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This article applies the model of the moral economy in the ancient world, as formulated by 
Karl Polanyi and applied by Halvor Moxnes, to the economic relations reflected in the Didache. 
The study partly confirms Aaron Milavec’s contention that the instructions in the text would 
provide an ‘economic safety net’ for members of the community by putting in place a system 
of generalised reciprocity and redistribution, although Milavec’s depiction of the community 
as an ‘urban working class’ movement is found to be anachronistic. The ‘communion of the 
saints’ is very much an economic system with aspects of resistance to the Roman imperial 
system. However, the moral economy of the Didache is seen to reflect a number of ambiguities, 
particularly in its adoption of the Christian Housetable ethic but also in its adoption of the 
patron client terminology in the dispute between prophets and teachers on the one side and 
bishops and deacons on the other.

Introduction
In his recent book, Jesus in Context: Power, People, and Performance (2008), Richard Horsley builds 
on many years of work on the ‘Q’ community to propose that this hypothetical text reflects the 
‘moral economy’ of the peasant villages of Galilee. In this, he argues, it reflects the quintessential 
shape of the Jesus movement as a movement of social renewal in a period of social and economic 
crisis brought about by Roman imperial rule. He bases his hypothesis largely on the work of James 
C. Scott (1976, 1985, 1990), which explores the dynamics of peasant society and the conditions 
leading up to peasant revolts in many cultures. What excites Horsley’s interest, in particular, is 
Scott’s insistence that social-religious movements amongst the peasants are key to the defence 
and mobilisation of this moral economy: 

This symbolic refuge is not simply a source of solace, an escape. It represents an alternative moral universe 
in embryo—a dissident sub-culture, which helps unite its members as a human community. 

(Scott 1976:238, 240 cited by Horsley 2008:214)

Here, Horsley finds the key to the nature of Jesus’ covenant renewal movement in the peasant 
villages of Galilee as expressed in ‘Q’, an analysis I find convincing in its broad outlines (Draper 
1995; Horsley & Draper 1999; Draper 2006).

In pushing this perspective forward, I would like to pay tribute to Professor Andries van Aarde for 
his pioneering work in introducing many South African scholars to the use of social scientific tools 
in the study of New Testament texts, particularly in research into the historical Jesus. Professor 
van Aarde has also emphasised the importance of extra-canonical texts in understanding the 
New Testament context.

In a more nuanced earlier study, The Economy of the Kingdom: Social Conflict and Economic Relations 
in Luke’s Gospel (1988), Halvor Moxnes utilises many of the same theorists to provide an analysis 
of Luke’s presentation of Jesus’ approach to the economic relations of the peasants with the elite in 
his gospel. He begins his study by observing that the Pharisees are characterised as philarguros and 
seekers for epainon and doxan, arguing that these terms are part of a topos concerning leadership 
linked to patron-client relations. Prominent in his study is the concept of the embedded economy, 
based on Karl Polanyi, Trade and Market in the Early Empires (1957) as modified by M. Granovetter 
(1985). This analysis argues that economic activity in the premodern era was subordinate to the 
norms, values and goals of the ‘moral universe’ of particular cultures and that economic activity 
was constrained by these to the extent that economic profit was not the prime goal of economic 
activity. Polanyi’s famous ‘double movement’ argues that in the modern era the economy has 
escaped from its embeddedness in the moral and social order to become autonomous and then in 
turn to colonise the moral and social order, so that in the end everything else is embedded in the 
new market system.1 However, in the ancient world, the market and the accumulation of capital 

1.This analysis has had a profound influence on discussions around the modern market economy and its impact. However, whilst broadly 
accepting that there is such a significant difference between pre-modern and modern economies, many economists today argue for a 
more differentiated approach, in which the role of social and moral relations as preconditions even for the modern market economy is 
recognized, while the role of market forces in the ancient world is also not ignored (e.g. Andrew Sayer, ‘Moral Economy’, published by 
the Department of Sociology, Lancaster University, Lancaster LA1 4YL, UK at http://www.comp.lancs.ac.uk/sociology//papers/sayer-
moral-economy.pdf.
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do not operate independently of social and cultural factors, as 
‘the social and economic exchange was embedded in a highly 
meaningful context of cult and ritual, linking the mundane 
to the transcendental’ (Moxnes 1988:38). Profit is not the 
primary motive in economic activity for the elite but rather 
honour, expressed by the ‘conspicuous consumption’ of the 
elites (Moxnes 1988:40). Increased productivity is not the way 
in which wealth is accumulated but rather the acquisition of 
land. Moreover, in a ‘limited goods’ culture, it is assumed 
that a person can only accumulate wealth by depriving 
others of the same, often by conquest and redistribution 
of the spoils of war in exchange for loyalty in a system of 
imperial patronage. The elite were more concerned with 
status and expansion of land holdings than accumulation 
of capital, whilst the peasants were concerned with survival 
and the maintenance of the social and moral order. This is 
the understanding of a ‘moral economy’, which is adopted in 
this article. Particularly suggestive in Moxnes’ analysis is the 
study of patron-client relations and their control of economic 
exchange in Luke’s Gospel, based especially on Eisenstadt 
and Roniger (1984), Patrons, Clients, and Friends. This will be 
explored further in this article.

What is surprising is that, even though the relationship of 
Didache to the ‘Q’ tradition is widely acknowledged (even if 
some attribute it to use of Matthew), little attention has been 
paid to the economic relations of the Didache. As most of the 
‘Q’ texts cited by Horsley to build his picture of the moral 
economy of ‘Q’ are found also in the Didache, one would expect 
this to be an enlightening point of comparison, particularly 
because the Didache seems directed towards Gentiles, at least 
in terms of initiation. Is the moral economy of ‘Q’ maintained 
and still understood in the Didache’s ‘redaction’ (if ’Q’ was 
actually a text, rather than an oral tradition as I would 
maintain) and how is it further developed? What are the 
dimensions of its embedded economic relations? A further 
point of interest would be whether the ‘moral economy’ 
is found only in the Jesus tradition in 1:3–6 or whether the 
Didache as a whole presents a consistent picture of economic 
relations. The economic relations in scholarly discussion of 
the Didache have only really become prominent in relation to 
tithes and whether the community behind the text is rural or 
urban (Schöllgen 1985). 

Aaron Milavec: The economic safety 
net
A notable and commendable exception to this is Aaron 
Milavec (2003:173–227), whose commentary has an extensive 
section on economic relations in the Didache, which he titles, 
‘The Economic Safety Net’. Although he does not use the 
terminology of the ‘moral economy’ and is more dependent 
on the Marxist analysis of GEM de Sainte Croix (1981), it does 
enter his discussion implicitly through his use of J. Dominic 
Crossan (1989, 1998). Milavec rightly notes that ‘economic 
training occupies over one-third of the Way of Life’ because 
in a system of patron-client relationships ‘someone entering 
into a new religious movement might urgently need a new set 
of commercial alliances to replace those that would inevitably 

be ruptured by his or her new religious commitments’ 
(Milavec 2003:176). Before examining his hypothesis, it 
should be noted that Milavec’s discussion presupposes a 
number of hermeneutical moves. Firstly, he rejects source 
criticism or any literary relations between Didache and the 
canonical gospels and so presupposes a very early date. 
Secondly, he sees the work as a unitary, oral catechetical 
composition for prospective members of the community, 
reflecting a ‘pastoral genius’ in which information is 
delivered sequentially through oral performance according 
to the programme of initiation. Thirdly, he presupposes 
rather an urban, ‘working class’ rather than a rural setting. 
As this supposed environment is the basis for his analysis 
of the economy of the text, it is important to examine his 
grounds for this assumption.

Milavec advances three arguments. Firstly, whilst Didache 1:5 
requires one to give to anyone who asks, without question 
and without asking for it back, Didache 4:6 qualifies this by 
saying, ‘If you have anything through your hands, give a 
ransom for your sins’, so that the context for the existence 
of a surplus must be manual labour. This is a rather weak 
argument, because the expression ‘through your hands’ need 
not be taken literally nor as a reference to manual labour. In 
Hebrew and Aramaic, the expression beyad comes to mean 
simply ‘by means of’. It could also refer to trade, one assumes, 
or teaching for that matter. The principle, ‘let him work and 
let him eat’ (Didache 12:3) is extended to the prophet and 
teacher since he ‘is worthy just as the worker of his hire’ and 
is used to justify payment in cash and kind of prophets and 
teachers in Didache 13:1. 

Secondly, Milavec points to the widening of first fruits to 
bread making, opening wine or oil, silver, clothing or any 
possession (Didache 13:5–7). However, this is again not a 
strong argument; Georg Schöllgen (1986) has already shown 
the fallaciousness of this conclusion: 

•	 agrarian products form only one member of a four 
membered literary structure in which first the raw and 
then the processed products are mentioned and not every 
first fruit is expected of every person – they are simply 
examples of the duty to support the prophets

•	 the widespread legal requirement of first fruits is 
probably post-Constantinian and in Hippolytus the same 
rural products are specified for great cities like Rome, 
which are not predominantly concerned with agriculture

•	 both agrarian produce and its processed forms are 
available in both country and city – the majority of whose 
inhabitants typically worked the surrounding lands. 

Thirdly, Milavec argues on the basis of the permission in 
Didache 12:3 for those with a craft to settle (‘let her work 
and let her eat’) that members of the Didache community 
were ‘neither freeloaders nor rich’, neither exploiters nor 
exploited, nor poor without skills (‘They were not living 
a hand-to-mouth existence that opened them to random 
acts of exploitation’) (Milavec 2003:181). However, this 
unproblematic case is supplemented by a second category: 
those who wish to settle but who do not have a craft. They 



http://www.hts.org.za

Original Research

DOI: 10.4102/hts.v67i1.907

Page 3 of 10

must also be taken in by the community, as long as they 
do not live an idle life (Didache 12:4). Presumably, many 
of them would have been peasants or day labourers in the 
surrounding fields, since this class formed the majority of a 
city’s inhabitants. Whilst an urban origin is not unlikely, it 
cannot be proved any more conclusively than a rural one on 
this basis. 

This makes the anachronistic language about the ‘urban 
working class background presupposed by the membership 
of the Didache communities’ (Milavec 2003:183) problematic, 
in my opinion. Whether it was urban or rural, it is likely to 
have been diverse. Elite or non-elite, slave or free(d) (wo)man, 
peasant or artisan, male or female, rich or poor are perhaps 
better terms than ‘upper class’ and ‘working class’, with 
its modern baggage, particularly since Milavec envisages 
these working class folk owning slaves and having large 
workshops; excavations from Ostia indicate that the urban 
poor lived in extreme squalor and cramped conditions in the 
insulae (the crowded tenament apartments inhabited by the 
urban poor; see Wallace-Hadrill 2003). Certainly, the more 
prosperous artisans may have bought slaves to assist them, 
but then ‘working class’ ceases to apply in any meaningful 
sense. Fundamental, however, is the question of whether the 
Didache reflects the background of a peasant village in Galilee 
from which, as argued by Horsley and many others, the ‘Q’ 
source emerged as a programme for renewal of community. 
This seems to me extremely unlikely, because the teaching 
is orientated towards Gentile converts (at least in its present 
form it constitutes ‘Teaching of the Lord through the Twelve 
Apostles to the Gentiles) and envisages numbers of outsiders 
coming into the community. Peasant village communities, 
on the other hand, are notoriously closed and cautious 
about outsiders. This is not to say that there are no elite 
representatives or outsiders in such rural peasant villages, 
but that those that are there remain outsiders, no matter how 
long they live there. Renewal movements for Horsley are 
reformulations of the Great Tradition of the culture from the 
perspective of the Little Tradition (Scott). Whilst the Didache 
certainly reflects the cultural tradition of Israel, its debates 
seem close to the debates of the Pharisees, representatives of 
the Great Tradition, whom it sees as its rivals (the ‘hypocrites’ 
mentioned in Didache 8:1−2). Moreover, adherence to the 
‘great tradition’ of the Torah is made optional for gentile 
members of the community: ‘if you can bear the whole yoke 
[of the Torah] you will be perfect, but if you can’t bear what 
you can’. The kind of proselytising movement implied by this 
text seems to me best placed in a situation at the crossroads 
of peoples and cultures and hence most probably in an urban 
setting, rather than a homogenous peasant village.

According to Milavec (2003), the whole of Didache 1:3–6 
applies to outsiders to the community, so that the catechesis 
begins with a requirement that prospective members 
sacrifice honour, labour and goods to outsiders without any 
question about their worthiness and without limits. This is 
to rid them of the habit of economic productivity and teach 
them to imitate the free giving of God who is the true goal of 
the act of giving: 

The absence of any grounds for inquiry in the Didache suggests 
that the ‘expressed need’ of the petitioner overrides the right of 
the giver to examine the one asking in cases involving food or 
clothing.

(Milavec 2003:186)

The examination of the worthiness of the petitioner is 
reserved to the final judgment (Milavec 2003:186). I have 
suggested elsewhere (Draper 1997:58) that such unreserved 
giving would lead to penury for new community members 
and would have placed an ‘enormous strain upon the 
community resources’. Milavec argues, however, that there 
must have been ‘a natural limit to the unrestrained giving’ 
(Milavec 2003:197) and that the converts’ families would have 
continued to support them with food and accommodation 
even if they withheld access to resources to give. If there 
was a danger, Milavec argues, then ‘in practice, the spiritual 
mentor undoubtedly intervened in order to moderate or 
entirely set aside the first rule’ (Milavec 2003:198). There 
is, however, no evidence for either of these assumptions in 
the text and they would seem to undermine Milavec’s main 
argument. 

Milavec sees Didache 4:5–8 as applied only to insiders, because 
it is not now a matter of unreserved giving but of reciprocity. 
A new modified form of unreciprocated giving continues, 
but now such almsgiving is seen as a ransom for sins in the 
face of the imminent arrival of the Lord. Milavec argues here 
that the new members would have faced ‘ruination and be 
forced to join Christian collectives‘ (Milavec 2003:210–211), 
but this contradicts his earlier insistence that unrestricted 
giving would be suspended by the convert's mentor before 
it led to financial disaster. He argues that koinonia refers not 
to fellowship but to business partnerships, which were at the 
heart of the Christian economic safety net:

In the ancient world, an entire family normally practiced a 
trade together working side by side in the same workshop.... 
[Where anyone other than the head of the family became a 
Christian] ’one might expect such “deviants“ to be expelled 
from the family business and disinherited. Those expelled were 
effectively “dead” both socially and economically, for in that 
moment they would be cut off from their biological family and 
from their family livelihood as well. With baptism, such persons 
were reborn as children of their Father in heaven and gained a 
new family. Accordingly novices who were ousted from their 
family’s business joined with the new family and thereby 
maintained themselves and their dependents by working at their 
craft. It was in these “new” families that everything was shared 
just s it had been in their former biological families. Even in the 
case of visitors who decided to settle into a Didache community, 
the operative rule was “let him /her work and let him/her eat” 
(12:3)—the presupposition being that any Christians would be 
immediately employed in the “family” businesses within the 
local community’. 

(Milavec 2003:210−11)

This interesting hypothesis undoubtedly has some merit and 
may well have been an important aspect of the social life of 
many community members, having support in the practice of 
Paul, but there seems insufficient evidence in the Didache to put 
so much weight on it. The only argument Milavec advances is 
the supposed meaning of koinonia as a reference to workers’ guilds 
rather than to community of goods (see Draper 1988).
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Finally, Milavec argues that the Didache community rejected 
the patron-client system of the ancient world, seeing God 
as the sole patron (based on Didache 3:9–10). Freed in this 
way ‘from the patronage of men’ and from the necessity 
of attendance at pagan festivals and other compromising 
associations to please powerful patrons and secure their 
economic position (Milavec 2003:224−225), members instead 
entered empowering and honest economic partnerships with 
each other. No doubt they did so, but in this they would be 
following a well-worn track in the business associations, 
funeral societies and kyrios or kyria cults of dying and rising 
gods and goddesses in the ancient world, such as those of 
Mithra, Isis and Osiris, Dionysis and Orpheus. What Milavec 
leaves out of account is the likelihood that better off or well-
positioned members of the Didache community would have 
been expected to act as brokers and patrons for the benefit 
of the community and its members and received honour 
as a reward, as I have argued elsewhere (Draper 1995). 
Overall, Milavec’s hypothesis is an interesting exploration 
of possibilities in the text, but perhaps rather inclined to 
romanticise the community relations.

The moral economy of the Didache
Perhaps we should begin with the model of reciprocity and 
redistribution, which Moxnes uses in his analysis of the 
moral economy of the Kingdom in Luke, based on Sahlins’ 
Stone Age Economies development from Polanyi’s model of 
reciprocity, redistribution and market exchange. He sees 
three forms of reciprocity based on ‘span of social distance’:

•	 generalised reciprocity (exchange is altruistic or a pure 
gift – in theory at least)

•	 balanced reciprocity (seeks ‘a near-equivalence in goods 
and services’)

•	 negative reciprocity (trying to get something for nothing 
by violent or other means). 

Close kin incline to forms of reciprocity based on social 
proximity, whilst strangers and outsiders incline to the 
general and balanced reciprocity. It may not seem obvious 
at first to view the instructions in the Didache as a system of 
redistribution. However, in the ancient world ‘the social and 
economic exchange was embedded in a highly meaningful 
context of cult and ritual, linking the mundane to the 
transcendental’ (Moxnes 1988:38). The Didache clearly does 
provide a system which is both continuous with and provides 
an alternative to the norms of the surrounding society. 
Whilst redistribution serves a practical function of logistical 
redistribution, its greater purpose is social bonding, that is, a 
‘double effect of redistribution and its embeddedness in the 
most central aspect of a common culture’ (Moxnes 1988:39). 

In the first centuries CE, the Roman empire had created a vast 
system of asymmetric redistribution with itself at the centre, 
which impoverished and subjugated its client states, but 
which also promised reciprocal benefits (however illusory) 
namely security, peace and infrastructure. The central 
institution in the social model of exchange was that of patron-
client relations, with the emperor as the chief patron and a 

network of brokers radiating outwards and downwards 
through myriads of local brokers who mediated access to 
power, privilege and hence to material resources. This has 
been well described by Moxnes and many other scholars 
working with the social sciences and the New Testament 
(NT) (e.g. Malina 1981; Neyrey 2005). The patron-client 
system cemented bonds of unequal relations, which were 
also patriarchal and gendered. Women and slaves were at 
the bottom of the pile, although elite women had negotiated 
some position of relative autonomy and privilege. Some 
classicists have even spoken of the ‘new Roman woman’ 
(Winter 2003). 

This patriarchal network was legitimated by a social and 
religious order which projected a cosmic symbol system 
of stability and ‘nature’ underpinning the systematic 
exploitation of the under classes whilst obtaining their 
acquiescence. However, as Moxnes has pointed out, this 
system was contested continuously and challenged by 
the underclass, so that there was a constant tension with 
its claims to be the God-given and unchangeable order of 
nature. Patron-client relations were thus ‘not stable and 
continuous, but rather characterized by change and lack of 
stability’ (Moxnes 1988:45).

If we try to chart the economic relations in the Didache against 
this background, we come up with in Table 1. 

God as Patron
Let us proceed to analyse Table 1. Firstly, we can observe 
that God’s role is ambivalent. God acts on the one hand as a 
typical patron in the patron-client system: as Sahlins points 
out, the ‘chieftain’ is expected to give generously, often with 
handouts of food, in exchange for honour. God acts in this 
way, giving life, food and drink generously to all in order 
that they may love and praise him. God also requires loyalty 
on pain of loss of favour and punishment. God requires 
community members to give freely also in imitation of him, 
but such giving is really giving to God and will be rewarded 
by him by forgiveness of sins. On the other hand, God breaks 
the unwritten code of patron-client relationships in blessing 
and giving spiritual food and drink and eternal life free to 
members of the community. He protects the poor and needy 
and works in all things for the good of all rather than for gain. 
However, the great patron of the 1st century world was the 
Roman emperor, who claimed to be doing the same things! 
Yet, a key factor is that God has no favoured ‘clients’. God 
does not favour those who can give back more than others 
can. Indeed, before God masters and slaves share the same 
status (4:10); it is possession of the Spirit which God sends 
that determines their status before God. As a result, there 
is a difference in the genuine sharing of resources required 
of members of his community to all who ask good and bad 
in response to his gifts. God judges justly and requires just 
judgement and righteousness from community members 
without favouritism, double standards or prevarication (4:3–
4; 3:9), so that the skewed justice of the patronage system is 
forbidden within the community.
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Community members
The fundamental rules of community life are based on the 
Old Testament (OT) norms: love God, love of neighbour as 
the self and do not do to others what you do not want them to 
do to you. This could be interpreted as a balanced reciprocity: 
if it is contained within the family or community as a kinship 
relationship, real or fictive, where one could expect or even 
enforce a mutual adherence to these principles. However, the 
addition of the ‘Q’ tradition in 1:3–6 as an interpretation of 
these basic rules transforms it into a requirement to practice 
generalised reciprocity: the rules apply to relations with 
outsiders who behave with negative reciprocity towards 
them – enemies who hate and persecute them, shaming them 

with dishonourable violence, impressing them into forced 
labour and seizing their possessions (even their clothing). Yet 
not only are community members to practice non-retaliation, 
they are to reflect the shame back onto their persecutors by 
going beyond what they are required to do: turning the other 
cheek, going two miles when commanded to go one and 
declining to ask for anything back when it has been forcibly 
seized! Furthermore, they are to give to everyone who asks 
without asking for anything back, an attitude of generalised 
reciprocity without expectation of profit or material benefit. 
However, they do receive the balanced reciprocity from God 
of knowing they give to God and that he will reward them 
and remove their sins (1:6, 4:7).

TABLE 1: Reciprocity and redistribution in the Didache. 

Generalised Balanced Negative

God God

God gives spiritual food and drink and eternal life to community 
members for free (Didache 10:3)!

God he gives life, food & drink to all, in return for love & 
praise—acts as patron (1:2; 10:3).

God blesses community (Didache 1:5). God requires free giving, but giving to others is giving to 
God (1:5; 1:6) & brings rewards (4:7).

God protects the poor and needy (Didache 1:5–6). God requires loyalty or loss of favour (16:2).

God works for good (3:10).

Community Members Community Members Community Members

Love others as you love yourself. 

Golden Rule:

 • Love those who hate. Give up honour and  goods without trying to 
take back (1:3−4).

Do it to honour the Father’s will and receive his reward 
(1:6; 4:7).

Experience violent removal of goods and 
honour by outsiders.

 • Give freely to all (even non-members?)   out of economic surplus 
without asking back (Didache 1:5–6; 4:5–8).

Sharing material goods because already sharing spiritual 
goods (4:8).

Almsgiving atones for sin (4:6).

Need is the test and those not needing will be required to 
repay (1:5) Prison? God as sanction.

Members experience injustice and economic 
exploitation from outsiders (5:2).

Some members take without needing it (1:5).

Some take but refuse to give to others (4:5).

God has no favourites and posssession of the Spirit is guarantee of 
God’s favour not status (4:10).

Members have no favourites (Didache 4:3–4). Children to be beaten into faith (4:9).

Regular (weekly 14:1) thanksgiving meals shared freely (9−10). Treat slaves as equal before God and slaves obey ‘in fear 
and trembling’ as ‘type’ of God (Didache 4:11).

Some members have slaves and exploit 
them harshly (4:10).

Hospitality to all who come from outside. Only members partake (Didache 9:5). Some slaves no longer ‘submitting’ (4:11).

Generalised Reciprocal Negative

But stay limited & no money to be given (11:1−6; 12:1−2). Need is the test and those not needing will be exposed as 
false (11:6; 11:12).

Some prophets demand money or food 
(table) without need (11:9, 12).

Prophets order members to give to those in need (11:12). Those who have a trade must work to support themselves 
(12:3).

Those who do not have a trade to be helped as possible (12:4). Some do not want to work! (12:4).

These must be shunned (12:5).

Prophets and teachers receive honour without being patrons (4:1; 
15:2).

Prophets and teachers on active duty receive payment from 
firstfruits (13).

Some prophets exploit the system (11).

Poor receive the surplus (13:4)

Leaders (bishops and deacons) must be not lovers of money or honour: 
for example they are patrons.

Such patrons receive honour.

Almsgiving repeatedly stressed (again 15:4).

Outsiders Outsiders Outsiders

Receive honour and goods and alms from the community without 
giving anything back (1:3−6).

Love those who love them (1:3). Curse, persecute, (1:3; 5:2).

Take goods, labour and honour by violence 
from the weak and conquered (1:4; 5:1).

Characterized by love of money and honour 
leading to theft (3:5).

Motivated by greed (5:1).

Excluded from community’s meal (9:5). Take from God without acknowledging (5:2).

Hospitality limited to members who ‘come in the Name of 
the Lord’ (12:1).

Oppress the poor, pervert justice in favour 
of the rich (5:2; 16:4−5).
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A tricky question is whether the required act of giving in 
Didache 1:5–6 is intended to be to all outsiders good or bad, 
right or wrong, or primarily to insiders. The problem is 
that unrestricted giving of this kind would impoverish and 
ruin any community. As we have seen, Milavec argues for 
this interpretation and I have also done the same elsewhere 
(Draper 1997). On the other hand, he sees this as only 
required during the period of initiation, which does not seem 
likely to me. Moreover, the instructions do raise the question 
of need (χρεία, twice in 1:5). The target of giving in Didache 
4:8 is the needy person [τὸν ἐνδεόμενον], which is synonimous 
with ‘having need’ [χρείαν ἔχων]. In Didache 11:5 an exception 
to the rules on hospitality to apostles is grounded on the 
same principle of need [χρεία] as the fundamental principle 
of giving and receiving based on their overriding sense 
of justice – a prime hallmark of the kind of peasant moral 
economy described by James Scott. Again, the needy person 
arriving in the community without any skills to support him 
or herself is to be assisted as far as possible – although the 
word is not used this time – provided that the person does 
not live idly and exploit the community’s provision (Didache 
12:4). Members are required to give freely with God as the 
goal of their giving, the God who wishes to give to all out 
of his own gifts (given in the first place to the community 
members in trust). In my opinion, Didache 1:3−4 provides a 
rule for conduct to outsiders, whereas Didache 1:5−6 provides 
rules of conduct to insiders. My reasoning is based on the 
provision in Didache 1:5 that the one taking without need 
would have to give account and, being in distress (συνοχή, 
the word does not mean ‘prison’, except by extension), 
would not get out of there until she or he had paid back 
the last farthing. In the Matthean (5:26) and Lukan (12:59) 
versions of ‘Q’ the word used is specifically called φυλακή 
and it follows the advice that one should be reconciled with 
one’s accuser whilst on the way lest she or he press a charge 
and one winds up in debtor’s prison. However, in Matthew 
the context is that of a quarrel with one’s brother (πρῶτον 
διαλλάγηθι τῷ ἀδελφῷ σου 5:24). Milavec assumes the reference 
in the Didache to be a reference to eschatological judgement, 
but there seems no justification for this. It seems that, whilst 
none was allowed to refuse a request for assistance, anyone 
taking advantage of this principle to accumulate wealth 
would face some kind of community investigation and if 
found guilty would face some kind of retributive justice, 
whether it was actually prison or not (it would more likely 
be exclusion from the community), until they had repaid the 
full amount. It seems unlikely that this principle could be 
followed through in civil courts against outsiders, but very 
likely it could be undertaken against community members 
(‘you shall judge justly’, Didache 4:3). In this case, it might 
indicate that Didache 1:6 (‘But indeed concerning this it was 
also said, “Let your alms sweat in your hands until you know 
to whom you give”’) refers to a human supplicant and not 
to God and that the supposed reference to Sir. 12:1 is a red 
herring (it is, in any case, equally slippery). Then it would 
mean, ‘don’t give to someone who abuses the trust’ and puts 
a limit on the principle of unreserved giving which is stated 
at first. Of course there is a long debate about this, well set 

out by Milavec. The sense of Didache 4:6–7 implies that the 
giving of alms is ultimately to God and that it is rewarded by 
the atoning of sins, and 1:6 could also be taken in that light.

The instruction in Didache 4:5–8, in any case, has far more 
of the familiar feel of the kind of ‘redistribution’ advocated 
by Jesus, where people in the villages of Galilee in a time of 
economic crisis are urged to the solidarity of resistance against 
the crushing effects of Roman imperialism, where they are 
called to forgive the debts of their neighbours in view of their 
own debt to God, to give to those in need without requiring 
it back, to invite the hungry to their tables and not the well 
off and so on. You must not stretch out the hand to receive 
but shut it when it comes to giving (Didache 4:5); if you have 
earned a surplus give (Didache 4:6). What is highly significant 
is the legititmation provided for the giving here. It is not 
simply village reciprocity or redistribution to guarantee the 
survival of families in the village, but rather it is seen as a 
sign of a new kind of spiritual community. Members of 
the community are already κοινωνοί in immortal things, so 
how much more should they share with one another in the 
material things. This is the basis on which they should call 
‘nothing their own’. In the Greek patron-client culture, the 
principle is that κοινωνία [communion] is only possible where 
there is ἰσότης, that is, between friends who are equal in rank 
and wealth since otherwise there would be a debt between 
them (see Draper 1988). The Didache turns this principle on 
its head, making all members of the community equal on 
a spiritual basis, and so sharing everything in a material 
fellowship with each other [συγκοινωνήσεις] as equals. The 
argument runs qal wa homer [‘from light to heavy’] in Rabbinic 
fashion, but it is directed against the Hellenistic principle of 
‘sharing between [social and material] equals’.

Other forms of general reciprocity, which fit into the category 
of a moral economy, were the weekly communal meals, 
which were full meals (μετὰ δὲ τὸ ἐμπλησθῆναι 10:1) shared by 
all, including the poor and needy. The effect of this should 
not be minimised, as normal weekly rations for the poor 
would probably be close to starvation rations, whilst this 
would imply a meal with meat and wine. Secondly, travellers 
belonging to the Christian movement of all description, 
whether religous functionaries like apostles and prophets or 
ordinary travellers, are to be welcomed and provisioned whilst 
they travel, though they may only stay for a day or two and 
may not ask for money. But they may also settle, even if they 
do not have a trade to support themselves. The community 
must make a plan! Milavec’s suggestion that they might have 
been taken into the workshops of Christian craftsmen has 
no evidence to support it, but is a likely senario for some of 
those who wished to settle, especially if they already had a 
skill. However, the wandering poor probably included those 
peasants who had lost their land through debt or war, or who 
simply walked off it – ἀναχωρήσις – and who now wanted to 
settle in the community. Whilst this may not have been an 
option in every case, the Christian κοινωνία clearly involved 
making plans to integrate them into the material and social 
life of the community, as they were not to remain idle (Didache 
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12:4). Most probably, such peasant refugees would also have 
been drawn into the task of tending and harvesting the fields 
of those members who were agriculturalists as day labourers 
or as members of extended households sharing roof, board 
and labour. Thirdly, the community reserved the first fruits 
for the poor, if there were no prophets (Didache 13:4). This 
may often have been an important means of redistribution 
in the community, particularly as it may have grown in size 
and prosperity and particularly if prophets began to be thin 
on the ground. Fourthly, prophets might order a meal or 
table for the hungry (Didache 11:9 – even if we consider it a 
eucharist it amounts to the same thing, as it was a full meal) 
or might ask the community to give money or goods to the 
needy, the poor and inferior (περὶ ἄλλων ὑστερούντων  Didache 
11:12); in both cases the prophet was not allowed to share in 
what he prescribed.

Prophets and teachers form a particular category within 
this moral economy. Both may be remunerated after they 
have been tested and found true, probably on the basis 
of reciprocity for the spiritual work they did, since the 
instruction on the legitimacy of provisions for the prophets 
and teachers come after the statement of the principle: ‘Let 
him/her work and let him/her eat’ (Didache 12:3). The 
allocation of first fruits to the prophets is interesting in itself 
(see Draper 2005). It is appropriate since first fruits were not 
required on what was produced outside of historical eretz 
Yisrael [the ‘land of Israel’, the land of covenant which bound 
Israel to fulfil the Torah and to give the land’s first fruits to the 
God of the covenant], but were still felt to be an obligation, 
even by those who may have been paying temple tax as Jews 
to the Romans through the local Jewish communities. In the 
Holy Land they were offered to local priests when it was not 
possible to get them to the temple (because perishable), and 
the principle is extended here to the prophets as the ‘high 
priests’ of the new community – particularly appropriate one 
imagines after the demise of the temple in 70 CE. Nothing 
is said about how the teachers were to be remunerated, but 
one imagines that it would have been by the catechumens 
they instructed. This was certainly how it was understood 
in the Ecclesiastical Canons and the Epitome, other Christian 
versions of the Two Ways. If the Lord gave the catechumens 
spiritual food through the teachers, how much more should 
they give material food back to them.2

Whilst the prophets and teachers were remunerated in a 
Reciprocal Distribution manner, they also received honour 
which technically should be due to patrons of the community 
for their benevolent General Reciprocity to the community. 
In a way, they were getting something for nothing in this 
case, in other words Negative Reciprocity. These patrons are 
indicated by the key words in patron-client relations (Draper 
1995): ἀφιλαργύρους, λειτουργία and τιμή (Didache 15:1–2). 
Moxnes has argued at length that these words were part of 
a trope concerning appropriate leadership or patronage in 

2.You shall honour him as much as you are able from your sweat and from the labour 
of your hands. If the Lord through him has made you worthy to be given spiritual 
food and drink and eternal life, much the more should you bring him corruptible and 
temporary food. ‘For the workman is worthy of his hire’ and ‘You shall not muzzle a 
threshing ox’ and ‘nobody plants a vine and does not eat from it’ (CE 12. Translation 
of Stewart-Sykes 2006:107).

the ancient world. They are not to be lovers of money, not 
just because they should not be corrupt, but also because 
they were to be benefactors of the community, ‘generously’ 
making their resources available for the public good in 
what was called their leitourgia [‘public service’]. They 
were to be humble, not because they were to be diffident 
men, but because they should not be seen to be scrambling 
for power and position. So bishops and deacons are to be 
chosen as patrons of the community with the expectation 
that they would be able to offer the community resources 
and protection and probably their houses to meet in on the 
‘Lord’s day of the Lord’. What they could expect in return 
was honour and loyalty. In this case, however, the prophets 
and teachers were not only receiving money and resources 
but were also the recipients of honour and loyalty – their 
paid work being considered a leitourgia, such that the bishops 
and deacons were being despised (Didache 15:2). It is not 
surprising that this produced problems in the community. 
The Didache settles the matter by arguing that all of them – 
prophets and teachers, bishops and deacons – should receive 
the same honour for their work. One wonders how long such 
a compromise could have survived – not long it seems, since 
bishops and deacons subsequently surplanted prophets and 
teachers completely in the emerging church!

Housetables
Finally, we need to recognise that the koinonia of the equals 
envisaged by the community had some elements of negative 
reciprocity: chiefly in the Christian table of household 
behaviour or the Housetable in Didache 4:9–11, which is 
significant both for what it says and what it does not say. 
The underlying schema, tracable in the table of NT exemplars 
and probably deriving from Hellenistic Judaism, seems to 
have four reciprocal components regulating social relations 
with the state (A1/2), masters and slaves (B1/2), husbands 
and wives (C1/2), parents and children (D1/2). The Didache 
has only two elements, one a single element of parent (D1, 
probably the pater familias is intended), the other a balanced 
couplet of slavemasters and slaves (B1/2). In any event, 
the Housetable ties the egalitarian koinonia of equals into 
the extremely unequal patriarchal structures of the ancient 
world. 3 The text which follows is arranged with the Didache 
text first, followed by texts in a roughly chronological order 
(in my reckoning).

It can be seen immediately that whilst the core components 
of the Housetable are remarkably consistent, they are not all 
utilised in any one of the lists below at the same time. The 
table should ideally be constructed of a set of four couplets, 
comprising the mutual responsibility of the senior and 
junior partners (in terms of status and power): emperor or 
subject; master or slave; husband or wife; parent or child. 
However, not all the units A−E are included in any of the 
texts nor do all of them have the mutual components 1−2, nor 

3.In the box which follows, the translation of the Didache is my own, while all the 
quotations from the New Testament are taken from the New Revised Standard 
Version.

Page 7 of 10



http://www.hts.org.za

Original Research

DOI: 10.4102/hts.v67i1.907

do they occur in the same order. The inclusion or exclusion 
and order of any of the units clearly depend on the social 
and economic priorities or problems experienced by each 
community. Hence they offer important information on the 
moral economy of each early Christian community which 
produced them.

Only one of these tables mentions honouring the emperor, 
which probably belongs to the Hellenistic Jewish substratum 
of the Housetable. Its omission from most of the Christian 
tables, including the Didache, is not surprising given the 
claim of the Caesar to be the ‘son of God and high priest‘ 

or even dominus et deus. However, the words ‘husband’ 
and ‘wife’ occurring together is remarkably constant and 
its absence in the Didache indicates that the community 
may well have had women who were not subject to 
husbands (widows or other female headed household) or 
whose husbands were hostile unbelievers who might have 
forbidden their wives from joining the Christian community 
(in which case commanding obedience would have been 
counterproductive). Secondly, those tables, which mention 
the parent or children relationship, include instructions to 
both parties. That Didache mentions only the responsibility 
of the (father) parent to punish corporally the children into 

Didache 4:9−11
D1 You shall not hold back your hand from your son or from your daughter, but from their youth you shall teach the fear of God.
B1 You [masters] shall not reprove your male slave or your female slave, who hope in the same God, in your anger, lest they should no longer fear the God who is over you 
both. For he has not come to call with respect of persons, but those whom the Spirit has prepared.
B2 And you slaves shall be subject to your masters, as an image of God, in shame and fear.

1 Peter 2:13−3:7
A1 For the Lord's sake accept the authority of every human institution, whether of the emperor as supreme, or of governors, as sent by him to punish those who do wrong 
and to praise those who do right. For it is God's will that by doing right you should silence the ignorance of the foolish. As servants of God, live as free people, yet do not use 
your freedom as a pretext for evil. Honor everyone. Love the family of believers. Fear God. Honor the emperor. 
 
B2 Slaves, accept the authority of your masters with all deference, not only those who are kind and gentle but also those who are harsh.  For it is a credit to you if, being 
aware of God, you endure pain while suffering unjustly. If you endure when you are beaten for doing wrong, what credit is that? But if you endure when you do right and 
suffer for it, you have God's approval. For to this you have been called, because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, so that you should follow in his steps. 
‘He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his mouth’.  When he was abused, he did not return abuse; when he suffered, he did not threaten; but he entrusted himself 
to the one who judges justly. He himself bore our sins in his body on the cross, so that, free from sins, we might live for righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed. 
For you were going astray like sheep, but now you have returned to the shepherd and guardian of your souls.  

C2 Wives, in the same way, accept the authority of your husbands, so that, even if some of them do not obey the word, they may be won over without a word by their wives' 
conduct,  when they see the purity and reverence of your lives.  Do not adorn yourselves outwardly by braiding your hair, and by wearing gold ornaments or fine clothing; 
rather, let your adornment be the inner self with the lasting beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which is very precious  in God's sight.  It was in this way long ago that the holy 
women who hoped in God used to adorn themselves by accepting the authority of their husbands.  Thus Sarah obeyed Abraham and called him lord. You have become her 
daughters as long as you do what is good and never let fears alarm you.  
C1 Husbands, in the same way, show consideration for your wives in your life together, paying honor to the woman as the weaker sex, since they too are also heirs of the 
gracious  gift of life--so that nothing may hinder your prayers.  

Colossians 3:17−4:1 
C1 Wives, be subject to your husbands, as is fitting in the Lord.  
C2 Husbands, love your wives and never treat them harshly.  
D2 Children, obey your parents in everything, for this is your acceptable duty in the Lord.  
D1 Fathers, do not provoke your children, or they may lose heart.  

B2 Slaves, obey your earthly masters in everything, not only while being watched and in order to please them, but wholeheartedly, fearing the Lord. Whatever your task, 
put yourselves into it, as done for the Lord and not for your masters since you know that from the Lord you will receive the inheritance as your reward; you serve the Lord 
Christ. For the wrongdoer will be paid back for whatever wrong has been done, and there is no partiality. 
B1 Masters, treat your slaves justly and fairly, for you know that you also have a Master in heaven.

Ephesians 5:21−6:9
5:21 Be subject to one another out of reverence for Christ.
C1 Wives, be subject to your husbands as you are to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife just as Christ is the head of the church, the body of which he is the 
Savior. Just as the church is subject to Christ, so also wives ought to be, in everything, to their husbands. 

C2 Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her, in order to make her holy by cleansing her with the washing of water by the word, 
so as to present the church to himself in splendor, without a spot or wrinkle or anything of the kind-- yes, so that she may be holy and without blemish. In the same way, 
husbands should love their wives as they do their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself.  For no one ever hates his own body, but he nourishes and tenderly cares 
for it, just as Christ does for the church, because we are members of his body. ‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two 
will become one flesh’.  This is a great mystery, and I am applying it to Christ and the church. Each of you, however, should love his wife as himself, and a wife should respect 
her husband.
D2 Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. ‘Honor your father and mother’-- this is the first commandment with a promise: ‘so that it may be well with you 
and you may live long on the earth’. 

D1 And, fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.
B2 Slaves, obey your earthly masters with fear and trembling, in singleness of heart, as you obey Christ; not only while being watched, and in order to please them, but as 
slaves of Christ, doing the will of God from the heart. Render service with enthusiasm, as to the Lord and not to men and women, knowing that whatever good we do, we will 
receive the same again from the Lord, whether we are slaves or free. 
B1 And, masters, do the same to them. Stop threatening them, for you know that both of you have the same Master in heaven, and with him there is no partiality.

1 Timothy 6:1−2
B2 Let all who are under the yoke of slavery regard their masters as worthy of all honor, so that the name of God and the teaching may not be blasphemed.
B1 Those who have believing masters must not be disrespectful to them on the ground that they are members of the church; rather they must serve them all the more, since 
those who benefit by their service are believers and beloved. Teach and urge these duties.

BOX 1: Housetables in early Christianity.
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the faith and not the rights of the children to fair treatment. 
This may indicate problems in a family when the parents 
converted to Christianity and the children did not (bearing 
in mind even adults would still be subordinate to their pater 
familias). Moreover, the long instruction to the slave owner 
not to mistreat the male and female slaves, as was common 
practice, indicates that this was a problem in the community. 
Owners are so harsh that there is a danger that slaves may 
cease to believe, particularly because they would have 
been required to join the community when their owners 
converted. They would have understood the koinonia of the 
new community of faith to have altered their status to that 
of equals. The Didache settles this by acceding their equality 
before a God who has no favourites, but then re-establishing 
the patriarchal hierarchy with particularly poignant religious 
legitimation: the owner is a typos of God to whom they must 
be subordinated ‘in shame and fear’ (Didache 4:11). 

The food market
Although space is limited (and I have written on it 
elsewhere, Draper 1991, 2003), the requirement that new 
members commit themselves to observe as much of the 
Jewish food law as they are able to and to keep strictly from 
eidolothuton [‘food offered to idols’], has significant economic 
consequences (Didache 6:3). It would force them out of the 
normal food markets, where virtually everything has been 
offered to the Graeco-Roman gods at some stage or another. 
It would force members of the Didache community into the 
alternative market systems of the Jewish communities in 
the Mediterranean world, where food could be known to be 
kashrut (food originating and prepared in accordance with 
the food laws in the Torah). Alternatively, they would buy 
food and drink only from other members of the community, 
if it was large enough (much as the Pharisaic communities or 
haburoth used to do). This, in my opinion, is one of the reasons 
that Paul is willing to relax this condition (1 Cor 10:25−31). He 
only prohibits his communities from eating meat and drink 
that they have been told has been offered to the gods (do not 
ask, do not tell). However, in the Didache communities, the 
requirement to keep strictly from food offered to idols would 
encourage economic solidarity and an exit from the markets 
they previously frequented as gentiles.

Outsiders
Outsiders are mainly characterised by Negative 
Redistribution, taking goods, labour and honour from 
members of the community without recompense, something 
for nothing (Didache 1:3–6). Unsurprisingly, they are the 
reverse of community members. Those walking on the Way 
of Death (5:1), besides breaking the Ten Commandments 
are guilty of the economic behaviour characteristic of the 
imperial system: thefts [klopai] and rapines [harpagai]. Their 
conduct matches that of the patrons and brokers with which 
the poor in the ancient world were very familiar: ‘jealousy, 
over-confidence, loftiness, duplicity, deceit, haughtiness’ 
and, above all, acquisitiveness [pleonexia]. They do not 
recognise the ‘reward for righteousness’, namely the goal of 
all things in God. The poor are at their mercy as they are both 

exploiters and unjust judges who protect their own elite class. 
They are those who oppress the poor and pervert justice in 
favour of the rich:

Those sleepless not for good but for evil; those from whom 
meekness and perseverence are far; those loving vain things; 
those pursuing bribes. Those not having mercy on the poor: those 
not working hard to aid the down trodden those not knowing 
the One who made them: murderers of children, corruptors of 
the creation of God. Those who turn away the needy, those who 
tread down the oppressed: advocates of rich people, lawless 
judges of the poor. Those altogether sinful. 

(Didache 5:2)

Just as the patrons of the Didache community were 
characterised as aphilarguros and praus [‘not lovers of 
money’ and ‘meek’], so the patrons outside the community 
are philarguros and kenodoxos (‘lovers of money’ and 
‘vainglorious’, Didache 3:5), treacherous liers whose pseusma 
[‘lying’] leads to theft, the exploitation and plunder of the 
weak and the poor. Such people are excluded from the 
community’s meal and from their hospitality (Didache 9:5). 

Conclusion
Our brief and rather tentative study of the moral economy of 
the Didache has confirmed that it functions as an alternative 
economy to the exploitative and oppressive patron-client 
networks of the ancient Roman Empire. God is seen as the 
only true patron protecting and providing for the community 
in exchange for love and praise. There is an element of 
ambiguity here: if God provides in exchange for praise, this 
is practising balanced reciprocity; on the other hand, on 
the other hand, if God does it as a free gift, God practices 
generalised reciprocity. Emulating the God who ‘wishes to 
give to all out of their own gifts’ (Didache 1:5), the Didache 
puts in place a system of general redistribution that would 
not allow the poor in the community to fall into ruin and 
starvation. It provides hospitality and refuge for members 
who are travellers or refugees from other communities and 
come ‘in the Name of the Lord’. The koinonia tou hagiou 
[communion of the saints] is very much an economic system 
for those who join the community and thus pool their labour, 
goods and services for the common good. It also spills 
over into open rejection of the Roman system in the public 
sphere by refusing to resist the seizure of money, goods and 
honour (acts of negative reciprocity) whilst simultaneously 
challenging the honour of the system by voluntarily doing 
extra (and so practising generalised reciprocity). They would 
also begin to buy their food and drink from different markets. 
This cements the solidarity and in-group interaction of the 
new eschatological Christian community. In broad outlines, 
then, this study affirms Aaron Milavec’s claim that the 
Didache provides an economic ‘safety net’ for its members. 
However, contrary to his depiction, I would argue that this 
would not be only by means of cooperation between artisans 
in workshops, as the community would have had members 
in all kinds of economic situations, including slaves, wives 
of unbelievers, agricultural workers without skills, teachers 
and wealthier members who could act as patrons.

Furthermore, we should avoid minimising the inherent 
contradictions or weaknesses in this social and economic 
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‘safety net’. The Housetable regulations continue to hold 
the slaves under the strict regulation of their masters, with 
an added religious sanction, and children are required to 
convert and remain faithful to their parents’ newfound faith. 
Furthermore, whilst prophets and teachers are given honour 
though they are drawing on the resources of the community, 
a contradiction of the patron-client expectations, the 
community does make use of well connected and better off 
patrons, who should be aphilarguros [‘not lovers of money’] 
and share their wealth and houses as their leitourgia [‘public 
service’] and be rewarded with honour. These two factors 
provide an ambivalence and potential point of conflict in the 
community and open it up, in the long run, to re-colonisation 
by the Roman patron-client system and imperial exploitation.
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