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1. Introduction: Property in the early church
a. Some suggest property in the early church is seen as an intrinsic evil (cite Acts 2 and 4)
b. There is no formal defense of private property in the Early Church, but personal
property participates in their conceptions of the Christian worldview and spiritual life
2. How did the Early Church view property
a. Acts 2:42-47, 4:32-5, Acts 5:1-11: Property and Christian koinonia
b. Athenagoras: Property and persecution
c. Clement of Alexandria: Property and the common good
d. Cyprian of Carthage: Property and Christian virtue
e. Justin Martyr: Property, Christian worship, and charity
1. Acts 5:1-7: 1 But a man named Ananias, with his wife Sapphira, sold a piece of property, 2 and with his
wife's knowledge he kept back for himself some of the proceeds and brought only a part of it and laid it
at the apostles' feet. 3 But Peter said, “Ananias, why has Satan filled your heart to lie to the Holy Spirit
and to keep back for yourself part of the proceeds of the land? 4 While it remained unsold, did it not
remain your own? And after it was sold, was it not at your disposal? Why is it that you have contrived
this deed in your heart? You have not lied to man but to God.” 5 When Ananias heard these words, he
fell down and breathed his last. And great fear came upon all who heard of it. 6 The young men rose and
wrapped him up and carried him out and buried him.
2. Athenagoras (ca. 133-190), A Plea for the Christians, 1: And accordingly, with admiration of your
[Marcus Aurelius] mildness and gentleness, and your peaceful and benevolent disposition towards every
man, individuals live in the possession of equal rights; and the cities, according to their rank, share in
equal honor; and the whole empire, under your intelligent sway, enjoys profound peace. But for us who
are called Christians you have not in like manner cared; but although we commit no wrong — nay, as
will appear in the sequel of this discourse, are of all men most piously and righteously disposed towards
the Deity and towards your government — you allow us to be harassed, plundered, and persecuted, the
multitude making war upon us for our name alone. We venture, therefore, to lay a statement of our
case before you — and you will deem from this discourse that we suffer unjustly, and contrary to all law
and reason — and we beseech you to bestow some consideration upon us also, that we may cease at
length to be slaughtered at the instigation of false accusers. For the fine imposed by our persecutors
does not aim merely at our property, nor their insults at our reputation, nor the damage they do us at
any other of our greater interests. These we hold in contempt, though to the generality they appear
matters of great importance; for we have learned, not only not to return blow for blow, nor to go to law
with those who plunder and rob us, but to those who smite us on one side of the face to offer the other
side also, and to those who take away our coat to give likewise our cloak. But, when we have
surrendered our property, they plot against our very bodies and souls, pouring upon us wholesale
charges of crimes of which we are guiltless even in thought, but which belong to these idle praters
themselves, and to the whole tribe of those who are like them.
3. Clement of Alexandria (ca. 150-215 A.D.), How Can the Rich man Be Saved: Riches, then, which benefit
also our neighbors, are not to be thrown away. For they are possessions, inasmuch as they are
possessed, and goods, inasmuch as they are useful and provided by God for the use of men; and they lie
to our hand, and are put under our power, as material and instruments which are for good use to those
who know the instrument. If you use it skillfully, it is skillful; if you are deficient in skill, it is affected by
your want of skill, being itself destitute of blame. Such an instrument is wealth. Are you able to make a
right use of it? It is subservient to righteousness. Does one make a wrong use of it? It is, on the other

hand, a minister of wrong. For its nature is to be subservient, not to rule. That then which of itself has
neither good nor evil, being blameless, ought not to be blamed; but that which has the power of using it
well and ill, by reason of its possessing voluntary choice. And this is the mind and judgment of man,
which has freedom in itself and self-determination in the treatment of what is assigned to it. …For he
who holds possessions, and gold, and silver, and houses, as the gifts of God; and ministers from them to
the God who gives them for the salvation of men; and knows that he possesses them more for the sake
of the brethren than his own; and is superior to the possession of them, not the slave of the things he
possesses; and does not carry them about in his soul, nor bind and circumscribe his life within them, but
is ever laboring at some good and divine work, even should he be necessarily some time or other
deprived of them, is able with cheerful mind to bear their removal equally with their abundance.
4. Cyprian of Carthage (200-258 A.D.), On the Lapsed, 6-7: Each one was desirous of increasing his estate;
and forgetful of what believers had either done before in the times of the apostles, or always ought to
do, they, with the insatiable ardor of covetousness, devoted themselves to the increase of their
property. Among the priests there was no devotedness of religion; among the ministers there was no
sound faith: in their works there was no mercy; in their manners there was no discipline. …Not a few
bishops who ought to furnish both exhortation and example to others, despising their divine charge,
became agents in secular business, forsook their throne, deserted their people, wandered about over
foreign provinces, hunted the markets for gainful merchandise, while brethren were starving in the
Church. …Immediately at the first words of the threatening foe, the greatest number of the brethren
betrayed their faith, and were cast down, not by the onset of persecution, but cast themselves down by
voluntary lapse. What unheard-of thing, I beg of you, what new thing had happened, that, as if on the
occurrence of things unknown and unexpected, the obligation to Christ should be dissolved with
headlong rashness?
5. Justin Martyr (ca. 100-165 A.D.), First Apology, 14, 67: 14. [S]ince our persuasion by the Word… follow
the only unbegotten God through His Son: we who formerly delighted in fornication, but now embrace
chastity alone; we who formerly used magical arts, dedicate ourselves to the good and unbegotten God;
we who valued above all things the acquisition of wealth and possessions, now bring what we have into
a common stock, and communicate to every one in need; we who hated and destroyed one another,
and on account of their different manners would not live with men of a different tribe, now, since the
coming of Christ, live familiarly with them, and pray for our enemies, and endeavor to persuade those
who hate us unjustly to live conformably to the good precepts of Christ, to the end that they may
become partakers with us of the same joyful hope of a reward from God the ruler of all. ….67. And the
wealthy among us help the needy; and we always keep together; and for all things wherewith we are
supplied, we bless the Maker of all through His Son Jesus Christ, and through the Holy Spirit. And on the
day called Sunday, all who live in cities or in the country gather together to one place, and the memoirs
of the apostles or the writings of the prophets are read, as long as time permits; then, when the reader
has ceased, the president verbally instructs, and exhorts to the imitation of these good things. Then we
all rise together and pray, and, as we before said, when our prayer is ended, bread and wine and water
are brought, and the president in like manner offers prayers and thanksgivings, according to his ability,
and the people assent, saying Amen; and there is a distribution to each, and a participation of that over
which thanks have been given, and to those who are absent a portion is sent by the deacons. And they
who are well to do, and willing, give what each thinks fit; and what is collected is deposited with the
president, who succors the orphans and widows and those who, through sickness or any other cause,
are in want, and those who are in bonds and the strangers sojourning among us, and in a word takes
care of all who are in need.

