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By Claude F. Mariottini

ESOPOTAMIA WAS THE CRADLE OF

civilization. The land between the Tigris and

Euphrates Rivers gave birth to the great societies of
the ancient Near East. Archaeology has revealed that in the
fourth and third millennium B.C. several city-states, such
as those of the Akkadians, Sumerians, and Babylonians,
flourished in Mesopotamia. These ancient empires created
an advanced system of irrigation that greatly increased
their agricultural output. The civilizations of Mesopotamia
also invented writing, built great palaces and temples, and
developed trade with other city-states.

In the Ancient Near East
One of the most important factors in the creation of wealth
in the ancient Near East was the fertility of the land. The
irrigation system the Babylonians used helped pro-
duce plentiful harvests of wheat, fruits, and vegeta-
bles. Another major industry was textile manufac-
turing, the by-products of which the Babylonians
used in trade for other goods. Buying and selling
these products contributed to the wealth of the
people who produced them. The basis for trade in
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antiquity was barter and the exchange of manufac-
tured goods since coinage was not in use until the
seventh century B.C.

The surplus of agricultural products and manu-
factured goods enabled Mesopotamian cities to
grow rich through trade and commerce. The accu-
mulation of wealth by nations and individuals
created demand for metals and for skilled workers
who could create monuments, jewelry, and works
of art. National and personal wealth also provided
the funds to build magnificent palaces and temples.!

The growth of wealth generated the stratifica-
tion of society. The Code of Hammurabi, a code of
law that Hammurabi, king of Babylon, composed
in the first half of the eighteenth century B.C.,
shows that Babylonian society was divided into
three groups of people: the members of landhold-
ing families; citizens who were free but did not
possess land; and slaves, people who did not own
land and were not free.

As a whole, the people who had power and
authority in society were those who controlled more
land and who were able to accumulate more wealth.
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Kings and their courtiers; priests, whose loyalties
were always to the deities’ temples; and members
of the ruling elite were the primary ones to amass
and retain wealth. The ruling elite controlled
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agricultural production, which was the
basis of wealth and power. People in
government managed the food supply
which they received as tax payments
from the populace. Rulers used surplus
food for both trade and personal con-
sumption. Collecting taxes required
keeping records. The invention of writ-
ing emerged out of the need for record-
keeping in commercial transactions

and governmental affairs.?

In Israel

In the early days of Israel’s settlement
in Canaan, the accumulation and the
concentration of wealth in the hands
of a few individuals probably did not
exist. The reason for this equality
was because each individual's wealth
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came from the land. Food production occurred among fami-
lies within the clans to meet the basic needs of individual
families. Most people cultivated crops and had livestock to
provide for their own needs. If they produced a surplus, they
then used the extra for small trade among the members of the
clan, primarily for items they did not cultivate or goods the
family did not produce.
Moses described the abundance of the promised land:

For the Lorp your God is bringing you into a good
land, a land with streams of water, springs, and deep
water sources, flowing in both valleys and hills; a land
of wheat, barley, vines, figs, and pomegranates; a land
of olive oil and honey; a land where you will eat food
without shortage, where you will lack nothing; a land
whose rocks are iron and from whose hills you will
mine copper. (Deut. 8:7-9)3

Thus, the richness of the land was available to every indi-
vidual Israelite. Buying and selling land was rare, as evident
in the story of Naboth (1 Kings 2r:1-3).

In Israel the measure of a person’s wealth consisted
mostly of flocks, herds, and slaves. Abraham was a rich man
because he had many “sheep and cattle, silver and gold, male
and female slaves, and camels and donkeys” (Gen. 24:35).
Esau took his cattle and livestock and moved away from his
brother Jacob because their wealth was too great for them to
live together (36:6-8).

Nabal was “a very rich man” because he had three thou-
sand sheep and one thousand goats (1 Sam. 25:2). Job’s wealth
was much greater than Nabal’s. Job had seven thousand
sheep, three thousand camels, five hundred yoke of oxen, five
hundred donkeys, and many servants (Job 1:3).

To preserve and protect their wealth, people needed a large
retinue. Job had “a very large number of servants” (v. 3).
Abraham had 318 men born in his house (Gen. 14:14). These
men, who probably were free-born servants and slaves
working for Abraham, had fathers and mothers, wives and
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children. Thus Abraham’s retinue possibly numbered more
than one thousand people.

The establishment of the monarchy in Israel created a
group of people who became wealthy by their service to the
king and by the gifts they received from their service to the
monarch. The monarchy also forced families to accumulate a
surplus beyond their immediate need in order to pay taxes, to
support the government, and to provide for the king’s needs.4

At the time Samuel appointed Saul as Israel’s first king, he
warned the people that the king would accumulate his wealth
at their expense. Samuel said:

He can take your best fields, vineyards, and olive
orchards and give them to his servants. He can take a
tenth of your grain and your vineyards and give them
to his officials and servants. He can take your male ser-
vants, your female servants, your best young men, and
your donkeys and use them for his work. He can take
a tenth of your flocks, and you yourselves can become
his servants. (1 Sam. 8:14-17)

When Solomon became the king of the united monarchy,
he promoted economic growth by establishing commercial
ventures with Tyre. These ventures helped the people who
were part of Solomon’s government to accumulate personal
wealth. Solomon established a fleet of ships at Ezion-geber
(1 Kings 9:26). Solomon used his ships to increase the trade
of products such as gold, precious stones, and rare woods
(10:11). In addition, Solomon traded exotic animals such as
apes and peacocks (v. 22).

In the ancient Near East, the people who owned the
land were much richer than those who cultivated it. This
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Ca Fwas the reason the prophets severely criti-
P cized those who accumulated land by joining
W “house to house” and “field to field” (Isa. 5:8).
Those relegated to working these expansive fields and large
estates would have been the slaves, day laborers, and people
who sold themselves to pay their debts.

By the eighth century B.c., wealth had become an
instrument that served to oppress the less fortunate in
Israelite society. This happened when people forgot that
the Lord was the One who gave them power to accumulate
wealth. The criticism by prophets such as Isaiah, Amos,
and Micah shows that the people of Israel were better off
economically before the enactment of policies that con-
tributed to the accumulation of wealth by a few individu-
als. The prophets condemned the wealthy for their luxu-
rious houses (Amos 3:15), excessive drinking (Isa. s:),
entertainment (v. 12), and jewelry (3:16-24).

Wealth in the Book of Ecclesiastes

In Ecclesiastes 5:8-6:12, the writer exposed the person who
has an insatiable desire to acquire more money. He also
discussed how deceptive the accumulation of wealth can
be to an individual whose only desire in life is to acquire a
fortune. Those whose primary aim is to acquire wealth will
never be happy because they are never satisfied with what
they have (Eccl. 5:10).

Some of the people who were greedy for money were
provincial government officials, who oppressed the peas-
ants by overtaxing them (v. 8). The phrase “the profit
from the land is taken by all” (v. 9) may refer to the heavy
taxation that provided revenue for the government and for
those working for the king.>

Wealth leads to pride (Ezek. 28:5). Those who were
oppressing the poor in Israel believed they had acquired their
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wealth by their own power and ability (Deut. 8:17). The writ-
er of Ecclesiastes explained that wealth was a gift from God
(Eccl. 5:19). Moses told the people of Israel that the source of
their wealth was God: “Remember that the LorD your God
gives you the power to gain wealth” (Deut. 8:18).

The Bible teaches that God gives wealth but that He also
can take wealth away: “I will give up your wealth and your
treasures as plunder, without cost” (Jer. 15:13). The psalmist
said that when people die, they leave their wealth behind:
“For one can see that wise men die; foolish and stupid
men also pass away. Then they leave their wealth to oth-
ers” (Ps. 49:10). This is what the writer of Ecclesiastes also
emphasized: “As he came from his mother’s womb, so he
will go again, naked as he came; he will take nothing for his
efforts that he can carry in his hands” (Eccl. 5:15).

What the writer of Ecclesiastes was teaching was that
people who enrich themselves by dishonest means and
who gain wealth by oppressing the less fortunate are out-
wardly rich but inwardly poor. Further, he was teach-
ing that those whose sole focus was the accumulation of
wealth would find that this quest for more was ultimately
an insatiable thirst.® B
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