthy class. Scott says that there was a 

considerable interrelationship between the economic rich and the religious 

establishment (1995:238). He further notes that the rich either held or 

were closely aligned with the political power of the day. He then remarks 

that their actions were frequently designed to protect their wealth and 

privileged status (1995:238). John 11:49-50 is an example of this attitude: 
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“Then one of them, named Caiaphas, who was high priest that year, spoke 

up, "You know nothing at all!  You do not realize that it is better for you 

that one man die for the people than that the whole nation perish”.  

 

Just like today the rich during the time of the New Testament had property 

and owned land. According to John 19:41, Joseph from Arimathea owned 

land towards the north of Jerusalem where there was a grave hewn from 

rock in a garden. Jesus also acknowledges the fact that the rich owned 

land in his parable of the rich fool in Luke 12:16. From land owners to 

business men, bankers and merchants – all these formed part of the 

wealthy society in Palestine. They had the money and it was seen in their 

offerings, the clothes they wore and in their lifestyle.  

 

The rich also had a certain responsibility toward the city. It was expected 

of them to build and maintain the city’s buildings as Van Tilborg explains:  

“To begin with the most remarkable phenomenon – remarkable because it 

is so far removed from our own experience - , it was customary to appeal 

to the rich to fulfil their duty of ‘leitourgia’: to take care that the city was 

well built” (1986:86). He also writes that the city needed to compete with 

the other cities in the neighbourhood and that it was the rich that built the 

theatres, gymnasiums, libraries and bath houses (1986:86). The donors 

were normally honoured by a statue, a plaque or an inscription at a special 

location in the city. At times even synagogues were built.  Luke 7:1-5 

relates to this action.  

 
2.3.4 The Middle Class 

The economic middle class is the class that normally occupies the 

position between the very rich and the very poor. Woolf defines middle 

class as: “…a fluid heterogeneous socioeconomic grouping composed 

principally of business and professional people, bureaucrats and some 

farmers and skilled workers sharing common social characteristics and 
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values” (1976:728). The Middle Class was also present in the time of 

Jesus. Jeremias writes that the retail traders were next to the merchants, 

who imported goods from a distance and stored them in large 

warehouses. These retail traders had shops in the bazaars (1969:100). 

Next to the retail traders were the small industrialists or craftsmen who 

owned their own premises and did not hire themselves out for wages. 

These constituted the middle classes (1969:100). Harrop and Draper 

(2003:918) define the middle class as: “…mostly businessmen (merchants 

and tradesmen)”.  

 

The middle class normally emerges from the poor class where one may 

barely have enough. The choices the middle class had in purchasing 

goods and services were not as varied as the rich, but they were far 

greater than those of the poor class. While the rich are normally 

characterized as having more than enough money, possessions and 

wealth, the middle class is characterized as those who have enough to 

make a comfortable living.  Jeremias writes that the priests may be 

regarded as belonging to the middle classes. He also notes that the: 

“Pharisees were members of the middle class” (1969:104).  

 
2.3.5 The Poor 

Along with the rich and the middle class are the poor.  The poor 

were the ones who were lacking material possessions. The poor, orphan 

and the widow were of the lower social classes. Malina, however, notes 

that one should not look at the “poor” as a social class. He remarks that: 

“In peasant societies, “poor” is not exactly a designation of social rank of a 

reference to the lowest standing in a series if such ranks” (1993:105). He 

says that being poor is not primarily an expression of class or economical 

rank at all (1993:105). However, the poor were the most vulnerable in the 

society. The poor were more aware of economic hardship and poverty.  

Mark 12:41-42 talks about a poor widow. Low wages and high prices were 
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major obstacles for the poor. The poor made one denarius per day 

according to Matthew 20:2. They also received their wages on the same 

day of work as this was in line with Deuteronomy 24:15.  Among the poor 

were the beggars who can be found in Luke 16:20-21.  

 

To fully understand the position of the poor in the first century A.D. it is 

important to look to the Old Testament. At first there were no social 

distinctions in the Jewish nation as Schrage explains. He says that the 

problem of social distinction arose only after the settlement, especially 

after the economic prosperity of the monarchy (1988:99). With the arrival 

of the social distinctions came the Deuteronomy legislation. Deuteronomy 

15:11 states: “For the poor will never cease from the land; therefore I 

command you, saying, 'You shall open your hand wide to your brother, to 

your poor and your needy, in your land.'” With this admonition in mind 

Israel had a responsibility toward the poor. During harvest time one third of 

the field was to be left for the poor. The grapes that fell during harvesting 

and the olives which were left on the branches were not to be collected, 

for they belonged to the widow and the orphan. However, there is enough 

proof in the Old Testament that Israel considered poverty as a curse and 

an evil. Schrage (1988:99) confirms that we also find plentiful evidence: 

“…especially in wisdom literature, for example, the late sections of 

Proverbs and Sirach, that Israel considered poverty evil and wealth 

(employed with wisdom) good”. 

 

This paradigm can also be seen in the teachings of the rabbis of the New 

Testament. Schrage (1988:99) notes that the rabbis usually consider 

poverty a calamity. However, the message of the New Testament brings 

hope to the poor. This message of hope comes in an eschatological 

context. Schrage (1988:100) further adds that: “Promises are addressed to 

the poor, accusations and woes to the rich”.  It is important to note that 

money, wealth and possessions were not condemned, but as Schrage 
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notes the cruel domination over the poor were condemned (1988:100). 

Proof of this condemnation can be seen in James 5:1-5. Schrage notes 

that Jesus spoke to both the rich and poor (1988:100). Smith (2003:1312) 

also says that Jesus was particularly concerned with: “…the poor and He 

preached a message of good news to the poor (Matt. 11:5; Luke 4:18) and 

told parables that encouraged generosity toward the poor”.  

 

The poor are normally not seen as those who make a contribution to the 

economy because of their lack. In fact, the poor are normally looked at as 

consumers through the eyes of more affluent people. However, the poor 

are part of the make up of any economic system irrespective of their 

contribution or consumption. The poor also made up the bulk of the 

population according to Mouton and Lategan (1994:622). The poor 

included the peasants, artisans and the bandits. Marshall says that: “…the 

poor are those who lack the social, economic, political, or spiritual 

resources to fulfil God’s calling for their lives” (1986:106).  

 
2.3.6 Slavery 

Longenecker notes that during the Roman Empire slavery was a 

part of life. He also remarks that slavery was increasing rather than 

declining during the first century A.D. Longenecker adds that the rich 

owned slaves and the lives of the middle and upper classes could hardly 

have gone on without it (1984:49). In many cases slaves were very badly 

treated. Slaves were the personal belongings and possessions of their 

master. Slave owners were brutal and slaves were without hope and 

corrupt. Robert and Feuillet writes about this sad fact: “In principle, and 

often in fact, the slave was treated as a chattel. Between the animals and 

the human cattle, the difference in the way they were handled was 

insignificant; in every case, it depended solely on the good will of the 

master” (1965:11).  
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Slaves were bought and sold on the market. They also had no political, 

civil, social or religious rights. Slavery also played a vital role in the 

economy. Brooks explains that the economy of Egypt, Greece, and Rome 

was based on slave labor. During the first century A.D. one out of three 

persons in Italy and one out of five elsewhere was a slave (2003:1511). 

He also notes that: “…huge gangs toiled in the fields and mines and on 

building projects. Many were domestic and civil servants. Some were 

temple slaves and others craftsmen”. He adds that some slaves were 

forced to become gladiators while others were highly intelligent and held 

responsible positions (2003:1511).  

 

In the upkeep of the Roman Empire manual labourers were needed. Huge 

Roman estates needed an abundance of workers to maintain them and 

these workers were the slaves. Many wealthy Romans had hundreds of 

slaves in their service.  Manual labor was not the only work that was done 

by slaves. They also played a vital role in more than one department of the 

general business of the Empire.  Brown writes that besides working in 

business, farming, and households, slaves could be managers, doctors, 

teachers, scholars, and poets, and could collect wealth (1997:67). 

However, slaves were not allowed to get married according to Brown but 

they could live together in a special kind of agreement with the owner. This 

would allow them to have children. Children of the slaves, however, 

became the property of the owner as well (1997:67). Brown also mentions 

the fact that prisoners of war also became slaves that were sold within the 

empire. Loyal and virtuous slaves were normally set free by their owners. 

At times some slaves were allowed to accumulate money so that they can 

buy their freedom from their owners (1997:67). 

 

Jesus and the apostles also had to deal with slavery.  Brooks, however, 

notes that: “…neither Jesus nor the apostles condemned slavery” 

(2003:1511). Brooks says that slavery was so much part of the first 
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century A.D. that to call for abolition would have resulted in violence and 

killings. He says that Jesus and the apostles set forth principles of human 

self-respect and equality that eventually led to the abolition of slavery 

(2003:1511). 

 

2.3.7 Cost of Living 
The cost of living is determined by what we pay for goods and 

services. Goods and services on the other hand are determined by 

demand and supply. “Demand” means what consumers normally want, 

and “supply” means the goods and services that are available for the 

market. When the demand is higher than the supply of goods and 

services, the prices rise. This relationship has an effect on the cost of 

living. That is why you will find that the price of bread is high during a 

famine, because the supply of wheat is limited. Prices of goods affect us 

all especially if we need them to live. This was also true in the time of the 

New Testament according to Matthew 6:25-26.  The cost of living in the 

same country may also vary for certain reasons. In South Africa for 

instance one would pay more for petrol inland as suppose to the coastal 

regions. The reason is that South Africa imports petroleum by sea and this 

product arrives by ships at the country’s main harbours. From the harbour 

the product must still be transported inland and the effect is a higher petrol 

price. Israel had the same variation in the cost of living during the time of 

Jesus. Jeremias (1969:120) says that cattle and pearls, agricultural 

produce and wine fetched a higher price in the city than what they did in 

the country. Jeremias (1969:121) further notes that fruit in Jerusalem cost 

three to six times its price in the country. He also explains that: “The price 

of grain or flour was one denarius for each seah (about thirteen 

litres)…and the daily minimum bread ration corresponded to a price of a 

twelfth of a denarius” (1969:122). It is very normal that the supply and the 

demand of the consumers have an effect on the cost of living and this can 

also be seen in the first century A.D.   
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Matthew 27:6 tells us about the price of land in Jerusalem. However, the 

size of the plot is not known. Franzero writes about Pontius Pilate remarks 

on his arrival in Jerusalem about the houses in the city. Pilate noted that 

the houses were flat-roofed, built of yellowish limestone, with deep-green 

gardens, full of fig trees, cypresses and olives, while the white blossoms of 

the orange groves and the scarlet flowers of pomegranate enliven the 

scene (1961:138). 

 

Then there was the precious ointment that was used to anoint Jesus in 

Bethany. According to Mark 14:5 this was very expensive ointment: “For it 

might have been sold for more than three hundred denarii and given to the 

poor”. Another translation of this verse says: “It could have been sold for 

more than a year's wages and the money given to the poor”. Du Rand 

(2003:739) explains why it was so precious: “Die parfuum waarvan ons in 

die Bybel lees, was duur omdat die meeste van die bestandele nie in 

Palestina voorgekom het nie”.  

 

Tunics were very popular during the New Testament times. Both men and 

woman wore these tunics which were woven of wool and linen.  The 

demand for certain clothing had an astonishing effect on the prices. 

Franzero (1961:154) tells us that the luxury was pushed so far that: “…the 

mother of one High Priest, Ismael Ben Phabi, had spent one hundred 

minae (nearly ₤2,000) on his tunic, and the mother of Eliezer Ben Harsom 

had a robe made for her son that cost 20,000 minae”. The prices of festive 

clothing were high as well because they were made of costly white 

material according to Cole (2003:312).  

 

It seems that the cost of medical treatment and doctor’s fees were high 

during the first century A.D. according to Luke 8:43: “A certain woman was 

there who had suffered from severe bleeding for twelve years; she had 

spent all she had on doctors, but no one had been able to cure her”.  
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2.3.8 Banking  
        In our modern world banks and banking are not strange. Banks are 

institutions that deal in money. They provide financial services to the 

people, in the form of loans and investments. Personal loans, the 

borrowing of money, and credit cards are very much a part of our modern 

world. People would go to the bank to borrow money against an agreed 

interest rate to start a business, purchase goods and pay the loan back 

over a certain period of time. By doing this the banks covers their 

overheads and make a profit. However, during the Old Testament times 

the law of the Jew’s did not allow this to happen. Exodus 22:25 tells us: "If 

you lend money to one of my people among you who is needy, do not be 

like a moneylender; charge him no interest”. Leviticus 25:37 adds to this: 

“You must not lend him money at interest or sell him food at a profit”.  

 

The Jews only became accustomed to the banking system during their 

captivity in Babylon according to Nelson (1988-1999: Banking, para. 1). 

Some Jews even joined the banking industry and became prominent 

officers. By New Testament times banking was an established institution. 

Although Jesus' parable of the talents (or minas) shows that bankers 

received money for safekeeping and also paid interest (Matthew 25:27; 

Luke 19:23), the most common reference to first-century banking in the 

New Testament is to moneychanging in Matthew 21:12.  Not only was 

money lent between friends, but money lending was a very profitable 

business. Banking and everything that goes with it was well established in 

the New Testament times.  

 

Matthews writes that the widespread introduction of coined money after 

500 B.C. and the expansion of travel and commerce in the Roman 

Empire: “…aided the establishment of banking institutions in the New 

Testament period”. He adds that money lending was a general and widely 

acceptable exercise in the cities (2003:165). He also notes that: “Jesus’ 
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parables of the talents (Matt. 25:14-30) and the pounds (Luke 19:11-27) 

lend credence to the practice of giving sums to the bankers to invest or to 

draw interest” (2003:165). However, with many different currencies that 

were in circulation in Palestine, people needed a system to change money 

for the preferred currency and the banking system supplied the base for 

that support.  

 

The idea of safe keeping of valuables was not strange during the first 

century A.D. Like a modern bank today who would safeguard your 

treasures, the Temple in Jerusalem did the same. Van Tilborg explains 

that the Temple was a safe place, not only because it was a holy place, 

but: “…also because the walls were high and wide and there was a 

constant guard”. He further notes that as everywhere in antiquity the 

Temple in Jerusalem was the place for the protection of treasures and 

valuables (1986:134). Van Tilborg remarks that valuables such as gold, 

clothes and ornaments of the rich were kept for safekeeping in the 

Temple. These valuables were deposited in care to the Temple treasurers 

who stored them up in the treasure rooms of the Temple. He also says 

that it is probable that the treasurers of the Temple asked a compensation 

for this banking service (1986:134). 

 

2.3.9 Summary  
After mentioning the building industry and commerce it must be 

noted that agriculture played the major role in the community. It was the 

larger group of peasants that produced the food and the goods to sell to 

the smaller elite group and the rest of the community. The elite group 

acted as the governing body and was not involved in agricultural work. 

The fact is that this elite group was never involved in manual labour. For 

the elite it was a shame to work with your hands, so all they did was take 

care of the affairs of the empire and keep an eye on the peasants. Here 
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was a situation where a small elite group with money and influence ruled 

the larger and mainly poorer peasant class.  
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2.4   Social Situation During the First Century A.D. in Palestine 
This section deals with the first century A.D. society. This will give us 

an idea as to how the people of that period lived and what their needs and 

challenges were. The inhabitants of Palestine during the first century A.D. 

formed a society which was formed over many years by different social 

influences such as Judaism, the Grecian and the Roman cultures.  Brown 

explains that the memories of Jesus and the writings of his followers were: 

“…filled with references to the Jewish Scriptures, feasts, institutions and 

traditions” (1997:63). According to Brown there is no doubt about the 

influence of:  “Judaism in the NT”. He also notes that since the time of 

Alexander the Great, the Jews had been living in a Hellenistic world. He 

says that  a century prior to Jesus’ birth most of the Jews had been living 

in areas controlled by Roman armies; and by the time of his birth a fair 

percentage, perhaps even a majority, of the world’s Jews spoke Greek 

(1997:63). 

 

Today the believer and scholar look into this world through the eyes of 

history. Mouton and Lategan (1994:622) adds that the first century world 

A.D. is studied currently from archaeological, sociohistorical, and 

sociological (including economic, political and cultural) perspectives.   This 

society was formed and strengthened by common interest, wants and 

needs. Within this society independent relationships developed which set 

the foundation for the social culture of that time. Issues like money, 

possessions, economy and politics play a major role where people share 

the same interest and mix in a friendly converse. This unification in society 

is known as ‘social culture’. Haralambos (1985:3) says that the culture of a 

society is: “…the way of life of its members; the collection of ideas and 

habits which they learn, share and transmit from generation to generation”.  

Malina say that because of their socialization and enculturation human 

beings share meanings with others in their social group. He remarks that 

these meanings are expressed in language, gesture, artifacts, and the like. 
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Malina adds that: “The meanings expressed in language, gesture, and 

artifacts derive from and express the social system at a given time and 

place, into which the persons communicating have been enculturated” 

(2002:4). 

 

The social stratification of the New Testament took place within the 

Roman Empire of that period. The Romans being the political power of the 

day played a major role in the social setting of the New Testament. 

However, one should not forget that the Roman Empire was developed 

within the Eastern Mediterranean society. Therefore the Eastern 

Mediterranean society also played a major role in socialization of the 

people of the New Testament. Even Jesus was not excluded from the 

influence of this society as Malina notes that it is certain that Jesus was 

socialized and enculturated in this society (2002:4). Without this shared 

culture the New Testament society would be unable to communicate and 

cooperate.  

 

Another social factor that was in operation during the first century A.D. 

was the Jewish Religious force.  These forces, the Roman political power, 

the Eastern Mediterranean society and the Jewish Religious groups were 

sharing the same country but with different norms and roles. Haralambos 

(1985:5) writes that every culture contains a large number of guidelines 

which direct conduct in particular situations: “Such guidelines are known 

as norms”. The Jewish Religious culture had their norms formed by their 

interpretation of God’s law. These norms obviously were different from 

those of the Roman power.  

 

The Romans held the positions of authority concerning the governing of 

the country. This meant that the Romans had the political power over the 

Jews. Norms and roles were not the only differences within this social 

society. Wealth was another factor that created classification within this 
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society. The rich had the wealth, while the poor were in lack and this 

brought a social stratification. Haralambos (1985:24) says that this: 

“…refers to the presence of social groups which are ranked one above the 

other, usually in terms of the amount of power, prestige and wealth their 

members possess”.  

 

Watson writes that the New Testament world had two main classifications 

of people, the upper and the lower classes or orders (2000:1000). The 

upper classes were acting as the governing body while the lower classes 

were the manual laborers of the day.  These social differences can create 

tension in the society. Some might act as rulers while others might feel 

that they are the subjected class. Haralambos says that during each 

historical epoch: “…the labour power required for production was supplied 

by the subjected class that is by slaves, serfs and wage labourers 

respectively” (1985:1000). He also says that the subjected class is made 

up of the majority of the population whereas the ruling or dominant class 

forms a minority (1985:39). This was also true of the New Testament as 

Watson points out that the very small upper classes controlled the vast 

majority of the property, wealth, power and status. This upper class 

constituted less than 1 percent of the population at the time. Watson noted 

that the lower classes had little or no property, wealth, power and status 

and constituted 99 percent of the population (2000:1000). The rich literally 

ruled the poor as Van der Watt (2003:851) remakrs: “Die gewone arm 

mense was uitgelewer aan die rykes omdat die mag by die rykes gelê het 

en hulle gevolglik nie veel teen die rykes kon doen nie”.   

 

Within a social structure politics and economics are synonymous. Malina 

relates that: “…if Jesus proclaimed theocracy, which is certain, his 

proclamation must have included religious and economic dimensions, 

since, during that period, religion and economics were embedded in 

politics and necessarily included in it” (2002:10). It is therefore important to 
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create a picture of the social culture setting of the New Testament to have 

a better understanding of the expressions Jesus made concerning money, 

materialism and possessions.   

 

2.4.1 Politics and Political Economy 

The national and local politics of a country or city are factors that have 

a definite influence on a society. Politics normally involves public welfare, 

needs and interests. Stegemann etal writes that politics may be 

understood in a wide or narrow sense. He then notes that in antiquity 

people understood politics in a wide sense only. Stegemann etal also 

writes that the objective of politics, according to Aristotle is to realize the 

idea of a good life within a polis, the Greek city (2002:225). Today we 

have a different concept concerning politics and we look at politics through 

the eyes of power and might. Stegemann etal explain this view when he 

says that: “In modern times we often encounter a narrower concept of 

politics that states that politics is the art of gaining and maintaining power” 

(2002:225). During the first century A.D. the Roman Empire was the 

political force in operation. The Romans gained the right to enforce 

political unity throughout the Mediterranean. Before the Roman rule of the 

Mediterranean world, it was characterized by small city-states that were in 

continuous conflict with one another. When the Romans came into power 

the Mediterranean world was ruled as one nation which brought political 

unity. Peace and prosperity were part of this new world. All over the 

Mediterranean new cities were founded to accommodate the influx of 

people who had come from throughout the Roman world in search of 

peace and prosperity. The next section take a closer look at the birth of 

Roman rule during the New Testament times.  

 
2.4.2 Roman Republic 

The world’s greatest empire, the Roman Empire, wasn’t built in one 

day. The Roman Empire that ruled the western world for more than a 
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thousand years was formed by gifted, powerful and passionate people. 

This Empire stretched over three continents and included land from Italy, 

areas around the Mediterranean Sea, Gaul, Macedonia and as far as 

Africa. Because the Empire covered a huge land mass it was 

characterized by cultural diversity. This diversity made the Empire a leader 

in setting a standard for law, architecture and the military.  

 

To clearly understand the effect and the role that the Roman Empire had 

on the world it ruled one needs to go back in history. This will help to bring 

a better understanding of the politics of the time and provide some 

background concerning the Jews and the political powers of the time. 

Pfeiffer writes that the Judeans lost their independence in 586 B.C., when 

Nebuchadnezzar destroyed Jerusalem and deprived the Davidic dynasty 

of its throne (1949:5).  Since the fall of the Davidic dynasty Israel has been 

under constant pressure to govern her own people. The Persian period 

(539-331 B.C) as Scott explains was both the last phase of the Old 

Testament history and the first of Intertestamental Judaism (1995:75). The 

Persian period came to an end after Alexander the Great succeeded his 

father Philip. At the young age of twenty Alexander wanted to conquer the 

world. He defeated the Persian generals and the Persian King Darius III 

Codomannus. Alexander died of fever at a very young age, 33, in Babylon 

in 323 B.C. The period following Alexander the Great was known as the 

Hellenistic Period (331-164 B.C) according to Scott (1995:78).  

 

Within the Hellenistic period the generals of Alexander went to war for 

control over the empire. Eventually the empire was divided into four parts 

which were governed by each of Alexander’s four generals. Israel, which 

was part of the greater empire, found herself annexed to the Ptolemaic 

Empire of Egypt in 320 B.C.  Because of Israel’s strategic location in the 

empire she was caught in constant battles between the Ptolemaic Empire 

to the south and the Seleucids who ruled Syria and Persia to the north and 
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east. Scott says that: “…with the arrival of the second century B.C. came 

also the passing of political power on the land of Israel from the Ptolemies 

to the Seleucids (often called Syrians)” (1995:80). This period is known as 

the Seleucid Period (198-164 B.C). Antiochus IV Epiphanes became the 

Seleucid ruler which spread Hellenism throughout his empire. The Jewish 

people were heavily taxed and Antiochus plundered the temple for its gold. 

This assault on the Jewish religion resulted in an armed revolt. Leading 

the revolt was a Jew called Mattathias. This revolt gave birth to a new 

period in the history of Israel and was known as the Hasmonean period 

which lasted from 164-63 B.C. This dynasty, according to Harrop: “…ruled 

Judea for almost a century” (2003:722).The dynasty was kept alive after 

the death of Mattathias by the warfare of his sons. Scott relates that: 

“Mattathias died shortly after the beginning of the revolt, but his five sons, 

of whom Judas Maccabeus was the leader, carried on a guerrilla struggle” 

(1995:83). During the same time the Roman political power was busy 

finding its feet in the empire. 

  

The Roman Republic 510 BC - 27 BC was not ruled by a king but by two 

magistrates. Political power was now vested in two magistrates known as 

consuls, selected by the citizenry.  There were two classes among the 

Roman citizens. These classes were the landed and wealthy patricians, 

and the plebeians, ordinary citizens of Rome. The plebeians were not 

eligible for any positions of power. With this new political structure in 

place, Rome began a policy of aggressive expansion. The Roman Legions 

became the fighting machine and conquered vast areas and land. Rome 

took control over almost the whole of Italy.  The external success became 

the base for internal strife in the Republic. The Roman aristocracy, who 

kept a tight grip on power, had become a selfish and decadent ruling 

class. This resulted in frequent conflicts with the Populares. The external 

success that brought wealth to the Republic also led to internal conflict.  

With all the booty collected throughout these newly gained territories 
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Rome became a wealthy nation. Grant notes that the rough division 

between the groups of nobles favouring these types of approach: “…first 

came apparent in the 130s and 120s BC when two young nobles, Tiberius 

and Gaius Gracchus, failed to secure senatorial support for their land 

reforms and went straight to the assembly instead (1964:4). The result 

according to Grant was that: “…both brothers met their deaths in riots, and 

a century of political violence had begun” (1969:4). 

 

With this massive and fast expansion Rome started to build new cities and 

roads throughout the Empire. Manpower was needed to build and 

maintain these new developments. Slavery was the answer to this 

problem. Slaves were imported from all over the known world, some were 

ordinary men and woman, others were philosophers and others were 

teachers. The slaves were treated poorly and as a result some of the 

slaves came into resistance against the Romans. The Roman Republic 

came to a fall not long after the assassination of Julius Caesar in 44 B.C. 

The successor of Julius Caesar was Octavian which formed a triumvirate 

with Mark Antony the deputy of Caesar and Lepidus. The Empire was then 

divided among themselves. When Lepidus tried to seize Sicily for himself 

he ultimately lost his position in the triumvirate. Mark Antony who 

committed suicide had made it possible for Octavian to become the first 

sole ruler of the Romans. Octavian gained total supremacy over Rome’s 

territories and this led to the fall of the Roman Republic.   

 
2.4.3 Roman Empire 

With the fall of the Roman Republic the Roman Empire was birthed 

and with that came the first Emperor.  The first Roman Emperor as McRay 

notes was Octavian who became the first sole ruler of Rome in 27 B.C. 

and took the name Augustus Caesar (2003:1415). Luke 2:1: “In those 

days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of 

the entire Roman world”. This census also included the Province of 
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Palestine and according to Van Zyl etal had a specific aim which was to 

regulate military service and tax levies (1979:257). McRay writes that 

Christ was born during the reign of Augustus (27. B.C. to A.D. 14) and 

conducted his ministry during the reign of Augustus’ successor, Tiberius 

(A.D. 14 to 37; cp. Luke 3:1) (2003:1418). Tiberius was a capable 

statesman which ruled the Empire with insight. He chose the best 

governors to rule the provinces to keep the people of the Empire happy. 

These Roman Emperors played a significant role in forming the Roman 

Empire. McRay writes that: “Tiberius was succeeded by his mentally 

unbalanced grandnephew, Gaius (Caligula), who proved to be a disaster” 

(2003:1419). McRay also notes that Caligula, who succeeded Tiberius and 

ordered his statue to be placed in Jerusalem, was not a good emperor 

(2003:1419). Van Zyl etal (1979:257) adds that it was Caligula who 

promoted Hellenism in the Empire and established worship of the Emperor 

throughout his empire. Caligula regarded himself as the incarnation of all 

the gods and was worshipped as a deity (2003:1419). 

 

Scott writes that it was Nero who unleashed the first official imperial 

persecution of Christians in Rome during the first century A.D. (1995:91).  

Reconciliation between the Jewish nation and the Roman rule seemed to 

be impossible during the last few decades of the first century. During this 

time the country was characterized by riots against the Roman rule. 

Pfeiffer records that after a victory in October of 66 against Cestius Gallus; 

the Jews were united and set for war (1949:42). Joseph the son of Gorion 

and the high priest Ananus were the defenders of the city Jerusalem. At 

the same time two other leaders, namely Jesus son of Sapphias and 

Eleazar the son of Ananias were taking care of Idumea.  

 

Nero the emperor at the time was challenged with the rebellion of Judea. 

Nero chose Vespasian his most experienced military commander to put an 

end to the rebellion. However, Vespasian needed more than experience to 
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stop the rebellion. Though Vespasian conquered Galilee, John of Giscala 

and his band of Zealots made an escape to Jerusalem. Pfeiffer explains 

that their arrival plunged the city into: “…a bloody civil war during the 

winter of 67-68” (1949:42). Pfeiffer also notes that through Idumean help, 

John took control of Jerusalem, and the former leaders and aristocrats 

were executed or assassinated. He further records that Vespasian 

decided to let the Jews demolish themselves through civil war within the 

city of Jerusalem, and in March 68 began operation in Perea, which was 

conquered by his lieutenant Placidus (1949:42). He then later subjected: 

“…western Judea and Idumea, thus gaining the mastery of the whole 

territory around Jerusalem, which could now be besieged” (1949:42). 

 

As if the war against Rome was not enough, Jerusalem had her own inner 

conflicts as well. Simon Bar-Giora who was the leader of Idumea went to 

Jerusalem and was welcomed by the enemies of John of Giscala. Pfeiffer 

also notes that in Jerusalem: “…a third leader had sprung up in the 

meantime: Eleazar the son of Simon. In the battles among the three, 

considerable amounts of provisions were consumed by fire” (1949:43). 

After the suicide of Nero in 69 Vespasian became emperor. Brown relates 

that this left his son: “Titus as commander to press the campaign in Judea 

to its termination; Jerusalem was taken and the Temple destroyed in 70” 

(1997:61). It was during this time that Titus arrived with his troops in April 

of 70 and eventually took over Jerusalem. After the fall of Jerusalem, a 

few surviving Jews fled to Masada. They joined their fellow patriots to 

continue the battle for freedom. The defender of Masada, Eleazar was 

eventually conquered by Flavius Silva in 72 A.D. Not long after all this, the 

Gospel of Matthew was written.  

 

2.4.4 Palestine and the Romans 
As if the political violence wasn’t enough in the Greater Roman 

Empire, Palestine also had political issues. The politics of the day had a 
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definite influence on the society. The lack of peace in the country was 

normal and the people had to deal with this every day fact. Tenney says 

that from the conquest of Palestine by the Seleucids to the Romans 

capture of Jerusalem in A.D. 70: “…the Jewish people were the political 

football of alien rulers” (1965:31). While the people at grassroots 

experienced the lack of peace the leaders were experiencing pressure, for 

politics was a risky business for them. Palestine was a province of the 

Roman Empire and was ruled by a governor who was appointed by the 

Roman Emperor. These provinces were under the control of appointed 

governors with absolute power over all non-Roman citizens. The military 

stationed troops in each province which were on high alert to exercise 

appropriate force if necessary. Good administration, a strong army and 

excellent communications all contributed to the governing of this massive 

Empire.  

 
The political voices in Palestine were pretty strong and active. According 

to Franzero Rome had first come into political relations with the Jews 

about 161 B.C. (1961:106). He notes that this was the time when Judas 

Maccabaeus, being prompted by the great and widely spread military 

renown of Rome, sent an embassy to Rome and formed with her a Treaty 

of offensive and defensive alliance, but with the special object of obtaining 

help against Demetrius, King of Syria (1961:106). 

 

After the death of Judas Maccabaeus in 160 B.C. his brother Jonathan 

succeeded him. Scott (1995:84) records that in 152 Jonathan became 

high priest. The position was to remain in the family until Roman 

occupation. After the murder of Jonathan the leadership went to the only 

surviving son of Mattathias, Simon. Simon became high priest and this 

positioned him to become a political leader as well. Scott remarks that 

both political and religious headship was given to Simon and his children 

(1995:85). Simon besieged Jerusalem and fortified the city against any 
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further attacks by the Syrians. Simon was still challenged from time to time 

as the Seleucids tried to intervene in Israel’s affairs. Israel also renewed 

treaties with Sparta and Rome which strengthened the position of the 

Jews. Simon died at the hand of his assassin Ptolemy, son of Abubus 

which was a member of his own family. Scott relates that Ptolemy had 

intended to take control for himself. This, however, was not to be, because 

Simon’s son, John Hyrcanus, having escaped Ptolemy’s attempt to murder 

him as well, was acclaimed his father’s successor (1995:85).  

 

Hyrcanus fled to Jerusalem where he was appointed as high priest by the 

people. Though Hyrcanus never claimed the title of king he ruled as if he 

was king.  This period was characterized by political stability. Van Zyl etal 

record that is was John Hyrcanus who introduced a new era in the history 

of Israel. He notes that whereas the sons of Mattathias had to fight for 

independence, Israel now find herself in a period of consolidation and 

territorial expansion (1979:237). During the reign of John Hyrcanus Judea 

became a strong and independent state. Hyrcanus was very successful in 

securing Judea for the Jewish people. After his death in 104 B.C things 

changed drastically and new power hungry leaders strived for the throne. 

Van Zyl etal writes that it was the wish of John Hyrcanus that his widow 

should take over his duties of state after his death and that his eldest son 

Aristobulus should become high priest. Aristobulus was, however, a flashy 

and cruel man, not being satisfied with the high priesthood alone. He went 

to the extremes and threw his mother into prison where she starved to 

death (1979:238). 

 

Scott record that unlike his forerunners, Aristobulus openly claimed the 

title of king (1995:86). Aristobulus did not spare his brothers either and 

had three of them thrown into prison and murdered the other. After the 

death of Aristobulus Alexander Janneus became the new leader. Van Zyl 

etal writes that his widow Salome Alexandra married his only remaining 
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brother, who is known in history as Alexander Janneus (1979:238). Van 

Zyl etal says that: “He was without doubt the cruellest of the Hasmonean 

kings, with a tremendous urge to expand his power” (1979:238).  

 

Before his death in 76 B.C. Alexander Janneus instructed his wife, 

Alexander Salome to rule his kingdom. Alexander Salome became “Queen 

Salome Alexandra” at the age of seventy.  She could not become high 

priest and that forced her to make a few strategically political moves. Van 

Zyl etal explains that she appointed her eldest son Hyrcanus II as high 

priest. Her younger son who was a more dynamic son, Aristobulus II, was 

appointed chief of the military forces (1979:239). During the reign of 

Queen Alexandra the country experienced relative peace and prosperity. 

Hyrcanus II and Aristobulus II, however, would bring the Hasmonean 

dynasty to its knees. Pompey was the man that would bring the 

Hasmonean dynasty to a humiliating end and this set the stage for political 

unrest in Palestine. According to Gardner Pompey’s dismemberment of 

the Hasmonean kingdom produced neither peace nor stability. He says 

that Judea was plunged into a quarter century of unceasing chaos. 

Fighting factions battled for power and legitimacy. These factions were 

contending especially for Roman military backing, a process complicated 

by Rome’s own internal power struggles (1981:166). 

 

After the death of Queen Alexandra, a quarrel arose between the two 

princes, Hyrcanus and Aristobulus. Whiston records that Rome took 

political power over Palestine as a result of quarrel between the two 

brothers. He further notes that the effect was that they lost their liberty, 

and became subject to the Romans, and were deprived of the country 

which they had gained by their: “…arms from the Syrians, and were 

compelled to restore it to the Syrians” (1960:293). Franzero record that at 

the death of Queen Alexandra, Hyrcanus, who had been made high priest, 

was forced to resign by his brother Aristobulus (1961:106). However, 
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Antipater, an influential and crafty Edomite, according to Franzero: 

“…stirred up the indolent Hyrcanus, who reclaimed his throne; Arab allies 

were called in, Jerusalem was besieged, and both the brothers had 

appealed to the Roman Generals in Syria for a decision between them” 

(1961:106).  

 

Franzero further notes that as a result Pompey, who was then the Chief 

Officer in the East, became visible in the year 63 B.C. He got control of the 

Palestine, stormed the Temple which held out for Aristobulus, and 

installed the Roman domain over the country (1961:106). Buhl writes that 

the independence of the country was brought to a sudden end by the 

conquest of Pompey: “The Jews were henceforward under Roman 

domination. In 63 B.C. a new political era began for the Jews as a Roman 

province. Under Pompey’s rulership the high priest Hyrcanus received a 

certain measure of political power. Hyrcanus was also confirmed as High 

Priest” (1904:48). 

 

Gardner records that Pompey established Hyrcanus as high priest but did 

not give him the royal title (1981:165). Buhl explains that the only title that 

Hyrcanus received was that of Ethnarch, which gave him some political 

authority. The conditions were practically the same as those that existed 

immediately before the war for freedom (1904:48). However, the real 

power behind Hyrcanus as Pfeiffer writes was Antipater. Antipater had the 

favour of the Romans and was only using Hyrcanus to get to the throne 

(1949:24).  Gardner writes that Pompey as the new ruler made a few 

political moves under his rulership that led to the dismantling of the 

kingdom that was assembled by John Hyrcanus I and Alexander Janneus 

(1981:165). He also notes that while there were other changes in the 

region: “…the vestiges of the Seleucid power were removed, and the 

Hellenistic cities in the area were freed of their overlords – the losses to 

the Jews were the most devastating” (1981:165).  
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Soon after Pompey’s death the political power shifted once more. This 

time Hyrcanus and Antipater positioned themselves to become leaders 

again. Pfeiffer explains that after Pompey’s defeat at: “…Pharsalus (48) 

and his assassination in Egypt the same year, Hyrcanus II and Antipater 

passed over to Caesar’s side and in 47 came to his help while he was 

fighting in Egypt” (1949:25). Pfeiffer also say that their reward came the 

same year when Caesar turning a deaf ear to the requests of Antigonus, 

established Hyrcanus again as traditional and hereditary high priest and 

ethnarch of the Jews. He also made Antipater a Roman citizen and 

governor of Judea (1949:25). 

 

This had placed Antipater in a very healthy position for the throne. This 

political authority of Hyrcanus was only to be for a few years. Franzero 

records that during the year 57 B.C., Alexander, son of Aristobulus, once 

more remove the administration of Hyrcanus and Antipater. However, the 

Romans again came in force and crushed the revolt by another victory in 

Jerusalem (1961:107). Buhl writes that Gabinius deprived Hyrcanus of all 

political authority by dividing Palestine into five districts, whose principal 

cities stood in direct relegation to the Romans (1904:48). Under Roman 

authority the entire country was reorganized. The man who was trying to 

become the new ruler during this time was Antipater. Van Zyl etal 

(1979:266) tells us that: “Antipater communicated to the Jews that the 

legal authority lay with him and Hyrcanus. Gradually Antipater 

strengthened his position at the expense of Hyrcanus”.   

 

The power shifted once more, but this time into the hands of an Idumaean 

named Antipater. Antipater was the Procurator of Judea. Stagg notes that 

he also had his two sons Phasael and Herod selected as strategoi of 

Jerusalem (2003:754). According to Buhl, after the death of Antipater 

(B.C. 43), Anthony entitled the two brothers ‘tetrarchs’, a step whereby 

Hyrcanus was once more removed of all secular power and became 
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merely an ecclesiastical prince. He also notes that the attack made by the: 

“Hesmonaean Antigonus, with the aid of the Parthians, cost Hyrcanus and 

Phasael their offices, but Herod escaped to Rome, where he was 

nominated king of the Jews. It was not until the year 37 that he succeeded 

in conquering his kingdom, but from that date onwards he reigned 

undisturbed till his death” (1904:49). 

 

Chaos and confusion were running high according to Gardner (1981:166). 

He record that  out of the chaos there rose a king of Judea, Herod the 

Great (1981:166). Herod, however, established some peace and stability 

as well as prosperity during his ruler ship. Pfeiffer writes that Herod proved 

himself a leader of ability and energy. He also writes that Herod the Great 

was the son of Antipater (1949:27). Because of Herod’s background there 

was a natural tension between him and the Jews. Herod’s title, king of the 

Jews, was granted by Rome but never accepted by the Jewish people. 

Herod was also not part of the Davidic family line but was part of the 

Edomite family line, making him only a half Jew. Herod did not succeed in 

asserting his royal rights over Palestine until he had captured Jerusalem, 

37 B.C. Du Rand say that Herod the Great ruled Palestine during 37-4 

B.C. (2003:645).  

Herod was plagued with many challenges during his rulership. He was an 

austere ruler who did not hesitate to murder his enemies, but would also 

reward his loyal supporters. Van Zyl etal explains that: “During the first 

period of Herod’s reign, he had to deal with many problems, both internal 

and foreign. The people accepted the rule of Herod with great reluctance 

and he had to do everything in his power to ensure that his rule endured” 

(1979:26). To ensure his kingship Herod went to extreme measures. 

Matthew 2:13-17.13 tells us of one of these extreme measures. Gardner 

records that Herod operated governmentally as efficient and suppressive 

police state. Herod divided the Kingdom into five merises Judea, Idumea, 
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Samaria, Galilee, and Perea. He also had 22 toparchies, each with its 

administrative center (1981:169).  

Gardner records that the Greek cities each had a ruling council. The two 

major Jewish cities, however, – Jerusalem and Joppa – were not ruled 

along Hellenistic lines (1981:169). Herod was king of all the districts with 

his seat of government in Jerusalem. Gehman (1970:927) explains that 

the political circumstances were characterized by levying taxes. Herod 

taxed the crops of the field and levied duties on commodities bought and 

sold. Jeremias also notes that under Herod the Great these taxes were 

ruthlessly exacted, and Herod was always thinking out fresh ways of 

subsidizing his vast expenditure. Jeremias records that his expenses were 

beyond his abilities. According to Jeremias Herod followed a cultural and 

political route which improved the economic capacity of the country. He 

increased safety and security in the land by means of strongholds. Herod 

also extended the cultured areas by establishing new cities and building 

harbours, by encouraging trade and commerce, especially by building the 

Temple (1969:124). 

This economy required money which was received as mentioned above 

through taxation of the normal citizen.  Van der Watt explains what a 

normal citizen of Palestine had to pay on taxes: “...die Romeine het 

ongeveer 19% van die oes gevat as oesbelasting, 1% van die inkomste 

van ‘n gesin as gesinsbelasting, 5% verkoopbelasting, 7% geskenke vir 

die amptenare en ander vorms van belasting wat op 32% uitwerk” 

(2003:65). Franzero notes that the land-tax or ground-tax covered the 

property of private individuals, and it amounted to one-tenth of all grain, 

and a fifth part of wine and fruit. He says that this was perhaps on the 

heavy side (1961:127). 
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Taxes were also needed to keep up Herod’s massive building projects 

according to Gardner (1981:168). This heavy tax burden had some 

serious effects on the rural property owners. To pay their taxes they went 

to the limit and mortgaged their goods. Yoder tells us that: “As a result of 

the demands of King Herod and his sons and the Roman occupant, most 

of the former rural property owners had lost their independence. Obliged 

to mortgage their goods in order to pay tax, they were thereby reduced to 

half-slavery” (1972:72). As though these taxes were not hard enough for 

the Jews to swallow, they had their own people as Du Rand notes 

collecting these taxes (2003:603). The ruling was that the tax collector 

would pay a fixed amount of income to the Roman authority and that 

which was left he could keep for himself. This procedure resulted in tax 

collectors cheating and in collecting more than what they should, 

becoming rich.  

 

After Herod’s death in 4 B.C. Palestine, the remote eastern outpost of 

Rome’s Mediterranean empire was ruled by Herod’s successors which 

were his sons. Gardner says Herod specified in his will that his kingdom 

was to be divided into three main political areas after his death (1981:176). 

Gardner elaborates on the division of the kingdom. Archelaus was to reign 

as king in Jerusalem over Judea, Idumea, and Samaria. His terrain 

included the Hellenistic cities of Sebaste and Caesarea. Herod’s will also 

specify that Herod Antipas was to be tetrarch of Galilee and Perea. 

Gardner also notes that their half brother Phillip was to be tetrarch of the 

mainly Gentile areas north and east of the Sea of Galilee (1981:176). 

 

Throughout Palestine there was political instability and unrest after 

Herod’s death. Archelaus, Herod Antipas and Phillip were all trying to 

become the next ruler. Archelaus had a political card that he played and 

as Van Zyl etal notes he did not immediately attempt to ascend the throne 

on the death of his father. Archelaus was aware of the animosity of the 
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Jews and wanted first to gain their friendship (1979:276). Gardner records 

that Archelaus left for Rome to have his father’s will ratified and left Phillip 

behind to rule in an unstable and unpredictable situation (1981:176). 

Rioting continued in Jerusalem and even spread to the countryside. 

Gardner writes that Varus, Roman governor of Syria, came in force to 

control the unrest and riots (1981:176).  

 

The country was politically unstable and everyone who was in the 

Herodian line wanted the rulership of Palestine. It was not until Augustus 

confirmed Herod’s will that somewhat of a political stability arrived in 

Palestine. Gardner says that Augustus, who had procrastinated in the face 

of competing claims by Archelaus and Antipas and a delegation of Jews 

who wanted direct Roman rule, at last announced his decision Augustus 

confirmed Herod’s will. However, he denied Archelaus the royal title until 

he should prove himself worthy (1981:176).  

 

Archelaus was later charged with cruelty toward his subjects in express 

violation of Augustus’ orders. Gardner records that this cost him his title 

and position. He also writes that Samaria, Judea, and Idumea were united 

as the Roman province of Judea (1981:176). Maier notes that with Judea 

becoming a province of Rome, there came also the first procurator to the 

province, namely Caponias (1988:260).  Gardner records that at the same 

time Antipas ruled in Galilee with some stability for almost 43 years 

(1981:176).   

 

Antipas became a real political power that also had his image stamped on 

his coins which offended his Jewish subjects. Gardner notes that he had 

strong support among the Pharisees and that a new political movement, 

the Herodians, emerged in his support.  He also mentions the fact that the 

Herodians were pro-Roman and that after having seen the results of direct 
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Roman rule in Judea after Archelaus, the Herodians wished to be ruled 

indirectly through a native prince (1981:177). 

 

Antipas also rebuilt the cities of Galilee and Perea which were destroyed 

in the uprisings. Under the rulership of Antipas and Philip his brother, there 

was a fair amount of political peace in Palestine. This changed with the 

arrival of the new governor – Pontius Pilate. Gardner notes that in A.D. 26, 

matters in Judea took a serious turn for the worse with the arrival of 

Pontius Pilate. Violence was met with violence, and executions were not 

uncommon (1981:177). Pilate, a cruel man by nature, ruled with injustice 

and instability as Robert and Feuillet reports: “During his administration 

nothing could be obtained in Judea except by corrupt means; pride, 

arrogance, and insolence reigned everywhere” (1965:87). They also note 

that Palestine was given over to plundering. Palestine and her people 

were oppressed and outraged in every possible way.  Men were sent to 

their death without hearing, the pitiless and merciless cruelty of the tyrant 

never flagged (1965:87). Pilate also refused to remove images of the 

emperor Tiberius which he brought into Jerusalem. This caused 

tremendous resistance from the Jews and forced Pilate to remove the 

images. There was another act which brought Pilate disfavour, and that 

was when he took money from the Temple treasury to build an aqueduct 

in Jerusalem to improve the water supply to the city.  

 

Van Zyl etal writes that after the deportation of Archelaus in A.D. 6, the 

governorship of the procurators over Judea began (1979:279). With the 

procurators in charge, Judea fell under direct Roman rule according to 

Pfeiffer. He explains that Judea was an imperial province under a 

procurator of equestrian rank. Pfeiffer notes that Judea was not subject to 

the legate of Syria, but directly responsible to the Roman Emperor 

(1949:36). The governors did not have an easy task in governing the 
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Jews, and none of the governors could win the trust of the Jews. Van Zyl 

etal writes that the first procurator was Coponius (A.D. 6-9) (1979:279). 

 

According to Van Zyl etal, it was under his leadership that a census took 

place so that the gathering of taxes could be facilitated. This census 

evoked a violent reaction from the Jews. Van Zyl etal says that the high 

priest Joazar realised that such uproar could lead to nothing and 

convinced the Jews to abandon their plans (1979:279). Coponius was 

succeeded by Marcus Ambivius who was governor A.D. 9-12. Ambivius 

was succeeded by Rufus A.D. 12-15 and Rufus made way for Gratus who 

was governor until A.D. 26. During Gratus’ governorship the Jews revolted 

and were frustrated. Gratus had his ways of dealing with this frustration as 

Van Zyl etal explains: “For example, Gratus dismissed one high priest 

after the other. He dismissed Annas and appointed Ishmael, the son of 

Fabi, in his place. Not long thereafter he gave the office to Eleazar, the 

son of Annas who previously had been high priest” (1979:280). Van Zyl 

etal also notes that after a year, the high priesthood was given to Simon, 

the son of Camithus. However, less than 12 months later, Joseph 

Caiaphas, the son-in-law of Annas, was appointed high priest (1979:280). 

Pontius Pilate followed Gratus as procurator and he was succeeded by 

Vitellius. Vitellius was a man who had favour with the Jews because of 

vital changes that he made which were of importance to the Jewish nation.  

 
2.4.5 Summary 

Thus politics played a vital role during the first century A.D. Van der 

Walt writes that everyone was in some way or another involved in politics 

(1980:7). Lohse records that there was a strong feeling of resistance and 

hatred toward the Roman government and officials at the time (1984:46). 

With the Roman Empire out of action, the Jewish political parties in power 

could guarantee public safety and strong economic powers.  However, 

that was not to be. All these political moves were no guarantee for peace 
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in the region. The result instead was continuous riots which eventually 

ended in warfare toward the end of the first century. The men that fought 

these wars either lost their lives or came back crippled from war. Woman 

and children were caught within this warfare and some lost their lives while 

others lost their security. This must have had a radical effect on the way 

that people lived during the time when Matthew wrote his Gospel.   
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 2.5. Some Prominent Jewish Religious and Political Movements 
During the First Century A.D. 

The Jews were a proud nation that was heavily affected by the 

Roman invasion of their country. They were specifically proud that God 

had chosen them as his people with the call of being the light in a dark 

world. With this call came very high ethical teachings, morals and 

worship standards which they, at times, took to extreme measures. To 

ensure that this proud nation could live within their religious traditions, a 

few religious and political groups were born.  During this period there 

were a number of active Jewish religious and political groups according 

to Whiston. These groups were the Pharisees; the Sadducees; and the 

third sect, which pretends to a severer discipline, are called Essenes 

(1960:476).  

 

All of these groups had a political voice and a certain influence on the 

Jewish nation of their time. Political and religious deliverance was high on 

the Jewish agenda during the first century A.D. This could be seen in the 

prayer of Zechariah - Luke 1:71-75. Thus the message that was 

preached by these sects was a message of hope and especially of 

political deliverance. The Jewish people or receivers of this hopeful 

message were average Jews with very limited knowledge. Scott records 

that the average first-century Jews in the land of Israel had zeal without 

full knowledge. He says that they had hope without understanding and 

religious practice without clear theology. In short, they were not different 

from the lower socioeconomic group of any civilization at the time 

(1995:25). This meant that they could be easily led into mob action as 

recorded in Matthew 27:15-25.  

 

Robert and Feuillet write that those who had great influence over the 

people were the high priests. They played a preponderant role in the 

religious and national life of the Jewish people. Robert and Feuillet say 
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that they represented the supreme authority at the head of a society 

governed by the theocratic principle (1965:52). One of them who were a 

very influential high priest at the time was Annas. Annas who was 

appointed by the Romans as high priest in 6 B.C remained in power until 

15 A.D. After the disposal of Annas as high priest, his son-in-law Caiaphas 

received the mantel as high priest; from 18-36 A.D. Caiaphas was a 

Sadducee. Alongside the high priest were the Jewish political and religious 

groups that played a fundamental role in the New Testament.    

 

2.5.1 The Scribes 
The professional interpreters of the Law, who especially emphasized 

the traditions of the Law, were the teachers of the Law, or the scribes. 

Being interpreters and teachers of the Law gave them a high standing in 

society. Robert and Feuillet say that the scribes enjoyed unquestioned 

authority and prestige (1965:62). The scribes consisted of both Pharisees 

and Sadducees.  

 

2.5.2 The Pharisees  
The Pharisees were a Jewish religious group that zealously followed 

the Old Testament law. According to Robert and Feuillet the Pharisees 

made their entrance into history: “…under that name in the time of John 

Hyrcanus (135-104)” (1965:64). They were the developers of the oral 

tradition. God’s law was of the utmost importance to them and they taught 

that the only way to God was through obedience to the law. The Pharisees 

also had their own traditions which they treated as God’s law. Harrop and 

Draper write that the Pharisees also established and controlled the local 

synagogues (2003:916). They were very influential in the local 

synagogues, while the common people admired them for their apparent 

piety according to Janse van Rensburg (2003:775).  
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Scott explains that: “…the root meaning of “Pharisee” is uncertain” but it is 

widely accepted, however, that the word Pharisee means “to separate” 

(1995:202). The Pharisees did not separate themselves from the normal 

citizens during the New Testament times, but as Van Zyl etal remarks, 

rather from the impurity and uncleanness of the people. They were 

zealous protagonists of ceremonial purity (1979:262). Harrop and Draper 

write that the Pharisees were not a political party and had little interest in 

political affairs (2002:917). Saldarini, however, differs from Harrop and 

Draper and he says that the: “…Pharisees were a politically and religiously 

based group in a complex society and that they were always interested in 

political power and always a factor in society at large” (2001:132).  

  

Another movement that is not mentioned in the Gospels at all, but was 

active during the New Testament, is the Essenes. The Essenes were a 

devoted religious movement. Their reaction was withdrawal from the 

society according to Van der Walt (1980:7).  They lived in a community 

sense with communal property and devoted themselves to the copying 

and studying of the manuscript of the law. Van Zyl etal says that they were 

extremely self-disciplined and diligent manual laborers with a simple 

lifestyle (1979:263). Harrop and Draper also note that while Essenes 

devoted themselves to the study of the law, they went beyond the 

Pharisees in their rigid understanding of it (2003:920). 

 

2.5.3 The Herodians 
Alongside the Jewish groups were the Herodians. They were wealthy 

and influential Jews. Harrop and Draper records that they were a Jewish 

political party that hoped to restore Herod the Great’s line to the throne 

(2003:917). The Herodians’ political card was acceptance of the Roman 

rulership over them according to Van Zyl etal (1979:263). The New 

Testament does not say much about the Herodians. However, they did 
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join hands with the Pharisees to set a trap for Jesus according to Matthew 

22:15-17.  

 

2.5.4 The Sadducees 

The Jewish priestly party formed the Sadducees group. They were of 

the wealthy, upper class and as Van Zyl etal notes the oldest party 

(1979:261). According to Robert and Feuillet it is commonly admitted that 

the Sadducees originated from Sadoc. He was the forefather of the line of 

high priests who were at the head of the priesthood till the time of 

Antiochus Epiphanes (1965:65). Along with the Pharisees they were one 

of the two major parties of the Jewish council. The difference between the 

Sadducees and the Pharisees is that the Sadducees were a political party. 

Harrop and Draper explain that: “They were politically oriented, supporters 

of ruling powers, whether Seleucids or Romans” (2003:917). The 

Sadducees had no problem in supporting the Roman rulership which 

made them politically active. As if supporting Rome was not enough they 

also favoured Hellenism according to Harrop and Draper (2003:918).  In 

general the Sadducees were the ones who were in charge of the temple 

and its services.  

 

The Sadducees did not believe in the resurrection of the body or angels.  

They believed that the soul perished with the body, thus making future 

punishment and reward unacceptable in their beliefs. Van Zyl etal sharply 

notes that this belief made them materialistic in nature (1979:262).  

 

2.5.5 The Zealots 

The Zealots, who were concerned about the future of Israel and a 

political power during the New Testament times, were looking for an 

opportunity to overthrow Roman rule during their time.  To a degree their 

hope was in Jesus, who was preaching the “Kingdom of God” message at 
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the time. In their understanding of the kingdom message they were hoping 

that Jesus would overthrow Roman rule and establish God’s kingdom.  

 

One of the problems the Jews had was paying taxes to Caesar. Franzero 

notes that to pay taxes to a foreign ruler was an insult to their religious 

laws. Franzero records that all sorts of excuses and grievances were 

brought up; and a new party, the Zealots, had been formed to raise the cry 

that there was to be no tax recognised but the tax for the Temple, and that 

it was idolatry to pay homage to Caesar and dues to his government 

(1961:128). In addition to their refusal to pay taxes they also demonstrated 

against the use of the Greek language in Palestine. Van der Watt says 

that the Zealots were a fiercely dedicated group of Jewish patriots who 

were determined to violently overthrow Roman rule in Israel (2003:634). 

The Zealots were fanatical in their Jewish religion and in their devotion to 

the Jewish law. They were a dedicated political party with a particular 

cause. The Zealots’ roots could be found in the Pharisees, but as Harrop 

and Draper notes they were: “…the extreme wing of the Pharisees” 

(2003:917). He also notes that in contrast with other Pharisees they 

believed only God had the right to govern the Jews. They were willing to 

go to battle and die for that belief.  For them nationalistic patriotism and 

religion were inseparable (2003:917). According to Franzero the Zealots 

even had their own creed: “He who is under the Law is free from all other 

authority” (1961:129).  

 

Alongside the Zealots were another Jewish political party which is worth 

mentioning.  This party, the Sicarii was a revolutionary movement.  They 

would use armed force to destroy the Roman rulership. Harrop and Draper 

relate that: “Literally meaning “dagger men,” the Sicarii were the most 

extreme revolutionaries among the Jews of the first century” (2003:917). 

He also notes that in committing to the removing of Roman rule over 

Palestine they used small concealed daggers to assassinate their 

 88



enemies, principally Roman officials. They were willing to die in slaying 

their targets and did whatever they could to upset and destroy the Roman 

political and military policy (2003:917). 

 

2.6 Summary  
The politics of the New Testament certainly had an affect on the Jew 

of the time. They desperately wanted political freedom and that could be 

seen in their attitude and reaction against the Roman yoke. They were 

prepared to die for this freedom. Politics was not the only thing they had to 

deal with. The influence of the Hellenistic culture with its different morals 

had to be faced as well. With Hellenism came prosperity and poverty. The 

rich became richer and the poor became poorer. Overall peace and 

prosperity were not guaranteed throughout the Empire and not everyone 

would enjoy this economical freedom. However, the ordinary man in the 

street at the time was facing problems of unemployment and 

hopelessness. It was under these conditions that Jesus preached and a 

few years later that Matthew wrote his gospel.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 89



CHAPTER 3: EXEGETICAL ANALYSIS OF MATTHEW 5-7 FOCUSING 
ON MATERIALISM SAYINGS 

 
3.1 Introductory Remarks  

Chapter three deal with the text, background and the setting of the 

Gospel of Matthew and the Sermon on the Mount. In this chapter the 

structure of the Sermon on the Mount is investigated. The sayings of 

Jesus concerning materialism and prosperity will be exegetically analysed. 

The researcher also takes a closer look at the author of the Gospel and 

when and to whom the Gospel was written. What did Jesus say and what 

was the meaning of his sayings? These are questions that need to be 

addressed to get the full and correct understanding of Jesus’ sayings 

concerning blessings and prosperity. It is important to look at the whole 

picture before any conclusions about a subject are made. To clearly 

understand the picture given to us by the evangelist, one need to bring 

everyone portrayed in the picture back to life because as Luz explains, 

biblical texts are not a reservoir with a fixed amount of water, but a source 

which is alive with wonderful truths (1994:19).  

 

The Gospel of Matthew is a history of Jesus and his teachings that were 

recorded in a specific world and time. This history which is God’s story 

according to Luz (1989:45) is portrayed by the life of Jesus, the Son of 

God. The Gospel of Matthew is one of the four Gospels in the New 

Testament. Over the years the gospels have been treated in many 

different ways by scholars. Keener (1999:17) notes that many scholars 

have treated the Gospels as biographies of Jesus. He also notes that 

after: “…1915 scholars tried to find some other classification for them, 

mainly because these scholars compared ancient and modern biography 

and noticed that the Gospels differed from the latter” (Talbert 1977:2-3; cf. 

Mack 1988: 16n.6)” (1999:17). However, the current trend according to 

Keener is again to identify the Gospels as ancient biographies (1999:17).  
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The researcher is convinced that in working with the Gospel of Matthew as 

a biography of Jesus important information will be obtained, concerning 

his life and teachings. Strecker says that the Gospel of Matthew binds the 

words, behavior and actions of Jesus most closely together (2000:387). 

According to Schnackenburg recent results of tradition-criticism suggest 

that, in considering the actions, message and teaching of Jesus, we 

should distinguish three levels (1963:54). Schnackenburg defines the first 

level as the: “…‘historical’ level – the level of what Jesus himself said and 

did, restored to its original form” (1963:54).  

 

The second level according to Schnackenburg is the level of the tradition 

of the early church. This is the level on which the evangelist is simply 

passing on to the reader the earliest kerygma on Jesus, that is, the 

Gospel. The third is the level of the evangelists themselves. This is the 

level on which they are describing their own individual theological ideas 

within the limits which reporting abilities allowed them (1963:54). The 

researcher is convinced that by looking at Jesus’ life through these levels, 

a balanced view concerning materialism will be obtained. This is of great 

importance in order to clearly understand the sayings of Jesus concerning 

materialism and blessings.  

 

3.2 Background and Message of Matthew 5-7 

Church history has it that the first Gospel in the New Testament 

canon was written by Matthew, one of the twelve disciples of Jesus. 

Traditionally the author of the book Matthew according to Schnackenburg 

is seen as Matthew the tax collector (2002:6). Harrison, however, 

(1964:166) states that the Gospel itself makes no claim regarding the 

writing of it. The debate on the authorship according to Senior (1996:16) is 

not closed: “…but it should be noted that a majority of scholars continue to 

maintain that the evangelist was a Jewish Christian”.  
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Senior remarks that Matthew was written to the Jews probably A.D. 85-90 

to prove that Jesus is the promised Messiah (1998:21). Hays also reckon 

that the Gospel was written sometime during the last twenty years of the 

first century (1996:107). Some scholars such as Lenski, however, suggest 

that Matthew could not have written after the year 65, probably even five 

years earlier (1961:19).  

 
The strong assumption that the writer of Matthew took his information for 

writing the Gospel from two or more sources is widely accepted among 

scholars today. Luz (1995:6) remarks that it is normally assumed that 

Matthew took the Gospel of Mark as his source. Luz further notes that 

Matthew made use of the: “Sayings Source or ‘logia document’ Q, a 

written-out but no longer extant collection of Jesus’ saying (‘logia’) 

arranged in groups by topic together with a few stories” (1995:6). 

Schweizer also says that Matthew and Luke used Mark and a source 

named Q. He writes that Q contained the material that is in their two 

Gospels but does not appear in Mark, especially sayings of Jesus 

(1991:39). Burkett (2002:175) adds a third source and say that Matthew 

drew on three primary sources: “…material shared with Luke (Q), material 

unique to Matthew (M), and material shared with Mark”.  Luz, however, 

disagrees with Burkett concerning the third source, but admits that a third 

source could have been used for one of the discourses in the Gospel, 

namely the Sermon on the Mount. Luz says that besides the Mark and the 

Saying Source: “…I feel that there is only one instance where Matthew 

turned to a written source: the Sermon on the Mount. Here he probably 

worked material from Q into a written source of the Antitheses” (5:21-22, 

27-28, 33-37) (1995:7).  

 

Lenski, however, disagrees completely from the above mentioned 

scholars. According to him Matthew wrote in person and he was his own 

source. He says that Matthew wrote before Mark and Luke and did not 
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borrow from either of these two (1961:19). The researcher, however, 

agrees with Luz (1995:6) that the major source for Matthew’s Gospel, was 

the material form Q. Q was developed over a period of time by Christian 

missionaries, prophets and teachers who travelled through the Roman 

world of the first century.  

 

Luz notes that the community that Matthew addressed has always been 

debatable among scholars (1995:11). The debate is whether Matthew was 

a Gentile Christian writing for a Gentile-Christian community, a Jewish 

Christian, or a member of a mixed community. Most writers decided in 

favour of the Jewish-Christian hypothesis. Hays writes that Matthew 

represents an originally Jewish-Christian society that chose to spiritualize 

the meaning of the Law by means of a love hermeneutic and to create an 

inclusive society that reached out to Gentiles (1996:107). Saldarini adds 

when he says that Matthew’s audience is a late-first-century CE group of 

Jewish-Christians (1994:111). Theissen remarks that the Matthaean 

community is an egalitarian community (2003:122). Schnackenburg notes 

that throughout the Gospel one finds a balance between the Jewish 

biblical background and the Hellenistic world where the Matthean 

community were living (2002:5).  The strong emphasis on practising the 

Jewish law in the Gospel of Matthew is a sign that the community of 

Matthew were Jewish Christians.    

 

The Matthean community which were Jewish Christians accepted Jesus 

as the Messiah and son of God. This was the first move that would identify 

the young Christians according to Senior (1998:23). Talbert says that the 

break with the synagogue has already taken place, and Matthew 

represents a Christian, as opposed to a Jewish, identity (2004:3). Burkett 

agrees that Matthew’s audience was primarily Christians with a Jewish 

background (2002:181). This community were made up of Jews, Greeks, 

and other nationalities living in a large city. This city according to 
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Schnackenburg was Antioch in Syria, at that time the third largest city in 

the Roman Empire (2002:5). Schnackenburg remarks that Antioch was a 

thriving trade center and a place of exchange between West and East 

setting the table for Jews, Greeks, and other nationalities to come together 

(2002:5).   

 

Schnackenburg writes that the author of the Gospel of Matthew observed 

certain weaknesses in his community and addressed the problem with a 

new way of handling these challenges. He then adds that this new way or 

ethos is condensed in the programmatic addresses of chapters 5-7, the 

Sermon on the Mount (2002:10).  

 

Luz notes that the language the author is using is Greek, the commercial 

language of the time (1995:14). Senior agrees with Luz and says the 

Greek style of Matthew is of good quality. He writes that it is not the kind of 

translation Greek that a native Hebrew or Aramaic speaker would to use at 

the time (1996:17).  

 

Now that the general background of the Gospel of Matthew was discussed 

the researcher shifts the focus to the Sermon on the Mount in the Gospel. 

Matthew is setting Jesus’ teaching on a mountain. The suggestion here is 

that Jesus is now the new Moses with a new law. Just as Moses ascended 

Mount Sinai, is Jesus ascending this mountain in Palestine. This 

Pentateuchal theory according to Senior (1996:26) was one of the most 

influential answers to the question of Matthew’s structure and was 

provided by the American scholar, Benjamin Bacon. Senior says that 

Bacon’s so-called Pentateuchal theory is not widely accepted today 

among scholars. He writes that Bacon, however, highlighted certain 

aspects of Matthew’s narrative that are featured in almost every attempt to 

solve the riddle of the structure (1996:26).   
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Senior (1996:26) writes that the author’s intention, according to Bacon, 

was to present Jesus as a new Moses. This new Moses would offer a new 

law to the church. Luz also accepts this view (1995:47). By doing this the 

author made sure that Jesus’ authority is a Moses-like authority. It is from 

this mountain that Jesus started to teach his disciples in Matthew 5:1-2. 

Matthew starts with the Sermon on the Mount. Luz (1995:47) remarks that 

the Sermon on the Mount is part of Jesus’ narrative, the story of Immanuel 

God with us.  

 

The Sermon on the Mount is the first of five major discourses in the 

Gospel. Over the years this sermon has come under many discussions 

and scholars have different views about the Sermon on the Mount. 

Kummel says that in the Sermon on the Mount Jesus is making a pubic 

statement on his own authority God’s absolute will and thus is not binding 

the disciples to a written or formulated norm, but to the will of the Father 

(1973:54).  According to Betz (1995:1) the Sermon on the Mount has 

always been more than a Christian text. Though the Sermon is Jewish in 

outlook he argued, it has touched millions of lives over the years (1995:3). 

Clarke says that Matthew is the Church gospel and that this is nowhere 

more convincingly than in the Sermon on the Mount (2003:61). Burkett 

sees The Sermon on the Mount as a collection of teachings from various 

sources. He explains that the Sermon on the Mount was not originally a 

single sermon of Jesus. According to him are some of the sayings from 

the Q sermon that Matthew and Luke have in common. He reckons that 

other sayings come from other Q material that Luke has placed elsewhere 

in his Gospel (2002:187). Burkett also adds that Matthew had his own 

material which is absent in Luke. Burkett says that Matthew has organized 

all these sayings into a single discourse (2002:187).  

 

Another view by scholars about the Sermon on the Mount is that the 

sermon presents so high an ideal that no one can keep its commands.  
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Stassen (2003:269) mentions that Allison noted that this belief was first 

expressed by Justin Martyr (Dial. 102.). A question as an example in 

supporting this view is: “Should a woman stay married to an abusive 

husband just because he is not known to have committed adultery?” This 

Allison argues is precisely the great problem of the Sermon and its 

‘ultrapiety.’ He says that the words may please, but who can live them? 

How can good people stand by while evil people do what they will? 

(2003:269).  

 

Luz (1995:45) also mentions two basic questions concerning the Sermon 

on the Mount which according to him dominate current discussions. The 

first is the question of its fulfilability as mentioned above. The second 

question according to Luz (1995:46) is that of mercy. Luz is also 

concerned about the ethics of the Sermon on the Mount when he asks if 

the Sermon is a new ethic for the world. He also asks if it is an ethic solely 

for the community, intended to be practised by Christians alone and not, 

as Martin Luther maintained long ago, by persons holding secular office 

(1995:42).  

 

Luz provides an answer to his questions concerning the Sermon and says 

that the Sermon on the Mount is, for the author, not a discourse of the sort 

that might have been written down by a Greek historian (1995:44). He 

says that the Sermon on the Mount is not intended to describe the way 

things were, or what the great religious teacher Jesus probably said to his 

disciples and the Galilean crowd, but the main thrust is that Jesus the 

prophet is preaching a message as it applies to the present (1995:44). Luz 

also explains that the Sermon is not simply a promise of salvation, nor 

does it merely pose demands. Instead, it represents in continuing relation, 

confronting those men and women with whom God is prepared to walk 

with the demands, he imposes on them (1995:49). Schnackenburg 

(2002:11) adds to this when he says that the Gospel of Matthew gives 
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Christians direction and guidance in the world. He says its ethos today is 

more current today than ever before.  

 

The message of the Sermon on the Mount is radical and challenging. 

However, as Hays notes the Sermon on the Mount calls for a life of 

uncompromising rigor in discipleship (1996:97). The researcher agrees 

with Betz (1995:1) that the Sermon on the Mount has always been more 

than a Christian text. Though the Sermon is Jewish in outlook it is not 

unrealistic in its commands. Ladd confirms this when he says that it is 

quite clear from the Sermon on the Mount that Jesus expected his 

disciples and followers to practice his teachings in the present age 

(1974:128). The Sermon on the Mount is a liveable and practical discourse 

which has changed millions of lives over the years. 

 

3.3 Matthew 5-7’s Functional Position in the Gospel 
According to Betz (1995:80) the function of the Sermon on the 

Mount is instructional. The Sermon on the Mount is prefaced by a short 

introduction, Matthew 5:1-2 and Jesus is presented as a teacher, teaching 

his disciples.  At first Jesus would instruct his disciples but then the crowds 

came to know about the instruction as well. Among the points that Luz 

notes concerning the Sermon on the Mount, he mentions functionality as 

well:  

 

A few fundamental accents of the Matthean Sermon on the 

Mount are to be indicated before the interpretation: 

a) Matthew aims at Christian practice. A Christian is one who 

acts according to the commands of Jesus. 

b) The gospel of action is an expression of grace. 

c) The Sermon on the Mount puts the central command of love 

with other exemplary demands of Jesus. 

d) The Sermon on the Mount is ethics for disciples. 
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e) The Sermon on the Mount makes a demand of the whole 

world through the proclamation of the disciples. 

f) The Sermon on the Mount gives instruction for the fulfillment 

of the law and prophets. 

g) The Sermon on the Mount formulates the entrance demands 

for the kingdom of heaven (1989:214).  

 

Talbert (2004:29) puts together a twofold thesis of the reading of the 

Sermon on the Mount. The primary thesis according to Talbert is that the 

Sermon functions primarily as a catalyst for the formation of character. 

The secondary thesis is that the Sermon can also contribute to decision 

making when it is taken together with the whole of the Gospel of Matthew. 

This twofold thesis according to Talbert (2004:29) demands that each 

section of comment on the pericopes making up the Sermon deal with 

both levels: “…catalyst for character formation and contribution, in content, 

to decision making”. In following his thesis his recommendation flies in the 

face of a long and venerable tradition of interpretation of the Sermon that 

sees the function of the Sermon on the Mount exclusively as providing 

norms for ethical decision making. However, in conclusion of the function 

of the Sermon on the Mount:  Matthew 7:24-27 states that the proper 

response to these sayings is to be “hearing and doing”.  This conclusion is 

affirmation of the instructional motive of the Sermon on the Mount.  

 

3.4 Selected Jesus’ Sayings on Materialism  
The following verses in the Sermon on the Mount will be investigated 

concerning material blessings and the so-called prosperity message.  
 

Matthew 5:3 "Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the 

kingdom of heaven”. 
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Matthew 6:1-4 "Be careful not to do your 'acts of 

righteousness' before men, to be seen by them. If you do, you 

will have no reward from your Father in heaven. 2 "So when 

you give to the needy, do not announce it with trumpets, as 

the hypocrites do in the synagogues and on the streets, to be 

honoured by men. I tell you the truth, they have received their 

reward in full. 3 But when you give to the needy, do not let 

your left hand know what your right hand is doing, 4 so that 

your giving may be in secret. Then your Father, who sees 

what is done in secret, will reward you”. 

 

Matthew 6:19 “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on 

earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break 

in and steal”. 

 
Matthew 6: 20–21. 20 “But store up for yourselves treasures 

in heaven, where moth and rust do not destroy, and where 

thieves do not break in and steal. 21. For where your treasure 

is, there your heart will be also”. 

 

Matthew 6:24 "No one can serve two masters. Either he will 

hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the 

one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and 

Money”.   

 
Matthew 6:25–34 "Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your 

life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will 

wear. Is not life more important than food, and the body more 

important than clothes? 26 Look at the birds of the air; they do 

not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly 

Father feeds them. Are you not much more valuable than they? 
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27 Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life? 28 

"And why do you worry about clothes? See how the lilies of the 

field grow. They do not labor or spin. 29 Yet I tell you that not 

even Solomon in all his splendour was dressed like one of 

these. 30 If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which 

is here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, will he not 

much more clothe you, O you of little faith? 31 So do not worry, 

saying, `What shall we eat?' or `What shall we drink?' or `What 

shall we wear? 32. For the pagans run after all these things, 

and your heavenly Father knows that you need them 33. But 

seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these 

things will be given to you as well. 34 Therefore do not worry 

about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day 

has enough trouble of its own”.  

 

3.5 Structure of Selected Verses in Matthew 5-7 
Before the researcher deals with the structure of the selected verses 

of the Sermon on the Mount, the general structure of the Gospel of 

Matthew will be addressed in short. The aim of this investigation is 

functional only, because the structure of the Gospel will not as per se be 

investigated. However, background on the structure of the Gospel can 

contribute to the understanding of the structure of the selected verses 

which this dissertation deals with. Over the years many proposed 

structures of the Gospel of Matthew have thrown light on the different 

facets of the Gospel. Senior mentions David Bauer’s work entitled “The 

Structure of Matthew’s Gospel”, in which Bauer catalogues three major 

approaches concerning the structure of the Gospel: 

 

(1) “geographical-chronological” structures that believe the 

gospel is organized according to the broad geographical 

layout of Jesus’ story (e.g., Galilee/Jerusalem) and the 
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sequence of events within Jesus’ life (birth, baptism, public 

ministry, journey to Jerusalem, passion and resurrection) ; (2) 

“topical” structures which depend on patterns according to 

which the evangelist has ordered certain material in the 

gospels (e.g., the discourse or the unfolding of certain basic 

themes); (3) “conceptual” structures that are based in what 

scholars detect are underlying themes according to which the 

evangelist has established the order of materials in the gospel 

(e.g., salvation history) (1996:26).   

 

Generally, however, it is accepted by scholars that the Gospel of Matthew 

is organised into five discourses. Davies rightly points out that Bacon was 

the one who suggested that apart from the Prologue (Matt. i, ii), and the 

Epilogue (Matt xxvi-xxviii), the remainder of the material in the Gospel falls 

into five ‘books’, each of which is terminated by a formula, which occurs in 

almost identical forms at vii.28; xi. I; xiii. 53; xix. I; xxvi. I (1966:14). These 

discourses can also be seen as speeches or sermons. Burkett 

summarises these speeches or discourses as follows: 

 

1. Sermon on the Mount (chs. 5-7) 

2. Missionary Discourse (ch. 10) 

3. Parable Discourse (ch. 13:1-53) 

4. Community Relations Discourse (ch. 18) 

5. Denunciation of scribes and Pharisees (ch. 23) followed by 

Eschatological Discourse (chs. 24 -25) (2002:182).   

 

Burkett (2002:184) noted certain characteristics in each of these 

discourses and says that each has a central theme, and each ends with a 

similar transitional phrase: “And when Jesus finished these words” (7:28; 

11:1; 13:53; 19:1; 26:1). Van Zyl (1987:155) notes another fact when he 

writes about the discourses in Matthew and says that: “Die mees 
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opvallende retoriese tegniek van Matteus is sekerlik die wyse waarop hy 

diskoerse (ruweg hfste 5-7, 10, 13, 18, 23–25) en narratiewe (hfste 1–4, 

8–9, 11–12, 14–17, 19–22, 26–28) met mekaar afwissel. Skematies 

voorgestel lyk dit soos volg: 

 

   1–4  narratief 

  ------------- 5–7   diskoers 

   8–9   narratief 

     ---- 10   diskoers 

   11–12  narratief 

               13   diskoers 

   14–17  narratief 

     ------18   diskoers 

   19–22  narratief 

  -------------- 23–25  diskoers 

   26–28  narratief  

 

He further notes that it does not mean that: “…daar nie in die narratiewe 

gedeeltes glad nie diskoerse voorkom nie, maar alleen dat in aanmerking 

geneem moet word dat vanuit sekere oorwegings Matteus klaarblyklik 

bostaande skema doelbewus beplan het” (1987:155).  

 

Not only is the structure of Matthew’s Gospel under discussion by 

scholars, but also the structure of the Sermon on the Mount. Over the 

years many different proposals have emerged. Luz, for example, has 

proposed a “ring like” structure with the Lord’s Prayer (6:7–15) as its 

center” (1989:211). Schnackenburg also places the Lord’s Prayer in the 

center (2002:45). Luz and Patte again see Matthew’s Sermon organized in 

terms of a chiastic structure. Consider the following charts: 
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Luz   

5:1-2 Situation 

5:3-16 Introduction 

5:17-20 Intoit 

 

Patte 

A-5:3-10 Who the disciples are 

B -5:11-16 Disciples’ vocation 

C- 5:17-19 Implementing the 

vocation

5:21-48 Antitheses                                   D -5:20 Framing material 

6:1-6 Righteousness                                E – 5:21-47 Overabundant  

 before God                                      righteousness 

6:7-15 Lord’s Prayer                                 D’- 5:47-48 Framing material 

6:16-18 Righteousness                             D”- 6:1 Framing material 

   before God 

6:19-7:11 Possession,                              E’- 6:12-18 Overabundant   

  judging, prayer                                righteousness 

7:12 Conclusion                                        D’”- 6:19-21 Framing material  

7:13-27 Conclusion                                   C’- 6:22-7:12 Implementing the      

                                                                   vocation 

7:28-8:1a Reaction of hearers                  B’- 7:13-20 Disciples’ vocation 

                                                                  A’-7:21-27 Who the disciples are 

(1989:212)                                                 (1987:65) 

Schnackenburg notes that the Sermon on the Mount has an introduction, 

with the Beatitudes (5:3-12) and metaphors of salt and light (5:13-16). He 

says that this is followed by the passage concerning the greater 

righteousness (5:17-48), along with the following one concerning the piety 

that righteousness requires (6:1-18) (2002:45). The next section according 

to Schnackenburg is a challenge to the community for undivided service of 

God, one that surmounts earthly cares (6:19-34), and receives other 

admonitions for its life (7:1-12) (2002:45).  

 



Guelich and Betz see the coherence of the Sermon on the Mount in some 

theological theme. Consider the following charts and note how the theme 

of righteousness or way of life dominates the organization of the Sermon. 

Guelich: 

 

The Blessings of the Kingdom (5:3-16) 

1) The Beatitudes (3-12) 

2) Discipleship (13-16) 

The Greater Righteousness (5:17-7:12) 

1) Jesus and the Law (5:17-20) 

2) Righteousness with reference to others (5:21-48) 

3) Righteousness with reference to God (6:1-7:11) 

4) Conclusion (7:12) 

The Alternatives (7:13-27) 

1) The two ways (7:13-14) 

2) False prophets (7:15-23) 

3) The two builders (7:24-27) 

(1982:39) 

 

Betz’s outline reflects a similar track:  

 

5:3-16 Exordium 

5:17-7:12 The Way of Life 

 5:17-48 The interpretation of Torah 

 6:1-18 The practice of cult 

 6:19-7:12 The conduct of daily life 

7:13-23 Eschatological Warnings 

7:24-27 Peroration 

(1995:50-58). 
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Luz divides the sermon into three sections, a preamble (5:3-16), a main 

section (5:17-7:12) and a conclusion (7:13-27) (1995:48). Though 

Harrington differs from Luz on the packaging of these sections he also 

divides the Sermon into three parts namely the introduction (5:1-20), the 

first major parts (5:21-48) and (6:1-18) (1991:104). Harrington also 

explains that the Sermon on the Mount display clear structures which are, 

nine beatitudes, six antitheses, and three acts of piety (1991:104). 

According to him is the third major part of the sermon (6: 19–7:12) without 

an obvious structure. He says that it is put together like a wisdom book in 

which short units are placed side by side because of their similar content 

or because of external principles (1991:104).  

 

Robert and Feuillet also define three parts in the structure of the Sermon 

on the Mount. They say that after the exordium with the Beatitudes (5, 3-

12) and exhortations (5, 13-16); there is three parts: the new perfection (5, 

17-48), the higher demands of the kingdom (6, 1-34), and warnings and 

exhortation (7, 1-27). Included are the hearers and the disciples (5, I ff.), 

then the crowd (7, 27 ff) (1965:169). Senior (1998:68), however, finds four 

sections in his probable structure for the Sermon on the Mount: 1. 

Introduction and proclamation of the Beatitudes (5:1–16). 2. The fulfilment 

of the Law (5:17–48). 3. Authentic piety and right action (6:1–7:12). 4. 

Exhortation and conclusion (7: 13–29).  

 

By looking at the above mentioned structures one notes that 

commentators have focused on how to group the periscopes. 

Commentators see a high degree of careful craftsmanship and striking 

symmetry in the way the periscopes are grouped. Stassen sees the same 

craftsmanship and symmetry in each periscope (2003:269). However, 

Stassen also notes that each periscope in the central section, 5:21-7:12, 

has a carefully crafted triadic structure, consistent across the periscopes, 

with one intriguing partial exception. He says that this unites them all as 



members of one family (2003:268). Stassen then defines fourteen triads in 

the main section of the Sermon. He says that the first member of each 

triad is traditional righteousness. The second member is the diagnosis of a 

vicious cycle and its consequence. The third member according to 

Stassen is a transforming initiative that points the way to deliverance from 

the vicious cycle (2003:268).  

 

Stassen also notes that the internal triadic structure of each unit has been 

missed largely because scholars have been thinking of a dyadic structure 

– antitheses (2003:268). He also notes that commentators typically 

arrange most of the units in 5:21-48 as “antithesis proper” and then 

“illustrations” (2003:268). Stassen says that this implies that the basic 

meaning is in the antitheses proper, composed of a traditional teaching 

and Jesus’ authoritative antitheses. For example Stassen says, the 

traditional teaching is “Thou shalt not murder,” and Jesus’ authoritative 

teaching is to prohibit anger (2003:268). Some “illustrations” of the basic 

prohibition against anger are added, but the basic meaning is the 

prohibition. Stassen notes several difficulties as a result:  

 

1. A dyadic structure – antitheses – would be atypical for the 

Gospel of Matthew, which has about seventy-five triads but 

very few dyads.  

2. Placing the emphasis on the prohibition of anger, lust, and 

so on, makes the teachings primarily negative prohibitions 

and impossible ideals rather than positive ways of 

deliverance, as would be fit the good news of the kingdom 

announced in the beatitudes.  

3. Calling the antitheses “prohibitions” – as in Jesus’ alleged 

commands against anger, lust, and so on, - seems strained, 

since not one of the verbs in these “prohibitions” is an 

imperative. It is not that the sermon lacks imperatives; the 
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central section of the sermon is well supplied with thirty-

seven Greek imperatives. They occur, however, not in the 

“antitheses proper” but in the “illustrations”. I suggest that 

these are more than illustrations; they are the climaxes.  

4. Not seeing the triadic structure makes it difficult to see the 

symmetrical structure in 6:19-7:12, which we are led to 

expect by the thoroughly symmetrical 5:21-48 and 6:1-18 

(2003:268).  

 

Another difficulty for Stassen is by placing the emphasis on the prohibition 

of anger, lust, and so on, can lead to an interpretation of Jesus’ good 

news as high ideals, hard teachings and impossible demands. He then 

notes that Christians; “…praise Jesus for his high idealism while actually 

following some other ethic, a condition most accurately called hypocrisy, 

which Jesus did not favor”. Stassen therefore proposes a triadic structure 

to overcome these difficulties (2003:269). He also notes that as is usual 

with triads, the emphasis is on the third member, not the second member. 

Stassen remarks that no one of the third members is a prohibition, and 

they are not hard teachings or high ideals. He says that they are all 

transforming initiatives. According to Stassen they point the way of 

deliverance from the vicious cycles identified in the second member of 

each triad. He is also convinced that seeing the triadic structure in the 

Sermon of the Mount will transform our reading of it (2003:270).  

 

The fourteen triads in the Sermon on the Mount Stassen proposes are: 1, 

on being reconciled (5:21-26), 2, on removing the practical law that leads 

to lust (5:27-30), 3, on divorce (5:31-32), 4, on telling the truth (5:33-37), 5, 

transforming initiatives of peacemaking (5:38-42), 6, love your enemy 

(5:43-48). The section which deals with practising righteousness in God’s 

presence, Matthew 6:1-18, according to Stassen has four triads: 7, 8, 9 

and 10, almsgiving, prayer, and fasting. The last three are: 11, storing 
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treasures in heaven (6:19-23), 12, serve first God’s reign and justice 

(6:24-34), 13, judge not, but take the log out of your own eye (7:1-5), and 

14, place your trust not in gentile dogs, but in our father God (7:6-12) 

(2003:270-282).    

 

According to Talbert (2004:23) Allison may be used as a representative of 

those who see numerical patterns (triads) controlling the Sermon. The 

following lay out of the Sermon on the Mount done by Allison is proof of 

the numerical thought:  

 

Nine Beatitudes (5:3-12) – 3 × 3  

The task of the people of God in the world (5:13-7:12) –  

The three pillars 

Jesus and Torah (5:17-48) – 2 × 3 

The Christian Cult (6:1-18) – 3 

Social Issues (6:19-7:12) – includes two triads 

Concluding statements and warnings (7:13-27) (2004:23) 

 

Talbert propose the following structure of the Sermon on the Mount. 

According to him is this proposal reflecting what he considers the majority 

of its arrangement: 

 

The Setting: 4:18-5:2 (the premise of the Sermon: it is 

directed to disciples) 

 Unit One: 5:3-16 

1) Portrait of and promises to disciples given in eight 

third –  person Beatitudes and one second – person 

Beatitude (5:3-12) 

2) Portrait of and expectation of disciples given in two 

second – person description and one second – person 

exhortation (5:13-16)   
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The Higher Righteousness: 5:17-7:12 (a large unit held 

together by an inclusion, 5:17 and 7:12 – law and prophets) 

 Unit Two: 5:17-48 

1) The fact and implications of the continuing validity of 

the Law (5:17-20) 

2) Illustrations both of how Jesus fulfils the Law and the   

prophets and of the higher righteousness (5:21-48) 

 Unit Three: 6:1-18 

1) The principle for a proper practice of piety (6:1) 

2) Examples of the proper practice of piety (6:2-4, 5-6, 

7-15, 16-18) 

Unit Four: 6:19-34 

1) Getting one’s priorities straight about possessions 

(6:19-24) 

2) Trusting God to provide for one’s necessities (6:25-

34) 

Unit Five: 7:1-12 

1) Against judging (condemnation of another) by one 

who had   not judged her/himself (7:1-5) 

2) In support of judging (discernment) by one who has 

been given (7:5-12) 

Unit Six: 7:13-27 

1) Exhortations about living in line with God’s 

will/Jesus’ words  

(7:13-14, 24-27) 

2) Warnings about false prophets (7:15-20, 21-23) 

The Ending: 7:28-8:1 (the effects of Jesus’ teaching on the 

crowds) (2004:25-26).  

 

Talbert notes that the thought units in the Sermon are generally agreed 

upon. He says that the differences lie in the relation of the sections to one 
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another and the reading of the individual units (2004:26). Talbert’s 

conclusion concerning his proposed outline is that it reflects the overall 

agreement of what the units of thought are; it is less reflective of 

agreement in its view of relations of the sections to one another, though it 

stands with a large group of interpreters in its views (2004:26).  

   

After the discussion of the general structure of the Sermon on the Mount, 

the researcher now turns to the structure of the selected verses which this 

research is dealing with.  The selected verses are Matthew 5:3, Matthew 

6:1-18 and Matthew 6:19-34.   

 

In this section the researcher look at an overview of the above mentioned 

passages in the Sermon on the Mount. The first major thought unit in the 

Sermon on the Mount is Matthew 5:3-16. Talbert notes that this section is 

composed of two subunits, verses 3-12 and verses 13-16. He says that 

the former gives a portrait of and promises to disciples in eight third-

person Beatitudes and one second-person Beatitude; the latter gives a 

portrait of and mission of disciples in the second-person metaphors, one 

with a warning, and the other with an admonition (2004:48). Matthew 5:3-

12 is composed of nine Beatitudes. Talbert remarks that the first four deal 

with the disciples and he calls it a vertical relationship while the last five 

focus on the disciples themselves and he calls it horizontal relationships. 

The last five according to him have three with relationships in which 

disciples have the initiative, followed by two with relationships in which 

disciples are acted upon (2004:48).    

 

Matthew 6 opens with a major text 6:1-18. This section is normally called 

“the second main part” of the sermon. Talbert point out that Matthew 6:2-4, 

5-6, 16-18 is usually viewed as a unity into which verses 7-15 have been 

inserted at some point and to which verse 1 has been added as an 

introduction (2004:102). As the first six teachings were in parallel form, so 
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here the four traditional practices are also in parallel form: giving alms 

(6:2-4), praying (6:5-6, 7-13), and fasting (6:16-18).  

 

Betz notes that this part consists of two sections. He says that the first 

section comprises the portions dealing with almsgiving, prayer, and fasting 

(6: 1-6, 6: 16-18). Betz says that this first section originally constituted a 

unit by itself (1995:330). He then defines the second section (6: 7-15) 

which also deals with prayer and is intercalated into the first; it contains 

material even older than itself; the Lord’s Prayer (6: 9b–13) and a rule of 

religious law pertaining to the forgiveness of sins (6: 14–15) (1995:330).  

 

As in his introductory statement in Matthew 5:17-21 indicating that the 

following teachings would concern traditional commands, so in his 

introduction in Matthew 6:1 to the next section, Matthew indicates that the 

traditional righteousness will now concern traditional practices. Stassen 

points out that the form, however, will differ a bit and says that it will begin 

with a practise, not a teaching (2003:283). He then argues that each of the 

four following triads begins by naming a traditional practise of 

righteousness, as expected (6:2a, 5a, 7a, 16a). He further notes that each 

is a subjunctive (or participle in v. 7), as hypothesized. Each begins with 

when (otan) except that 6:7, being a continuation of the topic of prayer, 

has no (otan):  

 

 Thus, when you give alms … 

 And when you pray … 

 And praying … 

 And when you fast … 

 (2003:282-293).  
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Stassen writes that almsgiving, prayer, and fasting went together as the 

three traditional Jewish practices of righteousness during the first century 

A.D. He calls these “traditional righteousness” as expected. (2003:284).  

 

Talbert sees Matthew 6:1-18 as a unit that consists of a statement of 

principle (6:1) followed by four paragraphs with the same basic 

arrangement: 

  

The principle: 6:1, “Beware of practicing your righteousness 

before people to be seen by them.   

1) Matthew 6:2-4-almsgiving 

a) the act – “when you give alms” (cf. Tob 12:8; Acts 

3:2; 24:17) 

b) The Prohibition + basis – “Sound no trumpet before 

you” + “they have their reward”  

c) The prescription + basis – “Let your alms be in 

secret” + “your Father will reward you”  

2) Matthew 6:5-6 – prayer 

a) The act – “When you pray” (cf. Tob 12:8; Acts 3:1) 

b) The prohibition + basis – “Do not pray so as to be 

seen by others” + “they have their reward”  

c) The prescription + basis – “Pray in secret” + “your 

Father will reward you”  

3) Matthew 6:7-15 – prayer 

a) The act – “in praying”  

b) The prohibition + basis – “Do not heap up empty 

phrases” + “your Father knows what you need 

before you ask”  

c) The prescription + basis – “Pray like this” + “if you 

forgive, then …” 

4) Matthew 6:16-19 – fasting (Tob 12:8; Acts 13:3)  
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a) The act – “When you fast” (cf. Tob 12:8) 

b) The prohibition + basis – “Do not look dismal to be 

noticed” + “they have their reward”  

c) The prescription + basis – “anoint your head and 

wash your face” + “your Father will reward you” 

(2004:102)  

 

After the end of what Betz (1995:330) calls the “cultic” instruction, the third 

and final section Matthew 6:19–7:12 comes. Scholars disagree widely on 

which verses form a unit. Betz gives up grouping them and simply sees 

eight separate teachings (1) On Treasures (6:19-21); (2) On Vision (6:22-

23); (3) On Serving Two Masters (6:24); (4) On Anxiety (6:25-34); (5) On 

Judging (7:1-5); (6) On Profaning Holy (7:6); (7) On Giving and Receiving 

(7:7-11); and finally, (8) The Golden Rule (7:12) (1995:423). Stassen says 

that Grundmann group this section in clusters, but don’t know how to 

combine them (2003:285).  

 

According to Harrington this section is loosely joined together on principles 

of form and content. He says that they are traditional (mostly from Q); and 

are rooted in the Jewish tradition, especially as presented in Wisdom 

literature. He then remarks that they are hard to locate concretely within 

the inner-Jewish conflict between the Matthean community and other Jews 

(1991:105). Betz also notes that the shift from the cultic instruction to the 

new section could not be harsher: “It is accidental that the cultic instruction 

deals with life in the framework of the cult, while 6:19–7:12 suddenly turns 

to the most mundane issues of the daily life, beginning with money and its 

accumulation?” (1995:423). Talbert (2004:120) says that Matthew 6:19-34 

is composed of two subunits controlled by two prohibitions: “Do not store 

up for yourselves treasures on earth “(v.19) and “Do not be anxious”. 

Talbert also divide each subunit into three parts: Matthew 6:19-24 breaks 

into verses 19-21, verses 22-23, and verse 24. He further notes that the 
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first subunit (6:18-24) deals with getting one’s priorities straight about 

possessions while the second (6:25-24) deals with trusting God to provide 

for one’s need (2004:120). 

 

This second subsection on possessions comprises Matthew 6:25-34. It 

deals with trusting God to provide for one’s everyday needs. Talbert 

defines three paragraphs: (vv. 25-30, 31-33, 34) (2004126). Each unit 

begins with “Do not be anxious” and in the unit; food, drink, and clothing 

are regarded as the necessities for human life. Talbert says that the unit 

functions not to offer concrete counsels on what to do with wealth but to 

reassure believers about God’s trustworthiness (2004:126). Rather than 

being an ethical text with a horizontal focus, Talbert says Matthew 6:25-34 

focuses on the vertical dimension. In terms of its formal arrangement, 

Talbert (2004:126) suggest that 6:25-34 looks as follows: 

 

 Unit One: Matthew 6:25-30- 

  Prohibition (v. 25a) – “Do not be anxious about …” 

  Four reasons (vv. 25b-30) 

1. (v. 25b) – “Is not life more than food and the body               

                             than clothing?” 

   2. (v. 26) – “Look at the birds of the air”.  

   3. (v. 27) – “Who by being anxious can add one cubit to 

   his span of life or stature?” 

   4. (vv. 28-30) – “Consider the lilies of the field”. 

 Unit Two: Matthew 6:31-33- 

  Prohibition (v. 31) – “Do not be anxious about …” 

  Two reasons (v. 32) 

1. (v. 32a) – “The Gentiles seek all these things”. 

2. (v. 32b) – “Your heavenly father knows that you 

need them all”.  
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Command (v. 33a) – “Seek first God’s kingdom and 

righteousness”. 

Promise (v. 33b) – “All these things shall be yours as well”.  

 Unit Three: Matthew 6:34-  

  Prohibition (v. 34a) – “Do not be anxious about tomorrow”. 

  Two Reasons (v. 34b, c) 

1. (v. 34b) – “Tomorrow will be anxious for itself”. 

2. (v. 34c) – “Today’s trouble is enough for today”.  

 

In summary, concerning the structure of the selected verses in the Sermon 

on the Mount, the researcher now presents a discourse analysis of the 

selected verses of the Greek text. This discourse analysis was done by 

Maartens. He (1977:54-55) defines the structure of Sub-cola .39 - .59 as 

follows. He refers to this unit as Unit A, and he suggests that this unit can 

be subdivided into four main clusters: 

 

I. The Dominant Cluster 

Sub-cola .39 - .40 

This cluster contains the introductory heading to Unit A.  

II. The Triptych consisting of 

 1. Sub-cola .41 - .44 

 This first cluster in the triptych deals with the question of almsgiving.  

 2.i Sub-cola .45 - .49 

 This second cluster constitutes an elaboration on the cluster in 2.i.  

 2.iii Sub-cola .56 - .59 

 This third cluster in the triptych deals with the question of fasting  

              Unit A: 6:1-18 Sub-cola 123.39-59 
              6:1   Sub-cola 123.39 – 123.40 
 
The following discourse analysis of selected verses of the Greek text and 

cola structure of Matthew 6 is the work of Maartens (1977:12-15). 
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123.39 Prosevcute deV                                                                            
A                      
thVn dikaisuvnhn uJmw`n mhV poiei`n e[mprosqhen 
tw`n ajnfpwVpwn  B                
proVs toV qeaqh`nai aujtoi`s                     
C         

123.40 eij deV mhv ge, misfoVn oujk e[cete paraV tw` 
patriV ujmw`n twn ejn toi`s                      
oujranoi`s                                       
D          

 
              6:2 – 4  Sub-cola 123.41-123.44 
 
123.41 ±Otan ou\n poih`s ejlehmpsuvnhn                  

A                             mhV salpivshs 
e[prosfevn sou                                   
w±sper oiJ uJpokritaiV poiu`sin ejn tai`s 
sunagwgai`s kaiV      B 
ejn tai`s rJuvmais                               
o±pws doxasqw`sin ujpoV twV`n ajnqpwvpw.         
C  

123.42 ajmhVn levgw uJmi`n, ajpevcousin toVn misfoVn 
aujtw`n               D   

123.43 sou` deV poiou`ntos ejlehmosuvnhJ               
A   
uhV gwvtw hJ ajristerav sou tiv poie`i hJ dexiav 
sou              B                  
u±±±pws h\ sou hJ ejlehmosuvn ejjn twj` kruptw`  
C    
 

123.44 kaiV oJ pathvr sou oJ Blevpwn ejn tw` kruptw` 
ajpodwvsei soi   D    
 

 
              Unit B 6:19-21 Sub-cola 123.60 – 123.72 
 
123.60 MhV qhsaurivxete uJmi`n qhsurouVs ejpeV th`s 

gh`s            A 
o±pou shVs kaiv Brw`sis ajfanijxei               
B 
kaiV o±pou klevptai dioruvssousin kaiV 
klevptousin         C  

123.61 qhsaupivxete deV uJmi`n qhsaupouVs ejn oujranw`  
A 
o±pou ou\te shVs ou\te brw`sis ajfanivxei        
B 
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kaiV o±pou klevptai ouj dioruvssousin oujdeV 
klevptousin     C 

123.62 o±pou gavr ejstin oJ qhsaurovs sou 
ejkei` e\stai kaiV hJ kardiva sou 

 
              6:24   Sub – cola 123.67 – 123.72 
 
123.67 OujdeiVs dunvatai dusiV kurivois douleuvein      

A 
123.68 h¤ gaVr toVn e±na mishvsei                      

B 
123.69 kaiV toVn e±teron ajgaphvsei                    

C 
123.70 h[ eJnoVs ajnqevxetai                           

C 
123.71 kaiV tou` eJtevrou katafronhvsei                

B 
123.72 ouj duvnasqe qew` douleuvein kaiV mamwna`.       

A 
 
             Unit C 6:25-34  Sub-cola 123.73 – 123.91 
 
 
123.73 DiaV tou`to levgw uJmi`n  

mhV merimna`te th` yuch` uJmw`n 
tiv favghte h¤tiv pivhte                        
A 
mhdeV tw` swvmati uJmw`n tiv ejnduvshsqe         
B 

123.74 oujciV hJ yuchV plei`ovn ejstin th`s trofh`s   
123.75 kaiV toV sw`ma tou` ejnduvmatos   
123.76 ejmBlevyate eijs taV peteinaV tou` oujranou` 

o±ti ouj speivrousin oujdeV qerivxousin oujdeV 
sunavgousin    A 
eijs ajpoqhvkas  

123.77 kaiV oJ pathVr uJmw`n oJ oujravnios trevfei 
aujtav   

123.78 oujc uJmei`s ma`llon diafevrete aujtw`n   
123.79 tivs deV ejx uJmw`n merimnw`n duvvnatai 

prosqei`nai  
ejpiV thVn hJlikivan aujtou` ph`cun e±na   

123.80 kaiV periV ejndauvmatos tiv merimna`te   
123.81 katamavqete taV krivna tou` ajgrou`  

pw`s aujxavnousin  
ouj kopiw`sin oujdeV nhvqousin 

123.82 levgw deV uJmi`n  
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o±ti oujdeV SolomwVn ejn pavsh th` dovxh aujtou` 
periebavleto wJs  
e`n touvtwn  

123.83 ei* deV toVn covrton tou` ajgrou` shvmeron o[nta 
kaiV au[rion eijs klivvbanon ballomvenon  
oJ qeoVs ou±tws ajmfiennuvvvsin  
ouj pallw` ma`llon uJma`s ojligovpistoi   

123.84 mhV ou\n merimnhvshte levgontes 
Tiv favgwmen 
h[ Tiv pivwmen  
h[ Tiv peribalwvmeqa   

123.85 pavnta  gaVr tou`ta taV e[qnh ejpixhtou`sin  
123.86 oi`den gaVr oJ pathVr uJmw`n oJ oujravnios  

o±ti crhvxete touvtwn aJpavntwn  
123.87 zhtei`te deV prw`ton thVn basileivan tou` Feou` 

kaiV thVn dikaiosuvnhn aujtou`  
123.88 kaiV tau`ta pavnta prosteqhvsetai uJmi`n  
123.89 mhV ou\n merimnhvshte ejis thVn au[rion  
123.90 hJ gaVr au[rion merimnhvsei eJauth`s 
123.91 ajrketoVn th` hJmevra hJ kakiva aujth`s     
 
 
In closure the researcher presents the following analysis on the Sermon 

on the Mount which was done by Betz. This will serve as an overview of 

his work (1995:50, 53-56) 

 
5:3-12 A. Ten marcarisms (beatitudes)  

5:3       1. First marcarism (3rd person plural)  

5:3       a. Pronouncement 

1) Acclamation 

2) Addressees 

5:3b b) Statement of reason: anticipated eschatological judgement 

(present tense)  

 

6:1  B. The practice of the cult 

6:1       1. General exhortation 

6:1a a. Imperative (summary exhortation, reminder,        and        

warning)   

b. Description of conduct to be avoided   generally  

      (formulated negatively) 

6:1b      c. Statement of reason 
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1) Protasis: condition of disobedience envisioned 

2) Apodosis: eschatological consequences  

6:2-18      2. Specific instruction concerning three most  

        important cultic acts 

6:2-4       a) First cultic act: on almsgiving 

6:2       1) Prohibition of improper performance 

6:2a       a) Reference to cultic act  

6:2b       b) Imperative (negative)  

       c) Caricatured description  

   (1) Satirical imagery  

6:2c   (2) Comparison with playactors 

6:2d   (3)  Improper purpose 

6:2e       d) Statement of eschatological consequence: 

       amen-saying  

(1) Introductory formula   

(2) Disclosure of eschatological judgement 

 

6:3-4       2) Instruction for proper performance 

6:3a       a) Reference to cultic act 

       b) Imperative (negative)  

6:3b-4a      c) Description of proper performance  

(1) Proverbial expression  

(2) Statement of proper purpose  

6:4b       d) Statement of reason  

(1) Theological dogma 

(2) Eschatological promise      

6:5-6      b. Second cultic act: on prayer 

6:5      1) Prohibition of improper performance  

6:5a      a) Reference to cultic act  

6:5b      b) Imperative (negative)  

6:5c      c) Caricatured description 

(1) Comparison with playactors 

(2) Satirical imagery  

6:5d   (3) Improper purpose 

6:5e       d) Statement of eschatological consequence: 

        amen-saying 

(1) Introductory formula 
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(2) Eschatological judgment  

6:6       2) Instruction of proper performance 

6:6a        a) Reference to cultic act 

6:6b        b) Imperative (positive)  

       c) Description of proper performance 

   (1) Proverbial expression 

   (2) Statement of proper purpose 

6:6c        d) Statement of reason 

(1) Theological dogma 

(2) Eschatological promise  

6:7-15      c. Another teaching on prayer 

6:7-6       1) Prohibition of improper performance 

6:7a       a) Reference to cultic act 

6:7b       b) Imperative (negative)    

6:7c       c) Caricatured description 

(1) Satirical imagery 

(2) Comparison with the “pagans”   

6:7d (3) Statement of “pagan” doctrine and about    prayer  

6:8            2) Instruction of proper performance 

6:8a           a) Imperative (negative): Prohibition of    assimilation with the 

“pagans”     

6:8b       b) Statement of correct doctrine of prayer  

6:9-13      c) Prescription of proper performance  

6:9a   (1) Conjunction 

                                      (2)  Imperative (positive) 

6:9b-13  (3) Citation of authoritative example: the  Lord’s    Prayer   

6:9b        (a) Invocation  

6:9c-13       (b) Two sets of three petitions 

6:9c-10   a. First set 

6:9c    (a) First petition 

6:10a    (b) Second petition  

6:10b    (c) Third petition  

6:11-13   b. Second set 

6:11    (a) Fourth set 

6:12    (b) Fifth petition  

6:12a      aa. Petition 
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6:12b   bb.Declaration about corresponding  action  (imitatio 

Dei)   

 6:13      (c) Sixth petition,antithetical  parallelismus  

     Membrorum 

 6:13a     aa. First line: negative 

 6:13b     bb. Second line: positive  

 6:14-15       d) Supplement: interpretation of vs 12b, a 

statement of “sacred law” (antithetical        parallelismus 

membrorum)    

 6:14    (1) First statement 

6:14a   (a) Protasis: action envisioned as          carried out 

6:14b  (b) Apodosis: eschatological consequence     

(promise)  

6:15  (2) Second statement  

6:15a  (a) Protasis: action envisioned as not carried out  

6:15b  (b) Apodosis: eschatological consequence (threat)  

6:16-18       d. third cultic act: on fasting 

6:16  1) Prohibition of important performance 

6:16a  a) Imperative (negative)  

  b) Imperative ( negative)  

6:16b   c) Caricatured description  

(1) Comparison with playactors 

(2)  Their typical behaviour 

6:16c     (3) Improper purpose 

6:16d       d) Statement of eschatological consequence:  

   amen-saying  

(1) Introductory formula 

(2) Eschatological judgement  

 6:17-18      2) Instruction of proper performance 

 6:17a       a) Reference to cultic act 

 6:17b       b) Imperative (positive)   

        c) Description of proper performance 

    (1) Two acts symbolizing celebration  

 6:18a   (2) Statement of proper purpose 

 6:18b       d) Statement of reason  

(1) Theological dogma 

(2) Eschatological promise 
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6:19-7:12  C. The conduct of daily life 

6:19-21      1. On gathering treasures 

6:19-20      a. A sententia (antithetical parallelismus        membrorum,  

   2d person plural)  

6:19       1) First part 

6:19a       a) Imperative (negative)  

6:19b       b) Statement of reason 

(1) First clause (two nouns, one verb): proverbial  

expression         

(2) Second clause (one noun, two verbs):  

proverbial expression  

 6:20       2) Second part 

 6:20a       a) Imperative (positive)  

 6:20b       b) Statement of reason  

(1) First clause (two nouns, one verb): proverbial  

    expression  

    (2) Second clause (one noun, two verbs):  

    proverbial expression  

 6:21       b. Conclusion: a maxim (“where-there” form, 2d 

    person singular)  

 6:21a        1) First part: choices given  

 6:21b        2) Second part: result predicted 

 6:22-23      2. On vision 

 6:22a       a. Definition of the human eye 

 6:22b-23      b. Physiological and paraenetical commentary  

6:22b-23a  1) Interpretation of the eye as the organ of     vision  

6:22b             a) The condition for proper vision 

(1) Protasis: the condition of the eye is   sound 

        (2) Apodosis: the expected positive result  

 6:23a       b) The condition for defective vision 

(1) Protasis: the condition of the eye is not      sound 

    (2) Apodosis: the expected negative result 

 6:23b       2) Interpretation of the image of the lamp 

a) Protasis: assumption of a paradoxical possibility 

        b) Apodosis: An exclamation of  surprise  

 6:24       3. On serving two masters 

 6:24a       a. A sententia (proverbial)  
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 6:24b-d      b. Social and ethical commentary  

 6:24b-c  1) Presentation of evidence 

 6:24b   a) First observation 

 6:24c   b) Second observation 

 6:24d   2) Conclusion: a sententia containing doctrine 

    (formulated by analogy with vs 24a)  

 6:25-34  4. On worrying 

 6:25a        a. Introduction 

                                          1) Connection: “therefore”  

                                 2) Doctrinal formula identifying authority:  

     “I say to you”  

 6:25b    b. Exhortation 

         1) Imperative (negative)  

         a) Observation (presupposition)  

(1) Anxiety as common human behaviour     

(2) Objection in question: “soul” or “life”? 

         b) Prohibition (cf. vss 31a, 34a)  

         2) Caricature of behaviour to be rejected 

a) Confusion of care for one’s soul or life with 

procurement of necessities of life 

     (1) Eating 

     (2) Drinking 

b) Confusion of care for one’s body or person          with 

procurement of clothing 

 6:25c-34       c. Argumentation                

 6:25c-30       1) First argument  

 6:25c        a) Two theses (rhetorical question)  

(1) Soul or life is more than  nourishment 

(2) Body or person is more than clothing 

         b) Conclusions (implied)  

(1) It is foolish to confuse procurement of food and 

clothing with care for one’s soul or life                       

     (2) It is prudent to care for one’s soul or  

     fife and body or person 

 6:26-30       c) Proofs 

 6:26-27   (1) The necessities if life: comparison of  

     animals and humanity  
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 6:26a    (a) Example of birds 

          a. Appeal to observe their behavior  

      (see vs 28b)  

(b) Paradox to be observed in respect to their 

behavior 

     (a) They do not sow 

     (b) They do not reap 

     (c) They do not gather in barns 

     (d) Yet they are fed 

              b. Conclusion: God feeds them 

     c. Considerations (rhetorical   question)  

(a) Presupposition: traditional    distinction 

between animal and humanity in which    humanity 

is accorded a higher position  

(b) Conclusion (a minory as maius) : if anxiety 

over food is unnecessary for animals, how much 

more for humanity  

6:27  (b) Example from human life (rhetorical 

      question)   

      a. Paradox to be observed in   

                               respect to the future 

      (a) No one can add a span of time   

     to one’s life 

(b) Yet each day one’s life is  lengthened  

b. Conclusion (implied): God measures out 

one’s life 

c. Consideration 

(a) Presupposition: the future is measured by 

God, not by humanity 

(b) Conclusion (a maiori ad minus): if the future 

as a whole is under God’s control, it is futile 

and improper for humanity to worry about part 

of the future as of it were under human control 

(2) Clothing: comparison of plants and 

humanity  

(a) Presentation of the problem (rhetorical 

question)  
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     a. Reference to vs 25 

     b. Reference to worrying as common 

human behavior 

(b) Example of the lilies 

     a. Appeal to observe their behavior (cf. vs 

26a)  

 b. Paradox to be observed in respect      to 

their behavior  

(a) They do not toil 

(b) They do not spin 

               (c) Nevertheless, they grow 

c. Conclusion (implied): God causes  them to 

grow 

 6:29          d. Consideration 

 6:29a     (a) Doctrinal formula identifying  

       authority      

 6:29b     (b) Presupposition: the splendour   

    of the royal robes of Solomon  

      was  thought to be unsurpassed  

6:29c         (c) Conclusion: the clothing of the  

lilies, because the work of God,                                      

surpasses the human splendour of Solomon’s 

garments 

6:30 (c) Example from human life (rhetorical question)    

6:30a a. Paradox to be observed in respect to nature 

      (a) Fate of the lilies 

       aa. Today they live 

 bb. Tomorrow they are       thrown   into 

oven as fuel  

(b) Yet God has arrayed them so splendidly  

b. Conclusion (implied): God “wastes” his gifts 

on his creatures 

 6:30b            c. Consideration 

(a) Presupposition: God measures  out gifts 

without giving thought to transitoriness of his 

creatures  
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6:30c (b) Conclusion (a minori ad maius): if God  

treats his lesser creatures in this way,  

how much more so his highest   creation,  the 

human being  

6:30d (c) Address (at the same time   transition to  next 

argument)  

 6:31-33       2) Second argument  

 6:31a        a) Connection: “therefore” 

         b) Repetition of the exhortation in vs 25b  

     (1) Imperative (negative)  

     (a) Observation (presupposition)  

a. Anxiety as common human disposition 

b. Object: the future in general  

         (b) Prohibition  

 6:31b        (2) Caricature of behavior to be rejected 

         (dramatization)  

         (a) Eating 

         (b) Drinking 

         (c) Clothing  

6:32-33  c) Proofs: comparison between Gentiles and  Jews 

 6:32a    (1) Example of this Gentiles 

     (a) Observation of their improper  

     “striving” for the goods of life 

     (b) Identification with bahavior  

      rejected in vs 31  

 6:32b    (2) Traditional doctrine  

     (a) God’s omniscience  

     (b) God’s benevolence: his provision of  

     basic human needs 

 6:33        d) Conclusion  

 6:33a    (1) Exhortation 

     (a) Imperative (positive)  

      a. Required behavior: “seeking”  

      rather than “worrying” (vss 25b,  

                                                        31a, 34a)                                                                                             

      b. Priority: “first”  

      c. Proper object 
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      (a) Principle: the kingdom (of   

                                                         God)  

      (b) Specific: God’s righteousness 

 6:33b        (2) Promise 

         (a) Condition: “and (only then)”  

         (b) Traditional doctrine of divine reward  

     a. Eschatological (presupposed)  

     b. This-worldly (derived): “everything” 

 6:34        3) Third argument  

 6:34a        a) Connection: “therefore”  

     (1) Repetition of exhortation on vss 25b,  

                                                 31a 

      (1) Imperative (negative)  

      (a) Observation (presupposition)  

       a. Worrying as common  

                                                                   human behavior  

       b. Object: tomorrow 

      (b) Prohibition  

      (2) Abbreviation of argument by  

      omission of description of  

                                                         behavior to be rejected 

 6:34b-c       c) Proofs 

 6:34b    (1) Maxim on tomorrow 

     (2) Maxim on today 

         d) Conclusions (implied)  

     (1) A maiori ad minus: if the future as a 

     whole is under God’s control, it is futile 

     and improper for humans to worry    

                                               about tomorrow, a part of the future  

     (2) E contrario: if tomorrow is not under 

     human control, then today’s problems  

     (it’s “plague”) must be dealt with by  

     humans  

(3) E contrario: If it is futile and    improper for humans 

to worry about the future, then the right way to deal 

with the problems of today  

     is not by worrying about them, but by  
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     seeking in the “plague” of each day the 

     righteousness and thus the kingdom  

     of God.    

 
3.6 Exegesis on Selected Verses in the Sermon on the Mount 

Matthew 5:3 is the first verse or section that will be exegetically dealt 

with. The expression ‘blessed are the poor” is in any one’s vocabulary 

questionable. The reason is that ‘poor” or “poverty” normally refers to 

persons living in social and economic misery. Schelkle also remarks that 

the poor are synonymous with those afterwards particularized in other 

words those who mourn and the meek (1973:305). Such conditions, 

however, can not be regarded as a blessing.  

 

The expression that Matthew uses “poor in the spirit” is a strange 

expression that has challenged many scholars over the years. What is 

meant by “poor in spirit”? Talbert reckons that examples of its usage 

elsewhere give the clue. He notes that in Isaiah 61:1, “to bring good 

tidings to the poor”, the poor are synonymous with the brokenhearted, the 

captives, those bound, and those who mourn (v.2). He also says that in 

Isaiah 11:4, the poor are synonymous with the meek, as also in Isaiah 

29:19 (2004:50). Talbert then quote Isaiah 66:2, Amos 2:6-7 where the 

poor are paralleled with the righteous, the needy, and the afflicted.  

According to Talbert the parallels show that the ‘poor in spirit” is a religious 

designation (2004:50). Keener adds to this when he says that the “poor in 

spirit” are those who embrace the poverty of their condition by putting their 

trust in God (1999:169). Ridderbos (1962:187) points out that Bultmann 

understands the “poor in spirit” as the sinners while Harnack‘s opinion on 

the poor in spirit indicates the root of the whole of the new righteousness, 

viz., humility. This expression is used by Matthew only as Schnackenburg 

notes that Luke talks about the poor who have a material lack (2002:47). 

Lenski notes that the poverty here referred to is not one against which the 

will rebels but one under which the will bows in deep submission 
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(1961:184). He then adds that: “It is more than a state or a condition; it is 

also an attitude of the soul over against God” (1961:184).  

 

Thus those who realize their helplessness can’t bring anything to God 

except their trust and utter dependence are called by Jesus “blessed”.  

They are blessed “for theirs is the kingdom of the heavens”. Lenski 

suggest that one should interpret the text as it is written, and that is the 

present tense: “The text reads: “is” = now”. He also mentions that some 

interpreters would tell us that this refers to a future possession because 

the following verses have future tenses. He further notes that: “Others 

make the copula timeless and refer to the Aramaic where the copula is 

omitted, and they consider “the kingdom” eschatologic” (1961:185). 

According to Lenski this is contrary to all that the gospel reveals 

concerning God (1961:185). The researcher agrees with Lenski that the 

kingdom which John the Baptist and Jesus proclaimed as being at hand is 

“within you” according to Luke 17:21. Ridderbos also understands that 

Jesus did not teach that the coming of the kingdom was only a reality to 

be expected in the future (1962:104). Patte agrees with both Ridderbos 

and Lenski in saying that the kingdom of heaven stands both for the 

ultimate blessing and for the activity of God in the present that causes that 

blessing to come (1987:66).The researcher concurs with the above 

mentioned scholars that the kingdom of God is present at this time.   

 

Lenski, however, warns that the “Kingdom” must not be taken in the sense 

of an outward realm as we speak of earthly kingdoms, thinking of land and 

of people (1961:185). What then is the character of this “kingdom”? 

Ridderbos talks about the general character of the kingdom of heaven as 

preached by John the Baptist and Jesus and says that it is theocentric, 

dynamic, messianic, future and present (1962:18-47). Ridderbos, 

however, agrees that the “future” characteristic of the kingdom of heaven 

is of eschatological value and says that it is the beginning of the great 
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eschaton of history (1962:36). He adds that this eschatological character 

of the kingdom of God preached by Jesus is: “…one of the chief 

presuppositions of the whole is his kerygma” (1962:37).  

 

For Ridderbos then the “future” character of the kingdom of heaven is the 

beginning of the eschaton, which will end with the believer entering into 

the kingdom of heaven. Ridderbos says that Jesus refers to this glorious 

place in Matthew 7:2 (1962:37). Ridderbos, however, argues that the 

kingdom of heaven is not only futuristic but “has come”.  The fulfillment of 

the coming of the kingdom according to Ridderbos can be seen in the fact 

that the wicked one is overcome; Jesus has power to work miracles, the 

gospel is preached, salvation is attained and Jesus is the Christ (1962:61-

81). Caird adds to this when he says that for Jesus, entering the Kingdom 

was synonymous with the life of discipleship – of submitting to the 

demands of the God who is King (1994:369). Thus, the kingdom is theirs, 

(the poor in spirit) now, and will continually produce everything God has 

laid up for those who acknowledge their dependence on him. This is a 

process as Lenski notes: “Christ’s kingdom is one of grace and glory 

combined; the grace is now here, the glory has not yet been revealed, 1 

John 3:2” (1961:185).  

The second section to be dealt with exegetically is Matthew 6:1-4. 

Matthew 6:1 is an introductory to the second set of exhortations which are 

found in Matthew 6:2-18. In this section Jesus address the almsgiving or 

charity issue. This section starts with a general prohibition of public display 

in religious practises and an instruction concerning almsgiving. Particular 

is the prohibition of ostentatious almsgiving in verse one. Most scholars, 

however, agree that this introductory verse deals with “righteousness”. 

Schnackenburg also connects this passage with the previous one, which 

has dealt with greater righteousness (5:17-48). He says that the keyword 

piety (6:1) is what brings about the connection. He further remarks that 

 130



behaviour toward human beings must be shown and tested in relation to 

one’s attitude toward God (2002:63).  

 

Good deeds unto those in need must grow out of faith and a pure heart 

and thus be done unto God and not as an outward display before men. 

Betz (1995:351) identifies two objects in the initial exhortation in vs 1. He 

explains that the first object is in the accusative in reference to your 

righteousness and the second is an infinitive construction introduced by 

“not”.  Betz remarks that this highly condensed expression means that 

special attention is needed when rituals are performed without 

consideration of righteousness. He says that without such righteousness, 

the ritual is performed illegitimately and improperly (1995:351). According 

to Patte (1987:84) to understand that the introductory verse, deals with 

righteousness, it must be translated literally.  

 

Betz also mentions that rrighteousness occurs throughout the Sermon on 

the Mount.  He says that righteousness occurs at important points, 

especially in the telos formula in Matthew 6:33 (1995:352). One of these 

important points is Matthew 6:1, where the Sermon on the Mount turns to 

the subject of worship. For Betz then the question, therefore, is not 

whether these rituals of worship should be performed but how they should 

be performed. The how of the performance would make sure they fulfil 

their proper purpose (1995:352). The proper purpose is that these good 

works are to be seen in such a way by others, that they will glorify our 

Father in heaven.  

 

In this section trumpet sounds when alms are given to the poor and 

rewards for those who give to the poor are mentioned.  According to 

Gundry (1994:102) there is no evidence that any Jews had a trumpet 

blown ahead of them as they went to dispense charity. Lenski (1961:256) 

also notes that trumpets would not be used in a synagogue. He suggests 
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that do not start trumpeting must be regarded as figurative. Lenski also 

mentions that the Pharisees chose public places to show off their charities 

and that their delight was to be glorified by men. He says that God might 

be glorified was not their concern (1961:257).  

 

The warning then against the sounding of a trumpet is to be on your guard 

concerning your righteousness and not to perform your good deeds before 

people, to be “seen” by them. Betz (1995:357) notes that those who sound 

their trumpet to be seen by others are called hypocrites. He explains: “The 

‘hypocrite” here is not primarily one who is simply morally dishonest or a 

dissembler and faker, but the “typical” religious practitioner whose external 

performance sharply conflicts with the fundamental religious and moral 

principles”. Kodjak remarks that this text also deals with resistance to the 

threat of security. He identifies two defensive options which are possible 

for the text. The first is violation of the religious norm, that is, refusal to 

give alms, pray, and fast, which would in the given culture context 

according to him arouse public condemnation (1986:106). Secondly: 

“…the more profitable alternative – flaunted righteousness – which turns 

self-contraction in terms of alms-giving, praying, and the fasting into self-

asserting and security-acquiring acts because of the public approval they 

engender” (1986:106).   

The prescription runs: “…when you give to the needy, do not let your left 

hand know what your right hand is doing, so that your giving may be in 

secret. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward 

you”. According to Lenski (1961:257) are many explanations about the left 

not knowing what the right is doing unsatisfactory. He suggest that the 

added purpose clause makes the matter clear and explains what the right 

hand does when giving alms is to be done so secretly that even the left 

hand may not find it out (1961:257). Giving in secret was not “new” to the 

Matthean community but well known as Talbert notes: “Rabbinic traditions 

speak about the virtue of giving alms secretly” (2004:104).  
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Matthew 6:19 is the third section that will be exegetically dealt with. This 

new section treats subjects other than worship such as money and 

possessions as Betz remarks (1995:423). This exhortation starts with a 

warning against the hoarding of material goods. According to Betz every 

human being hoards material goods (1995:428).   

 

Betz also notes that the human being is viewed as a seeker and gatherer. 

On the road of life the human race is incessantly preoccupied with 

accumulating possessions. Betz, however, warns that the believer must 

make choices, and with regard to wealth the choice is whether to gather 

treasures on earth or in heaven (1995:428). Betz argues that the 

hermeneutical principle for the whole section from Matthew 6:19 to 

Matthew 7:12 is the golden rule. He then asks the question: What is to be 

done with material goods according to the Golden rule? His answer is that 

their purpose is to go to charities (1995:432). In other words, one is to 

accept God’s generosity in the spirit of human generosity. The researcher 

agrees with Betz who says that human beings are seekers and gatherers 

by nature. However, the focus should not be on gathering treasures on 

earth, but in heaven.  

 

The fourth section that will be dealt with exegetically is Matthew 6: 20–21. 

The storing of treasures in heaven is a guarantee against perishability and 

corruption on earth. Neither moth nor rust can destroy and thieves can not 

get to it. Man’s heart will always follow his treasure or those things which 

is important to him. Betz (1995:435) explains this as follows: “According to 

the theology of Jesus, then, the decisive point in dealing with material 

goods is that of perspective. If one envisions one’s life in the perspective 

of the treasures in heaven, this perspective will inform and guide the 

human heart, which in turn will decide what to do in one’s daily life”. Betz 

adds that these decisions have to do with material goods and their 
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disposal (1995:435). Lenski notes that the: “gar clause states why the 

place is so important in the matter of treasures and of treasuring”. He says 

what really makes a treasure valuable is the affection of the heart. He 

whose treasures is on earth according to Lenski has his heart anchored to 

the earth; he whose treasures are in heaven has his heart anchored there 

(1961:276).  

 

The fifth section which will be dealt with exegetically is the section about 

the two masters Matthew 6:24. The previous section dealt with the 

Gospel-like way of consorting with one another. In this section people’s 

expressed relationship with God is addressed. Prayer and fasting are 

mentioned and the conclusion is about the genuine devotion to the living 

God. No one can serve two masters is a statement that talks about the 

impossibility of a dual servitude. The slave himself will demonstrate that 

he cannot be a slave to two masters. The reason being, that the servant 

will either hate and despise the one and love and obey the other. Lenski 

(1961:279) notes that hate and love refer to the slave’s inner, personal 

motive. The two masters who are being compared with one another are 

God and Mammon. Mammon is originally an Aramaic term. Betz says in 

its Greek form it designates wealth and property as a personified and 

demonic force. He also adds that the name recognizes the religious 

structure of materialism (1995:458).  

 

The last and final section which will be dealt exegetically is Matthew 6:25–

34. This is a long passage on anxiety. This section also deals with the 

problem of uninhibited devotion to God as Gundry notes:  

 

The subsection begins with a prohibition of anxiety about 

food, drink, and clothing (v 25 a-f), continues with expansions 

of the topics of food (vv 25 g-27) and clothing (vv 28-30), 

offers reasons against anxiety in its heathenism and in God’s 
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fatherly knowledge of disciples’ needs (vv 31-32), contains a 

positive command in replacement of anxiety (v 33), and 

closes with a recapitulation of the prohibition of anxiety (v 34) 

(1994:115).  

 

Lenski remarks that to worry about drink refers to the hot climate of 

Palestine and to the lack of water (1961:280). Humans need food and 

drink daily, while clothes last longer but eventually need to be replaced. 

Lenski writes that to worry about earthly and bodily needs turns the heart 

away from God (1961:280). According to Luz the author formulates in a 

central place in the Sermon on the Mount his critique of possessions 

(1989:393). The central question for interpretation according to Luz is 

whether and in what way he makes the demand on his community to 

renounce possessions (1989:393). 

 

Betz (1995:472) elaborates as follow on this section: “After vs 25 has 

presented the initial terms of the argument, vss 26-30 set forth the 

“proofs”. These proofs involve the procurement of the necessities of life 

through nature, showing thereby the superfluousness of anxiety”. Betz 

identifies two separate proofs in the first round of the argument. The first is 

the comparison of animals and humans, using the example of birds. The 

second is the comparison of plant and humans, using the example of lilies. 

He then explains that the first comparison demonstrates the procurement 

of food, and the second that of clothing. He says that the order is 

determined by the hierarchy of beings in nature. Implied is always that 

God orders matters as the supreme provider (1995:472). Verses 28–29 

introduce the second proof regarding clothing. In this proof plants are 

compared with humans. The lilies do not labour or spin, yet they grow. 

Who makes them grow? The answer is God. He is the one who makes 

things grow. Betz (1995:477) remarks that this view is also the doctrine of 

ancient agrarian theology.   
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Verses 30–31 describe the grass of the field which are clothed by God. 

Today they are and tomorrow they are thrown into the fire. Betz notes that 

the example which was used is traditional in Jewish as well as Greco-

Roman proverbial wisdom (1995:479). Lenski remarks as follows on this 

section: “If God enrobes the lowly and ephemeral lilies so gorgeously, he 

surely will give common garments to his far higher creatures” (1961:283).  

 

Betz also mentions that God is the one who measures out the future, and 

he does so without modifying the transitoriness of his creatures. Thus, the 

greatest beauty can be displayed one day, while on the next day the 

whole splendour has vanished. Betz sees this as the normal course of life 

(1995:479). Secondly Betz explains: “…plants are lesser creatures than 

humans on the scale of living beings. From these presuppositions follows 

the conclusion, which is stated: If God cares for his lesser creatures in this 

way, he will care even more for his highest creatures, human beings, in 

the same way” (1995:479). Betz conclude that God will provide the 

clothing for them, and the believer has no reason to worry even in the face 

of transitoriness and perishability (1995:479).  

 

Verse 31–32 says: “So do not worry, saying, `What shall we eat?' or `What 

shall we drink?' or `What shall we wear? 32. For the pagans run after all 

these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them”. Betz 

explains that the pagans are the outsiders, characterized by seeking after 

or striving for. That is by excessiveness in pursuing material goods, 

thinking that it will address their need (1995:480). Lenski (1961:284) also 

notes that the Pagans imagine that they themselves must provide for their 

need. Betz’ conclusion is that paganism is identified with materialism and 

consumerism. He says that if Jews were to engage in such behavior, it 

would amount to forbidden assimilation. Betz remarks that the faithful Jew, 

proceeds on the assumption that the heavenly Father knows what the 
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people’s needs are vs 32b (1995:480). Faithful Jewish disciples, however, 

according to Betz will avoid such reprehensible excessiveness; they leave 

it to God to determine how much they need of any thing (1995:481).  

 

Verse 33: “But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these 

things will be given to you as well” is the culmination of the argument. The 

disciples, too, will seek; but they will seek something beyond what the 

pagans are seeking.  Betz says that the: “…exhortation in vs 33 is now 

positive, stating first (vs 33a) the required conduct: “seek”, instead of 

“strive for”, which was rejected as “pagan” (vs 32a) and as a cause for 

anxiety” (1995:482). According to Betz v 33 encapsulates the theology of 

the Sermon on the Mount and he suggests that one must carefully 

examine the terms. He says that no word is superfluous or ambiguous in 

the statement, and each word is reflected throughout the Sermon on the 

Mount in one form or another. He warns that as intended by the Sermon 

on the Mount, the disciple of Jesus is not a quietist who simply sits and 

waits for what God gives, like an animal for example (1995:482). On the 

contrary Betz say the believer who has learned the tenets rightly is a 

seeker. As mentioned before, Betz noted that human beings are seen as 

seekers in principle.  The question for Betz is only whether they seek the 

right things in the right way. Betz conclude that those who follow the 

teaching of the Sermon on the Mount should give “first” priority to the 

kingdom of God (1995:482).  

 

Verse 34 contains two maxims. The first is about tomorrow while the 

second maxim is concerned about the present day. In the interpretation of 

both maxims Betz suggests that one must keep their literary character in 

mind. The hearer or the reader is left to make the final conclusions. He 

also suggests that the context demands that one interpret the maxims in 

relation to the theology of the Sermon on the Mount (1995:486).  
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3.7 Application of the Exegetical Results 
Matthew 5:3, the first beatitude is concerned with poverty and 

riches. The “poor in the spirit” are called the blessed ones. This 

expression is the only one in the New Testament making the interpretation 

a challenge. A fair question would be if the word poor was intended in the 

economic sense or was it merely figurative speech? Betz (1995:112) 

suggests that the meaning of the term poor must be determined 

contextually. The topic “poverty” and its opposite “wealth” which are being 

addressed in the beatitude was a much debated topic in antiquity. The 

common view was that the rich were blessed and the poor forsaken.  

 

Some scholars have a different interpretation concerning the expression 

“poor in the spirit”. According to Betz (1995:115) it points to an intellectual 

insight into the human condition. Betz adds that the human attitude 

corresponding directly with the intellectual insight is humility (1995:116). 

He also remarks that this virtue was highly praised in antiquity and that it 

is opposed to hubris, arrogance, self-indulgence, and overextension of the 

natural limits of the human predicament. According to Betz then is the way 

of life set forth and recommended by the Sermon on the Mount based on 

the insight into the condicio humana that accepts it as “poverty” in the 

wider sense of the term. He says that by the time of the New Testament, 

this insight and the attitudes following from it had become a mark of 

religious piety and wisdom (1995:116). 

 

A fair question is what the logic is that makes the “poor in spirit” to be 

called “blessed?” Betz’ answer is that justice requires it. He explains that 

this does not mean that the condition of poverty is by itself just. Suffering 

and hardship, conditions that poverty entails, he says can never simply be 

called just. However, Betz says if such poverty is the general human 

problem and if those believers recognize and accept it with humility, such 

submission deserves merit. He concludes that God, who represents and 
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guarantees justice, will therefore reward such faithfulness (1995:119).                                      

 

Matthew 6:1-4 addresses the alms giving issue and warns the disciples 

not to do their good deeds to be seen by others. Jesus touches on the 

three great pillars on which a good life was based. These were 

“almsgiving”, “prayer” and “fasting”.  In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus 

did not dispute these facts, but he challenged the motives of these great 

pillars of life. Bultmann says that Jesus did not appose the pious practices 

of Judaism, but he did protest against their being put into the service of 

personal vanity and so becoming a lie (1976:16).The first pillar that Jesus 

talks about in Matthew 6 is that of almsgiving. Talbert notes that 

almsgiving was integral to Jewish piety (2004:104). He quotes LXX Daniel 

4:27/MT 4:24 (O king, let my counsel please you. Redeem your sins by 

almsgiving and your iniquities by compassion on the poor. It may be that 

God will be long-suffering of your trespasses) (2004:104).   

 

Thus, almsgiving to the Jew was the most sacred of all religious duties. 

Jews believed by giving alms one would gain merit in the sight of God. 

However, Jesus warns against the hypocrites and their trumpets. Gundry 

remarks that the prohibition probably carries a bitingly sarcastic hyperbole. 

He says that it is as though the hypocrites had trumpets blown ahead of 

them. Jesus’ standard he notes is totally different (1994:102). 

Schnackenburg says that Jesus calls his disciples for action in secret. He 

also adds that taking care of the needy and the poor is a responsibility that 

lies on all of us (2002:64). Taking care of the needy and the poor were 

very important for the Jew, because of the Law. Jesus also wants his 

disciples to take care of those which are in need, because of a new law 

now operating in their hearts and spirit.  

 

Schnackenburg notes that during New Testament times there were hardly 

workable social services and that placed a lot of responsibility upon the 
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Jews. As a result he explains is that private philanthropy has always been 

highly esteemed by the Jews. He also adds that alms, a loanword from the 

Greek expression for compassion, must not be just some small gift, but 

was subject to the assessment of one’s own fortune. Schnackenburg 

conclude that Jesus does not attack almsgiving, but only its abuse on the 

part of hypocrites (2002:64). 

 

Though it is the nature of Christianity to help those who are poor and 

needy, it is nothing to boast about.  One should not walk around and boast 

about your good deeds done to the poor. Your left hand should not know 

what your right hand is doing. Schnackenburg explains that: “The 

instruction to the effect that the left hand must not know what the right 

hand is doing is an exaggeration and therefore means not that a good 

deed ought to be unconscious, but more likely that one ought to keep 

silent about it” (2002:64). However, giving in secret should not be in 

conflict with Matthew 5:16, but a matter of a thankful heart.  

 

Though Jesus does not forbid us to give alms before men, He forbids us 

giving alms to be seen by men to seek their praise. Good deeds should 

never glorify us, but only God. Matthew 5:16 says: “In the same way, let 

your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and 

praise your Father in heaven”. The deed of taking care of the poor and 

their needs should be done in secret. By keeping your good deed to 

yourself man will not be able to honour you, but God will reward you. 

Schnackenburg notes that the Stoics also warned against doing good 

deeds for appearances sake (2002:64). The teaching concerning 

almsgiving was not out of context of the time for the Rabbis teaching was 

exactly the same. They too forbade ostentatious almsgiving.   

 

There is a promise of reward connected in taking care of those in need 

according to Proverbs 19:17: “He who is kind to the poor lends to the Lord, 
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and he will reward him for what he has done”. Patte (1987:85) remarks 

that a reward is a recompense given to someone in return for an action. 

Thus, a good deed done in secret according to God’s will and the 

requirements of the Torah will be rewarded by God. Betz notes that God, 

who is righteous, will provide the reward due at the last judgement. He 

also mentions that the verb which is being used is a technical term from 

the business world and means to “pay up a debt owed to someone 

(1995:36). 

 

The word used for reward is ‘misthos’. The primary meaning of misthos is 

a reward such as salary or wages. Betz explains that: “Employing this term 

does not mean, however, that God owes the secret donor a debt, but that 

the donor has credit due to his righteousness which God will uphold” 

(1995:36). The salary that one receives at the end of the month acts both 

as a reward and motivator for work that was delivered. The hypocrites 

were acting to receive a reward, which can be seen as praise or a 

payment from men. On receiving this payment or praise, they have also 

received their reward.  The disciples, however, will receive their wages 

from God. How then should our giving be?  We should give because of 

love. To give because of a sense of duty, even ability to enhance our own 

glory and prestige among men is to seek the reward of men. Giving must 

come from a loving heart. Just like Jesus gave himself we need to give to 

others. 2 Cor 8:9:  “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that 

though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that you 

through his poverty might become rich”.  

 

The third section, Matthew 6:19-21 deals with treasures. Today we think of 

treasure in the terms of something which is precious and valuable like 

jewels and diamonds. However, moth and rust can not destroy the 

treasures that we value today. Treasures, or wealth, during New 

Testament times consisted in clothes, gold, silver, wine, lands, and oil. 
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According Schnackenburg the saying that Matthew introduces after the 

three exercises of piety urges: “…dedication of every aspect of life of 

Jesus’ disciples to the service of God as the most important thing. 

Opposition to an absorption in the earthly, such as laying up treasure on 

earth (6:19-21), service of Mammon (v24), and anxious concerns (vv. 25-

34), is predominant” (2002:70).  

 

Treasures on earth will require all our focus while all things on earth are 

subject to perishability.  Betz remarks that the question of amassing 

earthly goods is in the first place a matter of imprudence. He says that 

there is nothing ethically wrong with worldly goods as such: they are what 

they are. The problem of ethical behavior toward these goods according to 

Betz is primarily one of perception and handling these goods (1995:433). 

Stassen also notes that the teaching in this section does not reject all 

possessions, but treasuring up treasures and stinginess or greed 

(2003:285). Macarthur says that if we accumulate finances and material 

goods simply for our own satisfaction, possessions become idols 

(2000:56). Thus, an impossible ideal would be to practice piling up wealth 

for oneself but not letting it be consumed and not letting it affect where 

one’s heart is. Stassen (2003:286) says that Jesus’ transforming initiative 

is more realistic: “…invest it in God’s reign, in justice and charity, and your 

heart will be invested there as well”. Thus, we should never allow our 

treasures to become our masters. Jesus admonishes not to accumulate 

earthly riches in order not to make people dependent on them.  

 

According to Betz one lays up treasures in heaven by performing good 

deeds here on earth, in particular by sharing one’s possessions with 

others (1995:434). He adds that if one wants to benefit from heavenly 

treasures and be acceptable to God in the last judgment one must take 

the initiative here on earth by using one’s material goods for the doing of 
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good works. Macarthur also notes that we are cheerfully, wisely, and 

generously to use our possessions in support of and to further God’s 

kingdom here on earth (2000:57). After all as Betz notes, the earthly 

goods have all been received in the first place thanks to God’s generosity, 

and it is only fair and just that they are shared with those in need 

(1995:435). 

 

This next section, Matthew 6:24 deals with the service of two masters. 

Gundry (1994:115) remarks that the impossibility to serve two masters lies 

in the resistance of the human nature to divide loyalties. The slave will 

either “hate” one or “love” the other. Patte (1987:92) says that the situation 

described is that of a person with divided allegiance.  What is called for is 

undivided loyalty and devotion to God.  Schnackenburg says that service 

to God and service to Mammon are irreconcilable. He further notes that 

legally, a Jew might have two masters. Yet this acknowledgment makes 

no reference to the fact that the word slave does not occur (2002:71). This 

command, therefore, is not against the modern practise of working two or 

more jobs and fulfilling one’s obligation to several employers. According to 

Schnackenburg it is a: “…piece of popular wisdom, transferred to the 

service of God. Granted, “hate” and “love” can be understood relatively, as 

loving less or more (compare Matt. 10:37 with Luke 14:26); but here they 

are indented to mark a radical – “either…or…”(2002:71). A slave owed his 

full-time service and allegiance to a single master. Macarthur notes that 

the master during the first century A.D. totally owned and controlled the 

slave, so that the slave was not supposed to have anything left to give to 

anyone else (2000:60). This would make it not only difficult but also 

impossible to serve two masters.  

 

Schnackenburg notes that serving God and serving Mammon are 

incompatible. He says that Mammon means money and goods and all of 

one’s property, and appears here as an anti-God, an idol, enslaving 
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people unless they are utterly devoted to uncompromising service to God 

(2002:71). It is important to note that Jesus was not fighting Mammon. In 

fact in Luke 19:9 he advises his disciples to make friends with it. He fights 

about the hold that Mammon has on humans. This can happen when man 

puts his trust in possessions, money and gold. By putting your trust in 

Mammon man become a slave of the master Mammon. Possessions, 

money and gold have no power by themselves, but receive power by 

those who submit and trust in them. We cannot claim Christ as Lord if we 

serve any other master – wealth, our job, possessions – than him. Your 

master is either God or money and earthly goods. Macarthur says that the 

orders of those two masters are completely incompatible: “One says walk 

by faith, but the other demands that you walk by sight. One urges you to 

be humble, but the other tempts you to be proud. Christ the master calls 

you to set your mind on things above, but the master that is wealth and 

materialism would lead you to focus on things below” (2000:61).  

 

This section, Matthew 6:19–34, which closes the chapter, is often entitled 

“On Anxiety”.  Jesus warns his disciples against being anxious about the 

supply of their wants. Patte remarks that the main point is that disciples 

should not worry, because they should trust in their heavenly Father who 

knows their needs (1987:93). He adds that if God takes care of the birds 

which neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns  and the lilies of the field, 

how much more will he take care of the believer. Patte, however, warns 

that this does not mean that the disciples should not work or that they 

should not have possessions (1987:93). True disciples will always be 

accountable and responsible with their possessions to the Lord.  

 

Jesus commands his disciples not to be anxious about the future. Verse 

27 a rhetorical question asks. “Who of you by worrying can add a single 

hour to his life?” According to Betz a person who is anxious about food is 

at the same time also anxious about the future (1995:476). He adds that 
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the person is unable to add a single span to life. Nonetheless he says, 

with every new day another span is added to the person’s life. One can 

infer this much from the written text of vs 27, but the reader is invited to 

probe deeper (1995:476). Betz remarks:  “First, an inference: If a person 

who is concerned about the future is unable to add a single new day to 

life, and if such additions occur day after day nevertheless, then this is so 

because God calls each new day into being” (1995:476). Betz adds that it 

is God, not a human, who measures out the periods of one’s life. He says 

that this was a commonly held belief in antiquity that finds confirmation 

here. Betz also say that a further inference follows from it. That is, if all of 

the future lies in God’s hands, then it is unwarranted and indeed foolish 

when people are worried about some part of the future as if it were under 

their control. Thus, human anxiety over the future is presumptuous 

(1995:476).  

 

Jesus provides two arguments to reveal how inappropriate anxiety is. First 

of all, it is unnecessary because God who feeds the birds of the air will 

feed them, and secondly it is ineffective, because no one can add one 

single cubit to his height. In the last passage the disciples are challenged 

to put the concerns for everyday living, like food, drink and clothing 

second to righteousness. Schnackenburg remarks that the beautiful but 

easy to misunderstood expansion on trust is not didactic poetry 

sentimentally contemplating nature but an admonishing discourse in 

wisdom motifs drawn from creation, such as Jesus adduces elsewhere as 

well. He adds that its purpose is not to deter from labor but to commit all of 

one’s strengths and abilities to the Reign of God, without cowardly 

anxieties but rather with full confidence in God the Father (2002:72). Betz 

also notes that the prohibitive imperative “Do not worry” is meant to be 

categorical with no exception allowed. He says that it is repeated in vss 

28, 31, and 34, and thus constitutes the major exhortation of the passage 

(1995:46).  
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The general observation is that people are normally worried about the 

daily conduct of life. This section warns against this habit of worrying of 

every day life conduct. According to Betz is the phrase what you shall eat 

or what you shall drink proverbial. He says that it sums up what life are all 

about, given popular standards (1995:471). Betz notes that these 

standards are judged inadequate for the life of the disciple of Jesus. He 

also warns that the disciple should not, however, take this saying to mean 

that eating and drinking are irrelevant as functions of one’s daily 

existence. The point Betz says is that these means for life must not 

become the object of obsessive worrying (1995:471). Thus, the disciples 

are to concern themselves with finding the kingdom of God (vs 33) and 

then they will receive all the necessities of life. Guelich explains: 

 

Since God’s sovereign rule and all the benefits for our 

material needs come from God to us, this passage suggests 

by implication that we can become a part of God’s redemptive 

force in history by sharing these benefits with those who are 

in need. …Part of the presence of the Kingdom is indeed 

material blessings. Therefore, we can hardly live under God’s 

reign, receive his blessings, and not use them to help 

alleviate the evil of hunger and need elsewhere. …Not only 

do we recognize that all we have comes from God, but we 

also recognize that sharing that with others to remove their 

suffering is to defeat the enemy and to “seek the Kingdom 

…on earth as in heaven (1982:373).  

 

3.8 Summary 

In Chapter three the researcher has used the Sermon on the Mount 

as a basis from where the so-called “prosperity message” will be critically 

evaluated. The background of the Sermon on the Mount, the author, 
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community and setting were investigated to establish a foundation for 

interpreting materialism, wealth and poverty. The function and the 

structure of the Sermon on the Mount were investigated. Teachings 

concerning materialism were exegetically dealt with. All this will serve as a 

foundation in critically evaluating the so-called prosperity theology. 

Chapter four contains an evaluation of the so-called prosperity theology 

from a theological perspective and an evaluation of the ethical perspective 

and exegetical methods are included.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
CHAPTER FOUR: CRITICAL EVALUATION OF THE SO-CALLED 

PROSPERITY THEOLOGY 
 

4.1 Introductory Remarks 
The prosperity message in our time and age is very strong and is 

being preached worldwide through the television, radio and print media. It 

comes from a certain group within the church with a simple message – 

“God wants everyone to be prosperous”. Its emphasis is on God’s 

promised generosity in this life and the believers’ ability to claim it for 

themselves. The prosperity message suggests that a God who loves you 

does not want you to be broke.  
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The following pattern of the prosperity gospel is typical according to 

particular media propaganda: “An anointed man of God rebukes the spirit 

of poverty, binds the works of the devil and releases the financial 

blessings of God on the congregation”.  According to this anointed 

preacher, the will of God for every man is that all should prosper 

financially. If that is not the case then “there is something wrong and it 

must be rectified”. Alcorn (2003:75) says that prosperity theology 

represents a large and visible segment of American evangelicalism. He 

further notes that many of these prosperity preachers teach that God 

wants to bless every believer with material things, especially money 

(2003:75). MacArthur confirms that the health and wealth gospel is alive 

and well in some sectors of contemporary Christianity (2000:137).  

 

Lack of material blessings are a sign of not trusting God, for he wishes to 

bless the believer and to make him successful. Poverty and financial 

failures are an embarrassment to God. All of these formulate the so-called 

prosperity theology or health and wealth gospel. To break the curse of 

poverty the believer is motivated to sow a “faith seed” into the preacher’s 

ministry. The believer is told that God will respond to this act of faith. 

Avanzini (1996:30), an advocate of the prosperity gospel, explains that 

when the believer gives his money to the gospel, God automatically gives 

it seed-power. He says if the believer uses wisdom and plants his money 

in good-ground ministries; his money-seed has the potential of bringing 

forth money harvest.  

 

Prosperity teachers also insist that Jesus delegated all his power to his 

disciples after the resurrection. Kenyon says that the born again believers 

are the righteousness of God in Christ. According to him, included in the 

fruit of that righteousness is the healing of the sick, and the breaking of 

Satan’s dominion over men (1965:54). Roberts adds that when the 

believer allows his faith to take hold of the promises of God then the 
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mighty power of life surges into action on the believers behalf and the 

believers are liberated (1957:20). Siddiki also talks about this power given 

to believers by using Deuteronomy 8:18 as a foundation and confirmation 

for his view when he says that: “The Hebrew word for power in 

Deuteronomy can be translated as forces, abilities, and fruits. In other 

words, God has given us laws and principles that have the force or ability 

behind them to produce the fruit of wealth” (1998:36). Siddiki also notes 

that it is up to the believer to find out what those principles are and to walk 

in them (1998:36). The believers are obliged to use this authority on all 

things that seem evil to humanity.  

 

This teaching was made famous by a number of television preachers. 

Examples of these preachers are, Kenneth Copeland, the late Kenneth 

Hagin (1917–2003), Frederick Price, Joel Osteen, Oral Roberts, John 

Avanzini and Creflo Dollar to name a few. The basic idea of this message 

is that it is God’s will for all Christians to experience earthly prosperity and 

divine health. Hagin makes it very clear when he says that God wants us 

to prosper (1976:36). If the church is not blessed materially there is 

something wrong with the believers’ faith or obedience to God.  

Prosperity preachers claim to base their teaching solely upon the Bible. 

These teachers love to quote Scriptures from the Word to confirm their 

teachings. Examples are Matthew 7:7, John 16:24, Mark 11:24, John 

10:10 and John 16:23. To back their views prosperity teachers also argue 

that Jesus was rich. E.W. Kenyon (1867-1948), a New England 

evangelical pastor who taught that health and finances were the right of 

every believer who would claim the promises of Scripture through faith, 

says the following on Jesus and money:  

 

Jesus had no sense of lack. When He needed money to pay 

His poll tax, He told Peter to go and catch a fish and he would 

find the money in its mouth. When He fed the multitude of five 

 149

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/E.W._Kenyon
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_England
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Evangelicalism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scripture


thousand, they handed Him five loaves and two small fishes. 

He blessed the bread and broke it. The multitude was fed and 

twelve basketfuls remained. He had no sense of lack of 

money (1965:15).  

 

More examples in support of their view are: “Jesus received gold at his 

birth”, “was a travelling evangelist with a ministry team for three and a half 

years” and he had a “treasurer”. Thompson says that poor people do not 

have treasurers. According to him, to have a treasurer, you have to have 

treasures (1999:246). However, Schelkle’s response to Jesus and money 

is that Jesus was poor (1973:300). Recently much has been said and 

written concerning Christian prosperity and Christian success. There has 

been a lot of focus and teaching especially on the law of ‘sowing and 

reaping’. In this Chapter the researcher will discuss and critically evaluate 

the prosperity theology against their advocated theology, ethics and 

exegetical methods on the subject.  

 

 

 

4.2 From a Theological Perspective 
The teachers of the prosperity gospel have gone astray concerning 

the doctrine of God in at least two particulars. Sarles notes these 

particulars as the will of God and the sovereignty of God (1986:340). 

Copeland expresses the sentiment of those in the movement when he 

says that over and over throughout the Scriptures God has shown the 

church that it is his will to prosper his people (1997:23). Wealth and 

prosperity then according to the prosperity teachers is the will of God for 

every believer. Lack and poverty is not God’s will for the church. The 

reason for an abundance of money is that the believer can establish God’s 

covenant on earth. Only when the Church is wealthy, it is argued, can she 

truly fulfill the commission to make disciples of all nations. Thompson 
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(1999:30) confirms this argument when he says that one of the greatest 

bondages the Church has today is not having enough money to do what 

the Lord wants her to do.  Murdock also confirms that God wants the 

believers to have enough finances to send ministers throughout the world 

preaching the gospel of salvation (1997:13). 

 

The question then is: Has God decreed that every believer in every society 

in every nation will be financially successful?  Neither the examples nor 

the statements of Scripture lend credence to such a concept says Sarles 

(1986:340). In Scripture one will find clear examples of those who did not 

prosper while in the will of God. These examples appear in the great hall 

of faith in Hebrews 11. They were mocked, imprisoned, tortured and put to 

death with the sword. These believers gained approval through their faith, 

although Hebrews 11:36-39 declares that they did not receive what was 

promised. Examples of New Testament Christians in lack can also be 

found in Luke 6:20, Rome 15:26, 2 Corinthians. 6:10 and Galatians 2:10.  

 

There is more than one reason why Christians can be poor or in need. 

First of all, poverty was sent by the Lord upon Israel as punishment for 

their brazen disregard of the covenant in Deuteronomy 28:48. Secondly, 

poverty can also be a natural consequence of laziness according to 

Proverbs 6:10-11. Unjust structures and a lack of natural resources can 

also contribute to poverty. However, there are some kinds of poverty 

which have nothing to do with our behavior. While it is not possible to 

explain why some Christians have very little to live on and others have too 

much, one must not forget the words of Jesus.  He said that God causes 

his sun to rise on the evil and the good. God sends his rain on the just and 

the unjust according to Matthew 5:45. Thus, the Creator showers his 

blessings upon the wicked and the good alike. The real blessing is eternal 

life for those who trust in the Lord Jesus, and he may choose to intervene 

at any time concerning their daily bread.  
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Sarles also notes that Jesus’ own life adds eloquent testimony that the will 

of God does not always include material success (1986:341). Jesus grew 

up in Nazareth in an impoverished family. Schelkle notes that Jesus is not 

impressed in any naïve way by wealth. He says that Jesus himself is poor 

(1973:300). According to Matthew 8:20 he had: “…nowhere to lay his 

head”.  In Matthew 17:24-27 he had to perform a miracle in order to pay 

the two-drachma temple tax. At his death the Roman soldiers cast lots for 

his only earthly possession in Luke 23:34. He left no estate or property 

and had to ask John the disciple to care for his mother, according to John 

19:26-27. It is hard to imagine that Jesus was out of harmony with the will 

of God.  

 

The New Testament passages that specifically state the will of God for 

every believer is 1 Thessalonians 4:3 and 1 Thessalonians 5:18. In both 

cases the will of God for every believer is defined in moral rather than 

economic terms. 1 Thessalonians 4:3 is clear that God’s will for believers 

is their sanctification and abstention from immorality. Sarles also notes 

that the perceptive will of God as revealed in Scripture is far more 

concerned with who believers are than with what they have (1986:341). 

Sarles rightly notes that less attention should be focused on outward 

circumstances and more on inward attitudes and character qualities 

(1986:341). Williams, who looks at the prosperity message from a 

theological rather than a practical point of view, says that the teaching can 

be condemned for a defective view of faith and consequently a defective 

view of God (2004:35).  

 

The sovereignty of God is also greatly undermined in the outworking of the 

prosperity message. Sarles writes concerning these teachers that: “First, 

even God Himself has failed. “God hoped for things. He had a plan. He 

had desires. He hoped they would come to pass, but they failed” 
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(1986:341). Thus, God’s dreams for man in the Garden of Eden failed 

because of the fall, leaving God with plan B.  

 

Second, not only can God inspire man, but man can inspire God. This is 

done by the believer’s “faith”. Roberts motivates the believer to release 

this faith by “confessing” his healing. The believer’s faith according to 

Roberts has complete governing authority over the sickness in his body. 

He says that if the believer truly believes, he will be healed (1960:48).   

 

Third, God is bound by his own laws, such as the law of compensation. 

The believer becomes the initiator, forcing God to comply by holding up 

his end of the bargain. All the believer has to do is to sow a seed. Murdock 

says that a seed is a tiny beginning with a huge future. He adds that it is 

anything that can become more. According to him the believer is a walking 

warehouse of seeds (1997:61). Murdock reemphasizes his view when he 

says that God always gives you something that can begin your bright and 

successful future (1997:62). In other words, success is here and readily 

available to every believer; it is up to the believer to pursue it. All this 

denies the sovereign rule of God. Sarles then notes that no matter how 

much success is: “…gained through the prosperity gospel it cannot begin 

to make up for the loss of the sovereign, majestic character of God” 

(1986:342).  

 

4.2.1 From a Soteriological Perspective  
Prosperity teachers teach that God created a garden for Adam and 

provided everything he could possibly ever need or want (1974:48). 

However, when Adam united with Satan, everything in the earth was 

cursed. After the fall, Copeland notes that God made a Covenant with 

Abraham and that provided an umbrella of protection against Satan. This 

protection also served as an avenue of escape from the curse which was 

bestowed on the earth (1974:48). He also remarks that as long as 
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Abraham walked with God and listened to his Word, he was protected. 

However, the moment he disregarded the voice of the Lord, relying on his 

own understanding, he would step from under this protective umbrella and 

become vulnerable to Satan (1974:48). Sarles notes that in the area of 

soteriology a glaring oversight of prosperity theology is the failure to 

recognize the unconditional nature of the Abrahamic Covenant 

(1986:346).  

 

He also rightly notes that God’s covenant dealings with Abraham were not 

determined by the patriarch’s “obedience” (1986:346). Neither was the 

application of the covenant to his descendants based on their obedience. 

According to Joshua 24:2-3 when God called Abram he was a pagan who 

worshipped other gods.  His life serves as a lesson about the sovereign 

grace of God who blesses whomever he chooses, though, his blessings 

are entirely unearned and underserved. Sarles also remarks that if the 

personal blessings of Abraham in the unconditional covenant are 

applicable for all his descendants, then it would follow, according to the 

prosperity gospel, that all Abraham’s descendants would be as financially 

blessed as Abraham was. This, however, is clearly not the case 

(1986:346).  

 

Sarles further argues that if Abraham’s personal blessings are to be 

applied to all his descendants – a point that prosperity teachers insist on – 

the covenant must be understood as “conditional” in order to explain why 

all his descendants are not materially prosperous (1986:347). This 

solution, however, cannot work, because as mentioned before, God called 

Abram when he was a pagan. Sarles rightly notes that the only other 

option for the prosperity teachers is to deny that the personal blessings of 

Abraham are part of the covenant that applies to all his descendants. 

Sarles says that this solution is obviously not well received by prosperity 

believers, because it eliminates their use of the Abrahamic Covenant in 
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demanding their right to be as financially blessed as Abraham was. 

However, as Sarles notes, it is the only interpretation that fits the data of 

the Scripture (1986:347).  

 

The biblical text Deuteronomy 28 used by the prosperity message 

adherents to defend the conditional nature of the covenant and the 

extension of personal blessings is taken out of context. According to 

Copeland, the blessings that come from obeying the Word of God can be 

seen in Deuteronomy 28 (1974:47). The blessings and cursings which are 

listed in Deuteronomy 28 are indeed based on obedience to the Mosaic 

Law. However, they were historically conditioned, being fulfilled in the 

history of the nation of Israel as recorded in the Scripture. Sarles says that 

the blessings and cursings relative to the nation of Israel living under the 

Law cannot be extended to New Testament saints (1986:347). If one 

would, however, interpret Deuteronomy 28 in the light of a conditional 

nature for personal blessings, then grace is no longer grace. To teach that 

the blessings and cursings enumerated in Deuteronomy 28 are operable 

for Christians argues against the overwhelming distinction between law 

and grace found in the New Testament Epistles, particularly Paul’s letters.  

 

Another problem to the researcher is that by focusing so much on the 

“blessings”, the prosperity teachers have opened the door to error by 

placing more emphasis on “riches” than on salvation itself. Williams notes 

that the prosperity teachers believe that all believers should be seen to be 

affluent, that Christians should be well dressed, have nice houses and big 

cars. They should live as “Kings Kids”, affluent because God is a bountiful 

provider to his own (2004:39). The researcher also agrees that the gospel 

does and should have material benefits for its adherents.  However, by 

placing the focus on wealth and prosperity, the church can easily lose its 

focus. Russell sums this situation up in the following words: 

“Congregations today, for the most part, do not believe our common 
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interests are with the poor and needy. Quite the contrary, we largely 

believe, or would like to believe, that we have more in common with the 

people that are economically better off than we are” (1997:7).  

 

To the researcher, the central issue of the prosperity message is that God 

becomes a servant to man. The believer is told to use God in reaching his 

financial goals. Williams sharply contrasts the tradition that a person’s 

prosperity was caused by his work, not his faith (2004:39). According to 

Copeland genuine prosperity is the ability to use God’s power to meet the 

needs of mankind in any realm of life (1974:26). This makes the whole 

message, according to the researcher, man-centred and not God-centred. 

This teaching prohibits God from working on his own which means that 

God is not Lord of all, because he cannot do his will until the believer 

releases him to do so.  

 

According to Sarles the most difficult concept in the prosperity gospel to 

understand is human faith (1986:347). He says that it has been divested of 

its biblical foundation and given an entirely new meaning by the prosperity 

teachers (1986:347). Prosperity teachers define faith as a positive force. It 

is this force which makes the laws of the spirit world function. As long as 

the believer believes, these laws will work. They will stop working when 

the force of faith is stopped. According to Hagin faith is the grasping of the 

unrealities of hope and bringing them into the realm of reality (1980:7). He 

adds that faith grows out of the “Word of God”. Hagin also says that faith 

gives the believer the assurance that he will have the money when he 

needs it (1980:7). According to this definition human faith has intrinsic 

value apart from its object. Faith also becomes a power exerted by 

individuals.  

 

By contrast, however, Scripture teaches that faith is a confident reliance 

on and trust in another. Sarles rightly notes that instead of being 
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something that is exerted, biblical faith constitutes a resting or response. 

The value of faith is extrinsic, not intrinsic. He says that the significance of 

faith is found in its object, namely, God (1986:348). Prosperity teachers 

explain how they think faith can act as a force. When the believer begins 

to act on God’s Word, he is releasing the ability of God to work on his 

behalf. 

 

Hagin explains that there are two types of faith. He calls the one “Thomas 

faith” and the other “Abraham faith” (1979:10). According to Hagin these 

two kinds of faith are in great contrast. He says that Abraham had a 

spiritual faith, a heart faith, or a faith that was based upon what God said. 

Thomas, according to Hagin, had a natural or human faith (1979:10). Real 

faith according to Hagin then is “heart faith” which believes the Word of 

God regardless of what the physical evidence may be (1979:13). Hagin 

says: “It’s believing with the inward man that causes it to be manifest in 

the outward man” (1979:13). This kind of faith, according to Copeland, is 

in direct relation to the level of the “Word” in the believer (1974:27). 

Copeland motivates the believer to get his Word-level up so that he can 

believe spiritually, mentally, physically, financially and socially. Copeland 

says this would place the believer in a position to handle any problem that 

comes his way using the Word of God. (1974:27). In other words, God is 

becoming man’s servant, waiting to do his bidding if man has enough faith. 

Sarles notes that if God acts apart from faith, it is considered as an 

example of his grace. But when the ‘force of faith’ is exerted, God is 

required to work. Sarles says that the basis of a believer’s relationship to 

God is turned upside down. Grace is removed and faith is redefined as a 

human work (1986:348).  

 

The prosperity teachers have also redefined faith in the particular 

relationship it sustains to the spoken word. Belief of the heart is tied to 

confession of the mouth to create a new reality. According to Capps, 
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words governed by spiritual law can become spiritual forces working for 

you (1976:8). Gloria Copeland says that the believer receives in this life 

just what he says with his mouth. She adds that the word in the believer’s 

mouth is his faith speaking. According to her, the words we speak are a 

sign of what we believe. She also says that the believer’s words can be for 

or against him. It’s the words that you speak, she says, that bring you 

health or sickness, and your words decide whether you live in abundance 

or lack (1978:65). Though it is God’s will for every believer to prosper 

materially, the believer still has some contributions to make in receiving 

these material blessings. These contributions consist normally of the 

turning of a few “keys”. Examples of these “keys” are a “positive 

confession” and “name it and claim it”. A favourite term in the prosperity 

message is "positive confession”.  It refers to the prosperity message 

teaching that words have creative power. Thompson explains how this 

confession works: “Say this out loud: ‘God wants me blessed. As a matter 

of fact, I am blessed. From now on, I’ll speak words of prosperity. I won’t 

speak against prosperity’” (1999:33).  

Capps confirms this view when he says God tells you in his Word you can 

have what you say (1976:47). What you say, their teachers claim, 

determines everything that happens to you. Capps explains: “The 

confession of your mouth, even after you have prayed correctly, will 

determine whether or not you receive” (1978:93). Your confessions, 

especially the blessings you demand of God, must all be stated 

“positively”. Then God is obliged to answer.  Positive confession is also 

seen as a sign of faith. Avanzini confirms that Scripture plainly teaches 

that you will have whatever you say and believe. Understanding this truth 

according to Avanzini should make a big difference in the proportion of 

increase the believer will receive from future offerings (1996:37).  

 

Lack of faith will cause the believer not to have. Thus, God's ability 

to bless us supposedly hangs on our faith and positive confessions. Faith 
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then becomes a formula by which the believer can manipulate the spiritual 

laws which, according to the prosperity message, control the universe. 

Faith is treated as a matter of what the believer says, instead of in who the 

believer trusts. Sarles states that the interior logic of prosperity argues that 

since man is a god-like creature, his words when spoken in faith, have the 

same intrinsic creative power as God’s (1986:348). It is true that the 

tongue is a powerful instrument according to James 3:5-10. The 

researcher agrees with Sarles comments regarding this passage that:  

“God completely transcends the human condition, so that any comparison 

between God and man is analogical only and can never be univocal” 

(1986:348). 

 

In defending their view of faith, the prosperity teachers rest largely on 

Mark 11:23-24. In this text Jesus told the disciples that they could move 

mountains if they believed without doubting. Hagin clearly makes a 

distinction between “head faith” and “heart faith” in his explanation of Mark 

11:23. He says that those who believe with their hearts can have whatever 

they say (1978:28). This “heart faith”, according to Hagin, is real faith and 

that is what God’s Word says.  He explains that if God’s Word says it is so, 

then it is so. It is mine, he says, and I have it now (1978:28). Capps, who 

calls Mark 11:23 “the faith principle”, declares that the believer can have 

whatever he says. According to him it is this faith principle which the 

believer can employ everyday by speaking the right words (1978:53). 

 

The interpretation done by Hagin on Mark 11:24 also speaks of the above 

mentioned so-called faith principle. Hagin (1978:29) quotes Mark 11:24: 

“What things soever ye desire, when ye pray, believe that ye receive them, 

and ye shall have them”. He then explains that the having comes after the 

believing. He says that most folks want to turn that around. Hagin remarks 

that in common everyday slang, Jesus said: “…you have to believe you’ve 

got it before you get it” (1978:29).  
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Sarles, however, notes that Jesus did not give the disciples a blank check 

to have whatever they wanted (1986:348). He also suggests an 

eschatological interpretation of the text where Jesus was speaking 

specifically about what: “He will do at His Second Advent” (1986:349). The 

researcher, however, does not agree with Sarles on this latter point. Jesus 

was not only speaking to the end time believers but also to the present 

age. This “mountain moving faith” was visible in the life of the apostles and 

during the church age. The researcher does accept Sarles second 

suggestion that it is certain that Jesus was speaking hyperbolically to 

emphasize the greatness of God’s power (1986:349). Sarles concludes 

that all prayer requests made by the disciples in faith must be in accord 

with the sovereign will of God (1 John 5:14-15). Thus, the prosperity 

approach to faith cannot be based on Mark 11:23-24 (1986:349).    

 

The law of compensation is the bedrock of the prosperity gospel. Luke 

6:38 is often used to motivate the believer to sow a “faith seed”. This 

passage is also seen by prosperity teachers as another secret to real 

prosperity. Thompson says that the believer can trust God in this area of 

seed, power and increase. Thompson, however, warns that the believer 

has to get his eyes off of how he thinks it’s going to happen. He says when 

the believer is in God’s will and he is doing what God tells him to do, he 

must just let it happen. He motivates the believer to get in on God’s 

program and then stick with it (1999:109). He adds that if the believer 

gives to the Lord and his work, God promised him a hundred-fold return in 

this life (1999:109).  

 

Prosperity teachers call money given away “seed", the act of giving is 

called "sowing seed", and money received from God is called "harvest". 

This prosperity cycle begins by giving to others according to the prosperity 

gospel. As soon as the believer starts to “bless” someone else, more will 
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be given to him by God in return. Galatians 6:7 is often quoted to confirm 

this view. Howard-Browne claims: “Whatever a man sows, that and that 

only is what he is going to reap” (1995:15). Howard-Browne writes that this 

Scripture is often preached in the context of sin. According to him that is 

only one interpretation of the text (1995:15). He adds that after reading the 

entire passage, it is clear that Paul is also talking about all the different 

areas of giving. He says that you cannot plant carrots and expect 

pumpkins and you cannot plant corn and expect bananas to grow. What 

you sow is what you will reap he says (1995:15).  

 

The law of compensation is certainly correct as a general guideline; what 

is sown will be reaped, but as Sarles notes: “…in the fallen world there is 

no guarantee of a quid pro quo, receiving one thing in return for another” 

(1986:349). The results of man’s sin on the one hand and God’s mercy on 

the other do not always follow the conventional principle of sowing and 

reaping. Sarles quotes Fee in this regard: “Sometimes there seems to be 

no good reason why the wicked are ‘blessed’ while the good are not, or 

vice versa…Conventional wisdom, therefore, cannot be made a part of the 

Biblical view of poverty and prosperity” (1986:349). He also notes that 

when the general principle is made a specific demand then it becomes 

illegitimate. This is especially true when the law of compensation is 

stretched into the ‘hundredfold return.’ In fact, the subtle danger in 

expecting the law of compensation to work every time is that it will change 

the motivation for the Christian’s service and giving (1986:350). Instead of 

serving God for whom he is, the prosperity message encourages the 

believer to serve God for the blessings he will give out. Giving in order to 

get something in return is definitely not the New Testament purpose of 

giving.   

 

4.2.2 From an Anthropological Perspective   
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Because of the indwelling of the Spirit and the believer’s new nature 

the believer is seen as a “God-like creature”. This new nature, according 

to Hagin, comes when the believer has been born again and has this God 

nature abiding within him (1978:6). He also adds that the born again 

believer can develop his spirit to higher levels of worship and service to 

God (1978:6). A sufficient authority base has to be established for 

believers to perform the incredible feats of faith expected from them. Thus, 

the believer’s authority is delegated by God himself, and not even God will 

interfere with it. Copeland explains that God is not going to override the 

believer’s authority. He says that God has given the believer authority in 

the earth. He will let you die sick if you choose to do so…you have 

authority to go ahead and die he says. God will not stop you (1978:72). 

Sarles rightly notes that the absurd conclusion of this view of human 

authority is that a believer should be able to live perpetually in health and 

presumably youthfulness, and never die (1986:342).  

 

The prosperity gospel also considers each Christian a king in God’s 

kingdom. Hagin explains that God has given the believer his ability. He 

says that God is our ability (1976:137). As each Christian is considered a 

king, it means that he can decide what he wants and then decree it just 

like a monarch would. According to Tilton, a decree is a legal 

proclamation…of one’s will…you decide something and then it can be 

backed up by law. In our case, it is a spiritual law. Sickness is 

illegal…Sickness has to obey the king’s decree, and because we have 

been given the power of attorney by Jesus, we have full authority to 

enforce our King’s decree (1985:131). However, the objection to this claim 

is that illness does not always leave and wealth does not always come, 

even when the decree has been issued. The answer according to the 

prosperity teachers is that the king’s spiritual power and ability to enforce 

his decree by faith must develop over time. Waiting for your miracle after 
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you’ve applied the correct faith is seen as “patience”. Patience exerted 

along with faith guarantees results.  

 

Patience could be defined as persistent faith. Copeland explains that the 

power of patience is a working force. The power of patience is necessary 

to undergird faith, he says, so faith and patience are the power twins. 

Together they will produce every time (1978:65). Capps also remarks that 

patience is a spiritual force that comes into play to undergird your faith and 

to hold it up like a pier under a long span of bridge (1978:65). However, 

Biblical patience is not a “force” to be exerted in order to get what one 

wants; it is a quality of endurance that waits upon God. The danger of 

teaching that patience can be a “force” to receive what you need is that it 

appeals to the poor and the sick to put more faith in the ultimate fulfillment 

of their desires than in the Word of God. Sarles summarizes: “In the 

prosperity movement man has become the ruler and God the servant. In 

its shift away from theocentrism the prosperity gospel has reached the 

dead-end of anthropocentrism, the deification of humanity” (1986:343).  

 
 
4.2.3 From an Angelogical Perspective  

One of the characteristics of the prosperity gospel is the obsession with 

the demonic forces. This gospel teaches that disease, poverty and 

material lack, which originate from demonic forces, are not God’s will for 

the Christian. Howard-Browne confirms this view by raising the question: 

“Do you realize that poverty is a curse?” (1995:11). He answers that 

financial pressure will rob Christians of their joy, break up marriages and 

will cause sickness (1995:11). However, if there is disease and poverty in 

the Christian’s life then he needs to take spiritual control over these things. 

According to the prosperity message all of these problems have a spiritual 

reason, i.e. the work of the devil and demons. Hagin declares that the 

devil is the author of sickness and disease. He further explains that there 
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wasn’t any sickness and disease on earth before Adam sinned. God’s 

creation was good and perfect until the fall of man (1982:7).  

 

Hagin also notes that God gave Adam dominion over all of creation 

(1979:15). According to Hagin it was only after the fall that Adam 

committed high treason and sold out to the devil.  Then Satan became the 

god of this world (1979:15). Hagin writes that it was after Satan became 

the god of this world that he began to pollute the air with disease germs so 

small that they couldn’t be seen with the natural eye (1982:7). Things, 

however, changed at the cross of Jesus according to Hagin. God did not 

only nail the canceled bond to the cross of his Son, but he also stripped 

the devil and principalities of their authority, and then handed that authority 

to Jesus (1982:25). By using Colossians 1:15-20, Hagin remarks that 

Jesus made a show of them openly, triumphing over them in it (1982:25).  

 

Jesus himself depends on the believer making use of the authority he has 

given them over the devil and demons, for Jesus cannot help any more 

than he has already by delegating his authority to those who believe.  

Hagin explains that in Ephesians Paul points out that the Son is seated 

above these powers, and has the authority of the throne of God (1982:25). 

According to Hagin it is right here where the church has failed:  

 

They’ve seen that Jesus is the supreme Head of the power of 

the church, but they have failed to see that the Head is wholly 

dependent upon the body for carrying out His plans, that we are 

seated with Christ in heavenly places, and that His exercising 

the authority over the powers of the air will have to be through 

the body (1982:25).  

 

This authority comes by the believer’s “faith”. According to Capps, the 

believer’s faith is his voice of authority (1976:143). Satan, who is 
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considered the ultimate cause of poverty and sickness, is limited in his 

activities by the believer’s authority.  Gloria Copeland explains that Satan 

can only do what the believer says. She also notes that Satan is bound by 

the law of God that says you can have whatsoever you say (1978:106). In 

the New Testament, especially in John 8:44, Satan is presented as the 

great deceiver and the father of lies. Sarles interestingly notes that the 

prosperity gospel belief that Satan can be easily bound actually gives the 

devil greater leverage and increases his opportunity to deceive 

(1986:345).  

 

Sarles almost harshly says that: “Prosperity thinkers are as deceived 

about the role of angels as they are about Satan and the demons” 

(1986:345). The prosperity gospel considers angelic obedience to be 

directed by man rather than by God. Capps explains that the Word says 

the angels are ministering spirits. According to him the angels are created 

beings, designed of God to minister unto the believer. However, the 

believer is the one who tells them what to do (1978:100). He also adds 

that these ministering spirits sent to minister for you listen to the words you 

speak (1978:100). Capps, however, warns that the believer does not pray 

to angels but they listen to the words he speaks (1978:100).  

 

Capps concludes that angels cause the things that the believer says to 

come to pass (1978:100). Thus, angels are waiting on the words of the 

believer and will not work without words. Sarles, anticipating the fact that 

angelic activity may not always manifest itself, states that if one doubts, 

then the angels stop working (1986:345). The last words that the believer 

utters concerning a specific situation are very important, because they are 

the controlling factor. They will either put the angels to work or force them 

to step back. Though the prosperity teachers claim to be biblical 

concerning their view of angels, the researcher disagrees completely with 

it. Passages cited to support their view concerning angels are completely 
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mishandled. The classic reference that they use to explain their view is 

Hebrews 1:14. This passage identifies angels as ministering spirits sent 

out to render service for the sake of those who will inherit salvation. Sarles  

rightly notes that it is God in his sovereignty who sends out angels to carry 

out what he has ordained for each life and not the individual or the believer 

who issues orders to angels as if he were in the place of God (1986:346).  

 

After critically evaluating the so-called prosperity gospel from a theological 

perspective the researcher now moves on to evaluate the prosperity 

gospel from an ethical perspective.   

 

4.3  An Ethical Perspective  
When believers come to think about wealth, there is no shortage of 

biblical material for them to explore. The Old Testament presents a wide 

variety of perspectives, ranging from prophetic accounts of God’s 

concerns for the poorest and most vulnerable members of Israelite 

society, to complex legal structures surrounding issues of harvesting, land 

rights and money lending. The Gospels also relate a variety of parables 

about wealth.  

 

Possessions and wealth also play a major role in Jesus’ teachings. Jesus 

said that it is as hard for a rich man to enter the realm of heaven as for a 

camel to go through the eye of a needle. He also taught that we cannot 

serve both God and wealth. However, Jesus was not an ascetic. One 

would rather find in the New Testament that Jesus was living a normal life, 

doing a job, paying his way and supporting those who were dependent on 

him. The first thirty years of his life were spent in Nazareth (Luke 3:23), 

where he was well known as the village carpenter (Mark 6:3). He also 

accepted the normal duty of paying taxes, both to the government 

(Matthew 22:15-22) and to the Temple (Matthew 17:24-27). Jesus is also 

very clear about the dangers of wealth, as the attraction of wealth and 
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money is something that the Christian was not, and is not, immune from. 

Thus, the pursuit and possession of wealth as Cobb notes have always 

been a problem for Christians (2003:9). In the following section the 

researcher will take a closer look at what Jesus taught on material 

blessings. Are material blessings God’s approval or reward?  What does 

he expect from the believer when he is materially blessed?  

 
4.3.1 Jesus’ Message Concerning Materialism 

Jesus’ teaching on money encompasses some of the most well-known 

and striking stories in the Gospels. These stories are not isolated accounts 

or inconsistent with what the rest of the New Testament teaches about 

money. For instance, when the crowds asked John the Baptist what the 

fruit of repentance included he said this: 

 

11 If you have two coats," he replied, "give one to the poor. If 

you have extra food, give it away to those who are hungry”. 12 

Even tax collectors - notorious for their corruption - came to be 

baptized and asked, "How shall we prove to you that we have 

abandoned our sins?" 13 "By your honesty," he replied. "Make 

sure you collect no more taxes than the Roman government 

requires you to”. 14 "And us," asked some soldiers, "what about 

us?" John replied, "Don't extort money by threats and violence; 

don't accuse anyone of what you know he didn't do; and be 

content with your pay! (Luke 3:11-14). 

 

Far from stressing the importance of wealth, Jesus actually warned 

against pursuing it in Matthew 6:19. The laying up of treasures on earth is 

an insecure investment because moth and rust will consume it and thieves 

can steal it. In Matthew 6:21 Jesus also said: “For where you treasure is, 

there your heart will also be”. This absolute truth has the ability to show a 

person’s real priorities.  Schelkle remarks that a person’s treasure is a 
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sure barometer of where his heart really is when: “A man collects earthly 

treasures for himself and sets his heart on them, even though such 

possessions are fickle” (1973:308).  

 

Jesus repeatedly linked money to a person’s most fundamental spiritual 

condition – his salvation. One example is the story of Zaccheus’ 

conversion in Luke 19:1-10. This story provides insight into how a wealthy 

tax collector’s spiritual turnaround also resulted in a transformed attitude 

about money and possessions. After his repentance the tax collector 

pledged half of his money to the poor and promised to reimburse fourfold 

to anyone he had defrauded. Zaccheus’ salvation immediately affected the 

financial area of his life. His transformation was so genuine and dramatic 

that Jesus made this clear cut declaration: “Today salvation has come to 

this house” (Luke 19:19). MacArthur remarks that Jesus was judging the 

reality of that man’s salvation by his cheerful eagerness to part with his 

money for the glory of God and the good of others (2000:20).  

 

However, not all such encounters with Jesus had a positive outcome. The 

Synoptic Gospels (Matthew 19; Mark 10; Luke 18) contain the story of the 

rich young ruler, a devout Jew and a ruler of the synagogue, who 

professed careful obedience to the Ten Commandments since his youth, 

but could not break with his money. When this rich man came to Jesus to 

find out how to obtain eternal life, Christ did not give him a profound 

theological discourse on what it means to be saved. Instead, he 

challenged him to obey God completely and demonstrate one important 

fruit of true repentance: obedience to Christ’s commands. Sadly, the rich 

ruler was unwilling to obey Christ if it meant parting with his money and 

possessions.  

 

The irreconcilable contradiction between the prosperity message and the 

message of Jesus is best summed up in Matthew 6:24. In this verse the 
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believer is challenged to choose whom he will serve. Will it be God or will 

it be mammon? Normally mammon is seen as something negative. 

However, Grundmann remarks that it is an Aramaic word that served to 

describe anything of cash value, the property and the fortune without any 

depraved ethical or religious connotations (1995:157). He further notes 

that it was only when the emphasis shifted toward profit, especially unjust 

profit and bribe, that the term mammon received its negative accent.  

Profit he says is aiming at something beyond the honourable ordinary 

business (1995:157). As Grundmann notes, this has made the term take 

on the pejorative character in which we encounter it in the rabbinic 

sources and in the New Testament (1995:158). Grundmann rightly 

remarks that: “Mammon has thus become a term denoting the personal 

attitude of ‘trust in material goods,’ ‘counting on pecuniary profits’ and 

‘dishonesty’ as well as accumulated wealth there from” (1995:158).  

 

Foster understands the term mammon a little differently and gives it a 

spiritual character. According to Foster, when Jesus declared, “You cannot 

serve God and mammon” (Matt. 6:24), he is personifying mammon as a 

rival god. He says that in saying this, Jesus is making it unmistakably clear 

that money is not some impersonal medium of exchange (1985:26). The 

researcher specifically agrees with Foster when he says that money is not 

something that is morally neutral, a resource to be used in good or bad 

ways depending solely upon our attitude toward it. Mammon is a power 

that seeks to control and dominate the believer by getting him to put his 

trust solely in it (1985:26).  

 

Schelkle agrees with Foster when he remarks that mammon is a master, 

like a slave-owner which is opposed to God (1973:308). Scholars such as 

Haughey remark that, in its root meaning, the word mammon conveys 

something that the believer puts his trust in (1997:6). Jesus never says 

that it is a sin to possess money, but he did say that it presents a grave 
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danger. Jesus is sure that riches are not a good thing to put trust in 

because they are a very insecure foundation for life. Wheeler explains that 

the trouble with wealth is that, as a putative source of security, it usurps 

God’s role as source, measure and guarantor of life (1995:71).  

 

Thus, it is not wealth that is condemned, but a certain attitude toward 

wealth. Barclay writes that the possession of money can be a real test of a 

man’s moral fibre (1977:167). Wealth can beget a false sense of 

independence. Since human devotion to God is always hampered by trust 

in other sources of pretended security and by the care for one’s own life, 

Jesus admonishes us not to accumulate earthly wealth and riches so that 

we will not become dependent on them. By putting our expectations in 

what we trust, it exercises a kind of mastery over us. Thus, the warning of 

Jesus: “No one can serve two masters. You will either hate the one and 

love the other or be attentive to one and despise the other. You cannot 

give yourself to God and money” - Matthew 6:24. The God that Jesus 

adhered to and preached was utterly and uniquely trustworthy. Haughey 

remarks that Jesus counselled each disciple to reduce his plural objects of 

trust to one, namely God (1997:6). Haughey also says that having multiple 

objects of trust is a disease which he calls “mammon illness” (1997:6).  

 

One of the symptoms of “mammon illness” according to Haughey is that 

the believer becomes so taken up with self-provision and invested in the 

immediate objects of his trust that he becomes unaware of others and 

their needs (1997:6). Malan also notes the same problem when he says 

that mammon is dangerous: “…omdat dit die mens sy medemens laat 

vergeet. Hy steur hom nie meer aan die opdrag om sy naaste lief te hê 

soos hy homself liefhet nie” (1984:8). Malan also notes that: “...rykdom en 

voorspoed het ’n nadelige uitwerking op onderlinge menseverhoudinge. 

Dit maak die mens selfsugtig en materialisties” (1984:8). In summary, 

Jesus’ message concerning materialism was to beware of putting your 
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trust in wealth and riches because you can’t trust both something else and 

God. Riches are untrustworthy and trust in God requires your whole heart, 

mind and soul.  

 
4.3.2 Are Material Blessings a Reliable Indication of God’s Reward or 
Approval? 

The prosperity message normally presents material blessings as 

“success” that will follow the believer when obedient and faithful to God’s 

Word.  Leonard explains that God’s Word declares that blessings are ours 

if we “observe” and “do” all the commandments of God (2003:32). 

Prosperity teachers believe that God will reward the believer in this life 

with riches and material things. Siddiki says that God will take care of the 

believer in the area of finances as long as he is seeking him and walking 

in obedience to his Word (1998:78). Eating, wearing and driving the best 

are an indication of God’s reward for the believer.  Eating the best, as 

Thompson remarks, means to get away from that “pork-and-beans” table. 

He invites the believer to come on over to the table where the real butter 

is. He says that the believer doesn’t have to be eating substitute butter. 

On God’s table there is real butter (1999:136). 

 

Thus, if we are good God will reward us and if we are bad, God punishes 

us. The challenge to the researcher is that life is not a journey composed 

solely of good and bad, but it is a path composed of shades of grey. 

However, prosperity preachers teach that having more things is a clear 

sign of Godly success. MacArthur also notes that prosperity preachers 

argue that if the disciple is rich in this world’s goods, it must mean that 

God is pleased with him and doesn’t mind if he concentrates all his 

energies on accumulating more wealth (2000:55). This view concerning 

success can be very dangerous as believers can become materialists at 

heart and success hunters believing that it is God’s will for them. Malina 

says that young people grow up believing that success means economic 
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success, that profit orientation, which is called “greed” in the 

Mediterranean, is virtuous and that regardless of the demands of public 

communal well being, private property is sacred (1996:46).  

 

Malina also notes that the present distribution of wealth is largely due to: 

“…self-made individuals and their desire to earn more while keeping the 

competition at bay” (1996:46). The pitfall of acquiring material things such 

as cars, money, and clothing is that they seem to be a sign of good self-

image and a status symbol to the believer. The danger of the emphasis 

being placed on material goods, according to Malina, is that the status-

giving quality of goods is greater than character qualities by far. What one 

has, what one possesses, what one controls through ownership he says 

becomes far more important than what sort of person one is (1996:46). 

This is in sharp contrast with the New Testament message.  

 

Simon rightly argues that the believer cannot reconcile the stark warnings 

of Jesus about the pursuit of wealth with a culture that glorifies 

consumerism. He says that we usually ignore Jesus and embrace the 

culture, opening the door to materialism (2003:4). In Malan’s definition of 

materialism it becomes clear that materialism is a danger to the church: 

“Die materialisme wêreldbeskouing gaan van die gedagte uit dat die 

stoflike (materie) die alleen werklike is en dat dit in wese die grondslag 

van alle bestaande dinge vorm. He adds that: “...selfs die geestelike dinge 

word as neweverskynsel van materiële prosesse gesien” (1984:1). The 

danger of materialism is that so many believers are like the rich fool who 

wanted to build bigger and bigger barns (Luke 12:16-18) hoping that more 

things will satisfy them. The result of this according to Simon is: 

“…widespread discontent, because possessions may capture the heart, 

but they cannot nourish the soul” (2003:4).  
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The researcher, therefore, agrees with Alcorn who says that seeking 

fulfilment in money, land, houses, cars, clothes, boats, caravans, hot tubs, 

world travel and cruises has left the believers bound and gagged by 

materialism – and like drug addicts, we pathetically think that our only 

hope lies in getting more of the same (2000:39).  Furthermore as Schelkle 

sharply remarks: “Striving after possessions is at bottom an expression of 

the pagan anxiety which seeks to make oneself secure in life through 

material goods” (1973:308). The believer, however, should place his trust 

in the solicitude of the Father. As Hays remarks: “Those who respond to 

Jesus’ preaching and submit to his instruction will find themselves formed 

in a new way so that their actions will, as it were, ’naturally’ be wise and 

righteous” (1996:99).  The researcher is, therefore, convinced that the 

prosperity message in essence is not helping the believers to live a 

balanced life concerning material things, but rather motivates them to 

become materialists at heart. Material blessings then are not a true 

indication of God’s blessing and are therefore unreliable indicators of 

God’s favour.  

 

Not only is materialism an unreliable indication of God’s reward, but it can 

also lead to greediness. Believers can become greedy for money and 

material things. Greed is an excessive desire to acquire or possess more 

things than what one needs. Bloomer says that at the heart of greed is an 

unwillingness to share (2003:8). Greed is taking for oneself while closing 

the door to others. Bloomer also notes that greed destroys not only 

oneself but also the community (2003:8). Cobb warns against the dangers 

of greed when he says that the spiritual consequences of the service to 

wealth remain destructive. He says that these spill out over the culture in 

selfishness, corruption and hardness of heart (2003:9).  

However, wealth and possessions are, according to Scripture, gifts from 

God. It is true that faithfulness to God and his Word tends to lead to 
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prosperity. Examples of God demonstrating his special approval of Israel 

by giving them wealth can be found in Genesis 26:12 and 1 Kings 3:13. 

God also promised prosperity for obeying him and curses for disobeying 

him in Deuteronomy 28. In many cases faithfulness can lead to prosperity 

but this is by no means a guarantee. There are many examples in the 

Bible (Psalm 73) and in life that show us that sometimes, contrary to the 

normal pattern, the wicked prosper while the righteous fall in hard times. 

Thus, material things are not a sign of God’s approval or blessing. In fact, 

as mentioned above, they can become more of a sign of danger than a 

sign of blessing. Not only does Jesus warn against riches being a snare, 

but one will find a constant warning throughout the Bible against 

materialism and riches. In the New Testament is neither wealth nor 

poverty a positive value. The values of the kingdom of God that were 

taught by Jesus on the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 6:22-34) free the 

Christian from being overly concerned about material things. These values 

are more important than worldly values.  

 

4.3.3 When God Does Bless Us Financially, What Does He Expect 
From Us? 

The Sermon on the Mount is both encouraging and alarming when it 

talks about material things. It tells us that God’s bounty may indeed be 

received with thanksgiving, but with the blessing comes accountability and 

responsibility. Simon writes that accountability includes an obligation both 

to personal generosity and to public justice, so that those without basic 

necessities will also have a place at the table (2003:4). Hays also writes 

that the kingdom of God is characterized by compassionate outreach to 

the weak and needy (1996:109).  

The Sermon on the Mount makes it very clear that we as children of God 

are called to be good stewards. Stewardship is an extremely broad term 
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but it is normally synonymous with giving. This view is not wrong because 

stewardship encompasses the whole idea of giving to spiritual causes. 

However, Nichols defines a steward as a person who manages someone 

else’s property on behalf of the owner (1998:35). The steward is one 

whom the master appoints to stand in his stead, to look after his affairs in 

the way the master wants, and as Marshall writes, will give account to the 

master of what he or she has done upon his return (1986:98). The believer 

then is God’s steward, standing in God’s stead. We do not own the earth, 

God does. We are to manage it and the resources of it as good stewards 

who seek to do our master’s will and who will give an accounting of our 

stewardship on the last day.  

Thus, the most appropriate definition of stewardship is: “to faithfully apply 

God’s principles to everything with which the believer have been 

entrusted”. Good stewardship calls for responsibility and accountability. 

The good steward is a disciplined and faithful worker to his master 

knowing what the master demands of him. So, whatever wealth the 

believer has must be regarded as an investment placed in his hands by 

the master. This should be invested in the master’s work, to be used for 

his glory and to be shared with his people, especially the poor. The rich 

and wealthy believer is a steward of all that he possesses and must never 

forget that all wealth belongs to the Lord. This steward will always seek 

the master’s interest first, then his own (Matthew 6:33).  

Another danger of prosperity theology is that it misses the heart of the 

New Testament teaching about giving. Prosperity teachers teach that the 

believer will “receive a harvest” every time he “sows a seed”. This view is 

different from the New Testament ethic of love and grace. The New 

Testament theology focuses on the grace of God manifested in the life of 

Christ. While obedience and love are keys in this life, the prosperity 

theology remains anthropocentric. The prosperity gospel’s “focus” is on 
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the believer and his desires making the believer individualistic and self-

centred in his life.  

 

A true believer gives in response to God’s unconditional love. He gives 

with no strings attached. It is the gift of grace which causes us to exercise 

the same gift by giving to those who are in need. So what does God 

expect from us when he blesses us financially? We should be good 

stewards who are seeking the kingdom of God above all things. Our giving 

should be in response to his great love for us and never with strings 

attached. With the resources we have, we should fight against the poverty 

that imprisons so many.  

 

4.4 Exegetical Methods 
The final answer to this exegetical problem lies in the hermeneutical 

method being used by prosperity teachers. Prosperity preachers always 

back their teachings with Scripture references. Though prosperity’s 

defenders claim to match their critics chapter and verse, the researcher is 

convinced that they do it from a prosperity perspective only using Scripture 

to justify their predetermined conclusion.  

The next section deals with the legitimacy of the prosperity theologians’ 

exegesis while the researcher will critically evaluate their hermeneutical 

method.  

 
4.4.1 The Legitimacy of the Prosperity Theologians’ Exegesis 

The primary research question is whether the “prosperity 

theologians” exegesis on the issue of prosperity in the Bible is legitimate. 

The use of Biblical expressions and verses, which sound very catchy are 

common among the prosperity preachers. Expressions like “giving and 

receiving”, “sowing and reaping” and “name it and claim it” are only a few 

that can be mentioned. Prosperity teachers also frequently quote certain 

scriptures to confirm their message of financial abundance. The promise 
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of wealth, which is the basis for the whole prosperity gospel, is seen in 

several Bible verses interpreted from a prosperity vantage point. Sarles 

says that the clarion call to prosperity is Joshua 1:8, which refers to God’s 

promise to make Joshua’s way prosperous and give him good success 

(1986:334).  

 

Further support is found in 2 Chronicles 20:20 and Nehemiah 2:20. The 

most loved and prominent New Testament verse on the subject is 3 John 

2: “Beloved, I pray that you may prosper in all things and be in health, just 

as your soul prospers”. Copeland, one of the prosperity teachers, says 

that: “…it would be good to point out that when the Apostle John wrote this 

epistle, he was an old man and had been in the Christian walk for a long, 

long time – in fact, from the time of his youth” (1974:13). This would give 

John’s words more authority according to Copeland because John had 

walked with Jesus and watched him closely throughout his earthly ministry 

(1974:13). Copeland also says that because of John’ walk with the Lord he 

became a wise old man and strong in the Lord. It was him, Copeland 

notes that said, ‘I wish above all things that you prosper and be in health’ 

(1974:13).  

Thompson explains that 3 John 2 is God’s will for all believers. According 

to him it must be a revelation to the believer. This revelation, he adds, 

must originate in the believer’s spirit with the message that he is in Christ. 

This would make the believer Abraham’s seed which in return makes him 

an heir of the promises of God (1999:197). Copeland further notes that 

when John said we should prosper and be in health: “…he added the 

phrase ‘…even as thy soul prospereth.’” (1974:14). Copeland explains that 

man is a spirit; who has a soul consisting of the mind, the will, and the 

emotions; and he lives in a body. Thus, according to him there is a 

spiritual prosperity; a mental prosperity; and a physical prosperity 

(1974:14). Hagin is also convinced that John talked about financial and 

material prosperity (1976:35). 
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John 10:10 is another favoured passage: "The thief comes to kill, steal 

and destroy. I have come that they might have life, and that they may have 

it more abundantly”. Thompson asks the following question after quoting 

John 10:10. How does Jesus want you to live? Less abundantly? No he 

answers, more abundantly (1999:197). By quoting John 10:10 the 

prosperity preachers would argue that God’s will for the believer is that he 

may have an abundant level of life. Siddiki, an advocate of the prosperity 

gospel, says that Jesus himself said that he came to give us life. He writes 

that that in itself is wonderful, but as he notes, Jesus did not stop there. He 

concludes that Jesus said: “I’m not satisfied with giving you just a little bit 

of life. I want to give you life that is overflowing in abundance” (1998:10).  

 

The problem for the researcher is that prosperity teachers are 

misinterpreting the texts which they use in backing their teaching. The 

most fundamental issue to consider in the prosperity gospel is the nature 

of authority. Sarles notes the two areas where the view of authority is 

seriously compromised: “…the extent of revelation and the method of 

interpretation” (1986:337). Prosperity teachers never challenge the verbal, 

plenary, inerrant inspiration of the Bible. Sarles says the prosperity writers 

accept the text of the Bible in all its particulars as revealed truth from God 

(1986:337). For Sarles the problem is not the inspiration of the text, but the 

inspiration beyond the text (1986:337).  

 

Sarles also notes that the leaders frequently support their teachings with 

revelations, prophesies, dreams, and visions. Hagin writes that several 

years ago the Lord appeared unto him in a vision as he was praying with a 

pastor in the parsonage. In that vision the Lord talked to Hagin about the 

devil and demons and evil spirits (1982:21). According to those in the 

movement, special, verbal revelation did not cease with the closing of the 

New Testament canon but continues today. The implication about 
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prosperity theology according to Sarles is that prosperity teachers assume 

that they share the same status with the Old Testament prophets and New 

Testament apostles as dispensers of progressively revealed truth. He 

further notes that many prophecies are recorded in quotation marks 

supported throughout with the phrase “thus saith the Lord”. For Sarles this 

introduces a canonical problem (1986:337).  

 

The researcher, however, does not see this as a canonical problem as 

such and thus differs from Sarles on this point. The Bible as the Word of 

God was given by God to men over a period of time and will always be 

God’s Word. No one can add or take away from this written Word.  The 

researcher believes that God did not cease his verbal communication with 

the closing of the New Testament canon, but does speak from time to time 

as needed through and to his church. This speaking or prophesying is 

done through the indwelling Spirit of the Lord – 1 Corinthians 12:10. 

However, should prosperity teachers claim that they receive newly 

revealed truths from God; it ought to be measured against Scripture. Since 

the completion of Scripture, prophesy has not been a means of new 

revelation, but is limited to what has already been revealed in the written 

Scripture. The researcher is convinced that God revealed himself through 

the Scripture and he will not speak against himself. The Scripture remains 

the measuring rod and standard concerning any revelations received from 

God.  

 

The problem that the researcher has with the prosperity teachers’ 

interpretation of the Scripture is that it is highly subjective and arbitrary. 

Bible verses are quoted without proper hermeneutics and without attention 

to literary or historical context. All of these scriptures are taken out of 

context and misinterpreted completely.  Prosperity teachers tailor 

Scriptures to fit their preconceived conclusions. John 10:10 has nothing to 

do with material blessing and prosperity. John 10:1-39 is Jesus’ discourse 

 179



on himself as the “Good Shepherd” flowing directly from John 9. The 

problem in John 9 was that Israel was led by false shepherds who drew 

them astray from the true knowledge of the Messiah. In John 10 Jesus 

makes a declaration to be the “Good Shepherd” who was appointed by his 

Father. This declaration was made in contrast to the false shepherds of 

Israel who were self-appointed. In John 10:1-30 Jesus was using a 

sustained metaphor based on the first century A.D. John 10:9-10 is a 

proverbial way of insisting that belief in Jesus as the Messiah is the only 

way of being saved from sin and receiving eternal life. 

 

3 John 2 is a formal greeting to an individual and not an affirmation that 

God desires that all the believers should be healthy and wealthy.  The 

term “prosper” does not refer to financial wealth but simply means “for 

something to go well with someone”. Sarles notes that this combination of 

wishing for “things to go well” and for the recipients’ “good health” was the 

standard form of greeting in a personal letter in antiquity (1986:339). He 

further remarks: “To extend John’s wish for Gaius to refer to financial and 

material prosperity for all Christians of all times is totally foreign to the text. 

John neither intended that, nor could Gaius have understood it … to argue 

from the text that God wills our financial prosperity is to abuse the text, not 

use it” (1986:339).  

 

The primary research question is whether the prosperity theologians’ 

exegesis on the issue of prosperity in the Bible is legitimate. As mentioned 

above, the answer to this question is no. Not only are the scriptures taken 

out of context, but the prosperity theology teachers also read their own 

meaning into the text.  

 

4.5 Summary 
 The prosperity gospel has inspired many believers when it comes to 

money and material things. Good and faithful adherents following the 
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teachings of the prosperity gospel advocates believed that they have 

moved up the ladder of success when applying the prosperity principles.  

These adherents dream big, because all of heaven is dreaming big. They 

count their blessings as a sign of God’s reward when their income is a six-

figure income, and see the hand of God in new cars and big houses.  

 

The movement has also infuriated a number of prominent church leaders, 

pastors, theologians and commentators calling the teaching a false 

gospel. Critics say that the prosperity gospel does not bring true hope to 

believers with real money problems and that the teaching can lead to a 

chain of theological and ethical errors that could amount to heresy. 

However, as with almost any important religious question, the first 

response of most believers is to ask how Scripture treats the topic.  

 

There are quite a number of texts throughout Scripture concerning wealth 

and money.  It is also true that some Old Testament Scriptures link 

material prosperity with God’s blessing. Abraham received material wealth 

(Genesis 13:1-7); his son Isaac was a very rich man (Genesis 26:12-14) 

as was his son Jacob (Genesis 30:43). God also promised the Israelites 

that he would bless them materially for faithful financial giving 

(Deuteronomy 15:10). Proverbs 15:6 and 10:22 also makes statements to 

the effect that God shows favour to the righteous by giving them wealth. 

The believer should always be grateful and thankful to the Lord for his 

blessings. People can easily become independent and ungrateful when 

they have an abundance of wealth. One of the dangers of wealth is that 

we can take credit for our material accomplishments.  Thus, the warning of 

Moses to Israel, when he commanded the people in Deuteronomy 8:18 

to“…remember the Lord God; for it is He who gives power to become 

rich…”  
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One will also find a number of sayings about money in the New 

Testament. One example is 1 Timothy 6:10 where Paul warns the believer 

that “…the love of money is the root of all evil.” The second example 

comes from Jesus’ encounter with the rich young ruler (Matthew 19: 16 – 

30) where Jesus said it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a 

needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God. Jesus also said 

many things about money in his parables, but the majority of scholars 

quote two of his most direct comments on wealth. Both of these are in the 

Sermon on the Mount passage.  Matthew 6:19 – 21 says: “…Do not lay up 

for yourselves treasures on earth…but lay up for yourselves treasures in 

heaven…” and Matthew 6:24 adds: “…you cannot serve God and 

mammon”.  

 

By a critical evaluation of the so-called prosperity gospel against the 

background of Jesus’ sayings on the Sermon on the Mount the researcher 

has come to the conclusion that the prosperity gospel in essence is doing 

more harm than good in some circles of the church today.  However, 

during the research on the legitimacy of prosperity theology the researcher 

has come to note a few strengths of the prosperity gospel. They are: (1) “a 

thorough and practical commitment to the Bible as the Word of the Lord,” 

(2) “belief in a powerful and miracle working God,” (3) “a complete 

optimism,” and (4) “a theology of divine prosperity”. Their message 

includes that of a loving God who cares for his children in many special 

ways. Many prosperity churches also engage in significant charity work 

and give large donations to those in need.  

 

The church has and always will be challenged to come forward with 

solutions for world-wide problems. One of those problems currently is 

poverty. Though the church and the world may disagree on many issues, 

they do agree on the fact that poverty is a huge problem to be solved. 

Williams says that a number of studies have been done from a Christian 
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perspective concerning world hunger which have analysed the problem, its 

causes and effects. He also notes that the solution offered by them is 

simply: “…political (get rid of structural evil), or economic (adopt a simple 

lifestyle)” (2004:44). What the prosperity teaching has done is to highlight 

a third solution, that the gospel itself removes poverty. Williams notes that 

while we can dispute the theology and condemn the method: “…the kernel 

of truth remains valid. The gospel must be taken seriously from an 

economic viewpoint” (2004:44). It might be that the prosperity message 

has awakened the church to a positive connection between the gospel and 

prosperity. However, one should not forget that Christian faith is trust in 

the omnipotence and sovereignty of a God who cannot be deviated from 

his purposes by any agency or magical formulas.    

 

The striving to have more material things, and especially money, is evident 

in the prosperity message. Why would an awesome and mighty God, they 

argue, want anything less for his children? Prosperity teachers teach that 

God wants to give his children nice things. Who would want to get in on 

something where you’re miserable, poor and broke and you just have to 

muddle through until you get to heaven they asks. These questions and 

statements by the prosperity gospel preachers motivate the believer to 

treat God as an object, a tool, a means to an end. Alcorn says that God’s 

blessing in financial giving is turned into a money-back guarantee whereby 

he is obligated to do precisely what we want (2003:87). One of God’s top 

priorities according to the prosperity gospel is to shower blessings on all 

believers in this life-time. The worst thing for the believer to do is to expect 

anything less. All this adds to the view and teaching that more than 

enough money is a “sign” of God’s blessing or approval of the believer. 

However, there is also a dangerous side to money. Foster explains that 

money is used as a weapon to bully people and to keep them in line. He 

says that money is also used to enlist the allegiance of others and to 
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corrupt people. He concludes that money is used for many things and it is 

one of the greatest powers in human society (1985:54). 

 

The researcher agrees that the Lord wants to bless his children with 

material and spiritual blessings according to his will. It is also true that one 

will find many financial principles throughout Scripture that confirm the 

blessings of God when applied. The possession of wealth does not 

inherently bring about condemnation.  However, to preach and teach the 

prosperity gospel as the absolute and only truth is dangerous.   

 

This brings us to the tough question and that is:  Will God bless me with 

wealth when I am a Christian? The answer to the researcher is no. As with 

all passages in the Bible, it is important to take context into account. 

Proverbs, as an example, is a collection of wise sayings and observations 

about how God works. Proverbs are principles - how things normally go - 

rather than promises - how things certainly will go for you. While it is 

generally true that obedience leads to prosperity, it is dangerous to 

presume this is a rule of thumb, or to make demands of God. God does 

not promise us a life free of troubles and filled with material blessings. In 

three of the Gospels, Jesus warns that each of his disciples may have to 

“deny himself” and even “take up his cross”.  

Finally, it is clear in the Sermon on the Mount that one’s attitude toward 

money and possessions is of vital concern to God. It is also clear that if 

your heart is right concerning your wealth and money, then you will 

willingly invest money in God’s kingdom. However, if you are reluctant to 

give God your money and resources, and continually display attitudes of 

covetousness and stinginess, you need to re-examine your relationship 

with the Lord. In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus was not telling his 

disciples that if they spent their money for spiritual purposes their hearts 

would automatically become right with him.  But, as Macarthur notes: “He 
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was saying that how we spend our wealth indicates the existing spiritual 

condition of our heart” (2000:57).  

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 

Alexander, A 1970. Money in Shapp M G (ed). The new book of 

knowledge. Vol. 12, 409 - 411. New York: Grolier Incorporated.  

 

Alcorn, R  2003.  Money possessions and eternity. Wheaton: Tyndale 

House Publishers, Inc.  

 

 185



Alexander, P (ed) 1986. The Lion encyclopaedia of the Bible. 218 – 240.  

Illinois: Lion Publishing Corporation.  

 

Avanzini, J 1996 . What Jesus taught about manifesting abundance? 

Tulsa: Harrison House.   

 

Bammel, I and Moule, C F D 1984. Jesus and the politics of his day. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

 

Bankson, M Z 1997. Something to give. The Living Pulpit, 6 (3), 4.  

 

Barclay, W 1977. Ethics in a permissive society. Glasgow: William Collins 

Sons & Co. Ltd.  

 

Barth, K 1963. Evangelical theology: an introduction. Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmands Publishing Company. 

 

Betz, H D 1995. The Sermon on the Mount. Minneapolis: Augsburg 

Fortress. 

 

Botha, L E 2001. The opportunity to give. Chatsworth: Kairos Media 

Group.  

 

Bloomer, N  2003. Soul sickness. The Living Pulpit, 12 (2), 8. 

 

Blount, D 2003. Wealth and materialism in Butler, T C (ed). Holman 

illustrated Bible dictionary. 1661 - 1662. Nashville: Holman Bible 

Publishers. 

 

Brooks, J A 2003. Slave, servant life in Butler, T C (ed). Holman illustrated 

Bible dictionary. 1511 - 1512. Nashville: Holman Bible Publishers. 

 186



 

Brown, R E  1997. An introduction to the New Testament. New York: 

Doubleday. 

 

Buhl, F 1904. New Testament times in Hastings, J (ed). A dictionary of the 

Bible extra volume. 45 – 57. Edinburgh: T & T Clark.  

 

Bultmann, R 1976. Theology of the New Testament. London: SCM Press 

LTD.  

 

Burkett, D 2002. An introduction to the New Testament and the origins of 

Christianity.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

 

Caird, G B 1994. New Testament theology. Oxford: Claredon Press.  

 

Capps, C 1976. The tongue, a creative force. Tulsa: Harrison House.  

 

Capps, C 1978. Releasing the ability of God through prayer. Tulsa: 

Harrison House. 

 

Clarke, H 2003. The gospel of Matthew and its readers. Bloomington: 

Indiana University Press.  

Cobb, J B 2003. New reasons for condemning greed. The Living Pulpit, 

12(2) 9.   

 

Cole, R D 2003. Cloth, clothing in Butler, T C (ed). Holman illustrated Bible 

dictionary. 310 - 312. Nashville: Holman Bible Publishers. 

 

Coetzmann, J 1976. Oikonomia in Brown, C (ed). New Testament 

theology volume 2. 251 – 255.  Exeter: The Paternoster Press. 

 

 187



Copeland, G 1978. God’s will is prosperity. Fort Worth: Kenneth Copeland 

Publications.  

 

Copeland, K 1974. The laws of prosperity. Fort Worth: Kenneth Copeland 

Publications.  

 

Copeland, K 1997. Managing God’s mutual funds – yours and his 

understanding true prosperity. Fort Worth: Kenneth Copeland 

Publications.  

 

Davies, W D 1966. The setting of the Sermon on the Mount. Cambridge: 

University Press.  

 

Dayton, H 1995. Crown Ministries small group financial study.  Longwood: 

Crown Ministries, Inc. 

 

Dake, FJ (ed) 1963. Dake’s annotated reference Bible. Lawrenceville: 

DBS, Inc. 

 

Derrett, J D M 1994. The Sermon on the Mount a manual for living. 

Northampton: Pilkington Press Ltd. 

 

Du Rand, J 2003. Lukas in Van der Watt, J (ed). Die Bybel A-Z. 

Vereeniging: Christelike Uitgewersmaatskappy. 

 

Du Rand, J 2003. Matteus in Van der Watt, J (ed). Die Bybel A-Z. 

Vereeniging: Christelike Uitgewersmaatskappy. 

 

Du Rand, J 2003. Openbaring in Van der Watt, J (ed). Die Bybel A-Z. 

Vereeniging: Christelike Uitgewersmaatskappy. 

 

 188



Du Rand, J 2003. 1 en 2 Korintiërs in Van der Watt, J (ed). Die Bybel A-Z. 

Vereeniging: Christelike Uitgewersmaatskappy.    

 

Fallis, W J 2003. Coins in Butler, T C (ed). Holman illustrated Bible 

dictionary. 315 – 316. Nashville: Holman Bible Publishers.  

 

Foster, R 1985. Money, sex and power.  London: Hodder & Stoughton.  

 

France, R T 1992. Matthew: evangelist and teacher. Exeter: The 

Paternoster Press.  

  

Franzero, C M 1961. The memoirs of Pontius Pilate. London: Alvin 

Redman Ltd.  

 

Gardner, J L 1981. Atlas of the Bible. Hong Kong: Reader’s Digest 

Association Far East Ltd. 

 

Gehman, H S (ed) 1970. Taxes. The New Westminster Dictionary of the 

Bible. 926 – 927. Philadelphia: The Westminster Press.  

 

Gower, R 2003. Cooking and heating in Butler, T C (ed). Holman 

illustrated Bible dictionary. 337 - 340. Nashville: Holman Bible Publishers. 

 

Grant, M 1969. Julius Caesar. New York: M. Evans and Company, Inc. 

 

Green, J B 2003. Wealthy …who me? The Living Pulpit, 12 (2) 19.  

 

Grundmann, C H 1995. Mammon – its Biblical perception. Mission studies, 

Vol 12, 2 (24) 157-163. 

 

 189



Guelich, R A 1982. The Sermon on the Mount: A foundation for 

understanding.   Waco: Word Books.  

 

Gundry, R H 1994.  Matthew a commentary on his handbook for a mixed 

church under persecution.  Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing 

Company.  

 

Hanson, K C and Oakman, D E 1998. Palestine in the time of Jesus. 

Social structures and social conflicts. Minneapolis: Augsburg Press.  

 

Hagin, K E 1976. Growing up spiritually. Tulsa: Faith Library Publications. 

 

Hagin, K E 1978. Exceedingly growing faith. Tulsa: Faith Library 

Publications. 

 

Hagin, K E 1978. The human spirit. Tulsa: Faith Library Publications. 

 

Hagin, K E 1978. What faith is. Tulsa: Faith Library Publications. 

 

Hagin, K E 1979. How to turn your faith loose. Tulsa: Faith Library 

Publications. 

 

Hagin, K E 1979. Seven things you should know about divine healing. 

Tulsa: Faith Library Publications. 

 

Hagin, K E 1979. The real faith. Tulsa: Faith Library Publications. 

 

Hagin, K E 1980. El Shaddai. Tulsa: Faith Library Publications. 

 

Hagin, K E 1980. New thresholds of faith. Tulsa: Faith Library 

Publications. 

 190



 

Hagin, K E 1982. Authority of the believer. Tulsa: Faith Library 

Publications. 

 

Hagin, K E 1982. Demons and how to deal with them. Tulsa: Faith Library 

Publications. 

 

Haralambos, M 1985. Sociology themes and perspectives. London: Unwin 

Hyman Limited.  

 

Harrington, D J 1991. The gospel of Matthew. Collegeville: The Liturgical 

Press.  

 

Harrison, E F 1964. Introduction to the New Testament. London: Pickering 

& Ingles Ltd. 

 

Harrop, C 2003. Hasmonean in Butler, T C (ed). Holman illustrated Bible 

dictionary. 722. Nashville: Holman Bible Publishers.  

 

Harrop, C and Draper, C W 2003. Jewish parties in the New Testament in 

Butler, T C (ed). Holman illustrated Bible dictionary. 916 - 920. Nashville: 

Holman Bible Publishers. 

Haughey, J C 1997. God and mammon. The Living Pulpit, 6 (3) 6.  

 

Hays, R B 1996. The moral vision of the New Testament. San Francisco: 

Harper Collins Publishers.  

 

Henderson, K R 2003. Alchemist at work: God, money, and the common 

good. Crosscurrents, 53 (2) 248.  

 

Houlden, J L 1973. Ethics and the New Testament. London: Mowbrays.  

 191



 

Howard-Browne, R M 1995. Thoughts on stewardship, volume two. 

Tampa: R.M.I. Publications. 

 

Janse Van Rensburg, F 2003. Filippense in Van der Watt, J (ed). Die 

Bybel A-Z. Vereeniging: Christelike Uitgewersmaatskappy.    

 

Jeremias, J  1969. Jerusalem in the time of Jesus. London: SCM Press 

Ltd.  

 

Keener, C S 1999. A commentary on the gospel of Matthew.  Grand 

Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company.  

 

Kenyon, E W 1965. Two kinds of righteousness. Washington: Kenyon’s 

Gospel Publishing Society.  

  

Kemp, C O  2001. 7 Laws of highest prosperity. Franklin: The Wisdom 

Company.  

 

Khathide,  A 1993. Living by giving. Westhoven: Gospel Publishers.  

  

Kodjak, A 1986. A structural analysis of the Sermon on the Mount.  Berlin: 

Walter de Gruyter & Co.  

 

Kummel, W G 1973. The theology of the New Testament. Nashville: 

Abington Press.  

 

Ladd, G E 1974. A theology of the New Testament. Grand Rapids: William 

B. Eerdmans Company.  

 

 192



Lenski, R C H 1961. The interpretation of St. Matthew’s gospel. 

Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House.  

  

Leonard, D  2003. Keys to financial freedom. Denver: Legacy Publishers 

International.  

 

Lietzmann, H 1961. A history of the early church.  London: Lutterworth. 

  

Lohse, E 1984. The New Testament environment. Nashville: Abingdon 

Press. 

 

Longenecker, R N 1984. New Testament social ethics for today. Grand 

Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company.  

 

Luz, U 1989. Matthew 1 – 7 a commentary. Minneapolis: Augsburg 

Fortress. 

 

Luz, U 1994. Matthew in history. Minneapolis: Fortress Press. 

 

Luz, U 1995. The theology of the gospel of Matthew. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press. 

 

Maartens, P J 1977. The cola structure of Matthew 6. Neotestimentica, 11, 

54 – 55.   

 

Maartens, P J 1977. The structure of Matthew 1-13.  Neotestimentica,  11, 

12 – 15.  

 

MacArthur, J F 2000. Whose money is it anyway? Nashville: Word 

Publishing. 

 

 193



McRay, J 2003. Rome and the Roman empire in Butler, T C (ed). Holman 

illustrated Bible dictionary. 1415 - 1421. Nashville: Holman Bible 

Publishers. 

 

Maier, P 1988. Josephus the essential writings. Michigan: Kregel 

Publications. 

 

Malan, C J 1984. Materialisme – ons dodelikste vyand. Johannesburg: 

Instituut vir Reformasie Studie.  

 

Malina, B J 1987. Wealth and poverty in the New Testament and its world. 

Interpretation, Volume XLI (4) 354 – 367.  

 

Malina, B J 1993. The New Testament world. Louisville: John Knox Press.  

 

Malina, B J 1996. The social world of Jesus  and the gospels. London: 

Routledge.  

 

Marshall, P 1986. Thine is the kingdom.  Grand Rapids: William B. 

Eerdmans Publishing Company.  

 

Matthews, V H 2003. Commerce in Butler, T C (ed). Holman illustrated 

Bible dictionary. 321 - 322. Nashville: Holman Bible Publishers. 

 

Matthews, V H 2003. Economic life in Butler, T C (ed). Holman illustrated 

Bible dictionary. 455 - 458. Nashville: Holman Bible Publishers. 

 

Mouton, J and Lategan, B 1994. The relevance of theology for the 1990’s. 

Pretoria: HSRC Publishers. 

 

 194



Murdock, M 1997. 31 Reasons people do not receive their financial 

harvest. Denton: Wisdom International.  

  

Murdock, M 1998. Secrets of the richest man who ever lived. Dallas: 

Wisdom International.   

 

Nelson, T 1988 – 1999. Wealth in Gilbertson, J (ed). PC Study Bible for 

windows. International Standard Bible Encyclopaedia. Paragraph 1. 

Version 3.0 [CD] Seattle: Biblesoft.  

 

Nelson, T 1988 – 1999. Banking in Gilbertson, J (ed). PC Study Bible for 

windows. International Standard Bible Encyclopaedia. Paragraph 1. 

Version 3.0 [CD] Seattle: Biblesoft.  

 

Nichols, D 1998. God’s plans for your finances. New Kensington: Whitaker 

House.  

 

Oakman, D E 2000. Economics of Palestine in Evans CA and Porter SE 

(ed). Dictionary of New Testament background. 303 – 308. Illinois: 

InterVarsity Press.  

  

Osteen, J  2004. Your best life now.  New York: Warner Faith.  

Patte, D 1987. The gospel according to Matthew. Pennsylvania: Trinity 

Press International.  

  

Pfeiffer, R H 1949. History of New Testament times. New York: Harper & 

Row Publishers Press.  

 

Porter, H 1988 – 1999. Money in Gilbertson, J (ed). PC Study Bible for 

windows. International Standard Bible Encyclopaedia. Paragraph 12. 

Version 3.0 [CD] Seattle: Biblesoft.  

 195



 

Ridderbos, H 1962. The coming of the kingdom. Philadelphia: The 

Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Company.  

 

Robert, A and Feuillet, A 1965. Introduction to the New Testament. New 

York: Desclee Company.  

 

Roberts, D 1994. The ‘Toronto’ blessing. Eastbourne: Kingsway 

Publications.  

 

Roberts, O 1957. If you need healing do these things. Tulsa: Oral Roberts.  

 

Roberts, O 1960. Divine  aids for  your health. Tulsa: Oral Roberts.  

 

Roberts, O 1960. Vrymaking van vrees en van siekte. Johannesburg: 

A.G.S. Drukkers.  

 

Russell, K A 1997. The church and money. The Living Pulpit,  6 (3) 7.  

 

Saldarini, A J 1994. Matthew’s Christian-Jewish community. Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press.  

 

Saldarini, A J 2001. Pharisees, Scribes and Sadducees in Palestinian 

society. Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmands Publishing Company.    

 

Sarles, K L 1986. A theological evaluation of the prosperity gospel. 

Bibliotheca Sacra, 143 (572) 329-352.  

 

Schelkle, K H 1973. Theology of the New Testament. Minnesota: The 

Liturgical Press.  

 

 196



Schnackenburg, R 1963. New Testament theology today. London: 

Geoffrey Chapman.  

  

Schnackenburg, R 2002. The gospel of Matthew.  Grand Rapids: William 

B. Eerdmans Publishing Company.  

 

Schrage, W 1988. The ethics of the New Testament. Philadelphia: 

Fortress Press.  

 

Schuller, R  1986. Your church has a fantastic future. Cape Town: Struik 

Christians Books.  

 

Schweizer, E 1991. A theological introduction to the New Testament. 

Nashville: Abington Press.  

 

Scott, J J 1995. Jewish backgrounds of the New Testament. Grand 

Rapids: Baker Books.  

  

Senior, D 1998. Abingdon New Testament commentaries: Matthew. 

Nashville: Abingdon Press.  

 

Senior, S 1996. What are they saying about Matthew? Mahwah: Paulist 

Press.  

 

Siddiki, N K  1998. Kingdom principles of financial increase. Broken Arrow: 

Wisdom Ministries.  

 

Simon, A 2003. Generosity and justice. The Living Pulpit,   12 (2) 4.  

 

 197



Smith, G V 2003. Poor, orphan, widow in Butler, T C (ed). Holman 

illustrated Bible dictionary. 1311 - 1312. Nashville: Holman Bible 

Publishers. 

 

Stagg, R 2003. Herod in Butler, T C (ed). Holman illustrated Bible 

dictionary. 753 - 755. Nashville: Holman Bible Publishers. 

 

Stassen, G H 2004. The fourteen triads of the Sermon on the Mount. 

Journal of Biblical Literature, 122 (2) 267-308.  

 

Sloman, J 1991. Economics. Cambridge: The University Press.  

 

Stegemann W, Malina BJ, and Theissen G. 2002. The social setting of 

Jesus and the gospels. Minneapolis: Fortress Press.  

 

Strecker, G 2000. Theology of the New Testament. Louisville: John Knox 

Press.  

 

Strite, E 2000. God’s principles for financial success. Martinsville: 

Teamwork Publishing.  

 

Talbert, C H 2004. Reading the Sermon on the Mount. South Carolina: 

University of South Carolina.  

Tenney, M C 1965. New Testament times. London: Intervarsity 

Fellowship.  

 

Theissen, G 2003. The New Testament. London: T & T Clark.  

  

Thompson, FC (ed) 1978. Thompson chain-reference Bible. Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan Bible Publishers.  

 

 198



Thompson, L 1999. Money cometh! to the body of Christ. Tulsa: Harrison 

House.  

 

Tilton, R 1983. God’s laws of success. Dallas: Word of faith Publications.  

  

Tilton, R 1985. Dare to be a success: birth a vision. : Word of faith 

Publications. 

 

Van Biema, D and Chu, J 2006. Does God want you to be rich? Time 

magazine, Vol 168, No 12. 48-56.  

 

Van der Walt, B J  1980. Jesus Christus en polities – maatskaplike 

verandering. Potchefstroom:  Pro Rege.  

  

Van der Watt, J (ed) 2003. Die Bybel A-Z, Vereeninging: Christelike 

Uitgewersmaatskappy.    

 

Van Tilborg, S 1986. The Sermon on the Mount as an ideological 

intervention.  Assen: Van Corcum & Comp.  

 

Van Zyl, A H, Eybers, I H, Le Roux, J H, Prinsloo, W S, Swanepoel, F H, 

Vosloo, W 1979. Israel en her neighbours. Woburn: Butterworth 

Publishers Inc.  

 

Van Zyl, H C 1987. Matteus 18:15 – 20: ‘n Diachroniese en sinchroniese 

ondersoek met besondere verwysing na kerklike dissipline. Pretoria: 

Universiteit van Pretoria.  

 

Venter, P 2003. Daniël in Van der Watt, J (ed). Die Bybel A-Z. 

Vereeniging: Christelike Uitgewersmaatskappy.    

 

 199



Vos, G 1948. Biblical theology Old and New Testaments. Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans Publishing Company.  

 

Watson, D F 2000. Roman social classes in Evans CA and Porter SE (ed). 

Dictionary of New Testament background. 999 - 1004. Illinois: InterVarsity 

Press.  

 

Wheeler, S E 1995. Wealth as peril and obligation. Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans Publishing Company. 

 

Whiston, W  1960. Josephus complete works. Grand Rapids: Kregel 

Publications.  

 

Williams, D T 2004. The heresy of prosperity teaching. Journal of theology 

for Southern Africa, 61 (1) 33-44.  

 

Wilkinson, B 2000. The prayer of Jabez. Vereeniging: Christian Art 

Publishers.  

 

Wiseman, D J 1973. Money in Douglas, J D (ed). The new Bible 

dictionary. 838 – 839. Grand Rapids: WM. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.  

 

Woolf, H B 1976. Webster’s new collegiate dictionary. Springfield: G and C 

Merriam Company.   

 

Yoder, J H 1972. The politics of Jesus. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans 

Publishing Company.  

 

Retrieved May 13, 2006, from 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prosperity_gospel#Origins.  

  

 200

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prosperity_gospel#Origins


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 201


	From within the term “theology” different branches can be recognized, such as “Pentecostal Theology”, “Word-Faith Theology”, “Poverty Theology”, “Stewardship Theology” and “Prosperity Theology”. Within poverty theology the believer regards possessions as a curse. These believers normally reject materialism in every form. Prosperity theology believes that you have not because you ask not. The theory is that the believer can create a binding transaction with God in which he is obligated to bless you. The disciple of stewardship theology believes that God owns everything. Thus, possessions become a privilege not a right. 

